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Chapter One

Guilt and  
Guilt Feelings

During my career as a seminary professor, I frequently 
have been called upon to teach courses on Christian 

apologetics. The term apologetics comes from the Greek word 
apologia, which means “to make a reply.” Thus, the discipline 
of apologetics is not concerned with apologizing for being 
a Christian, as the term might suggest. Rather, its aim is to 
provide a rational, intellectual defense of the truth claims of 
Christianity and to answer objections that people raise to the 
faith. This can be a very abstract, philosophical enterprise. 
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As I engage in apologetics, I often converse with people 
who are not Christian believers; some of them are indiffer-
ent, while others are openly hostile to Christianity. For this 
reason, when I have these discussions, I often encounter 
questions about various truth claims. I think, as Francis 
Schaeffer used to say, that it is the Christian responsibility 
to give honest answers to honest questions, as far as we are 
able, so I try my best to do that. 

Sooner or later, however, particularly in discussions with 
skeptics and people who are philosophically hostile to Chris-
tianity, I pause from my attempts to give answers and raise a 
particularly pointed question of my own. I say: “We’ve dis- 
cussed the abstractions, the rational arguments for the exis-
tence of God and so on. Let’s lay those aside just for a moment 
and let me ask you this: What do you do with your guilt?” 

This question often provokes a dramatic shift in the 
tenor of the discussion. It touches on something that is 
a visceral matter for many people, something that affects 
them at an existential level, so it moves the discussion 
beyond the abstract realm. In most instances, the person 
with whom I am speaking does not become angry when I 
ask this question. Sometimes the person will say that he has 
no guilt or that guilt is simply a term invented by religious 
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people. Usually, however, the person treats the question 
seriously and tries to explain how he is dealing with guilt. 
This, I think, is evidence that every human being knows 
what guilt is. Every human being, at some level and at 
some point in his or her life, has to deal with it. 

Guilt: An Objective Reality

What is guilt? In the first place, we have to say that guilt 
is not subjective but objective because it corresponds to an 
objective standard or reality. That leads me to the simplest 
definition of guilt that I can compose: Guilt is that which 
a person incurs when he violates a law. 

We understand how this works in the criminal justice 
system. If someone breaks a law, a statute that has been 
enacted by a government, and that person is apprehended 
for having broken the law, he may have to appear in court. 
The person may say he is not guilty, in which case he is 
entitled to a trial, frequently a trial by jury. At such a trial, 
evidence is produced and testimony is heard. At the end of 
the trial, the members of the jury come to a verdict. They 
decide whether, in their judgment, the person is, in fact, 
guilty of breaking the law he is charged with violating. 
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There is a wide range of kinds of trials, kinds of argu-
ments that are used, and levels of evidence. Some years 
ago, it seemed that the entire United States was transfixed 
by the two trials of O. J. Simpson—one a criminal trial, 
the other a civil trial—which featured different rules on 
evidence, different guidelines for reaching a verdict, and 
so forth. But in any kind of trial, the key question is this: 
Is the person guilty? In other words, did the suspect do it? 
Did he or she transgress the law? 

Laws are an inescapable reality in our world. There are 
rules imposed by our parents. There are rules imposed by 
teachers and by employers. There are laws enacted by the 
states and the federal government. All of us are subject to 
rules and laws. We might disagree with some of these laws 
or even with the idea of laws altogether. We might not have 
had the opportunity to vote on the laws we are required to 
heed. Still, those laws are there. We cannot ignore them. 
When we talk about guilt, we’re talking about the trans-
gression or violation of these rules or laws. 

The biblical view is that God is the supreme Lawgiver 
and that He holds every person who is alive account-
able for conforming to His mandates. Yes, God has rules 
and laws. People have said to me on many occasions that 
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Christianity is not about rules and regulations; it’s about 
love. That’s simply not true. Christianity is about love, but 
that is because love is one of the rules—God commands 
us to love Him and to love one another. Christianity is 
not just about rules and laws, but rules and laws decreed 
by God have been a fact of life since the day of creation. 
So if we define guilt as that which a person incurs when he 
violates a law, we incur supreme guilt when we break the 
law of God. That is because His law is perfect. It is never 
arbitrary. It does not reflect merely the vested interests of 
a particular lobby group, but the perfect, holy, righteous 
character of God Himself. 

Obviously, if there is no God, we don’t have to worry 
about breaking His rules, because He doesn’t have any 
rules. Still, we have the rules of the lesser magistrates to 
deal with. I believe all of us have broken the law of God, 
but even if we have not violated God’s laws, we’ve certainly 
broken the laws of men. So all of us have experienced the 
objective situation of having transgressed a law. 

Suppose a person commits murder with malice afore-
thought; he willfully plans to take another person’s life, then 
executes his plan. The vast majority of people in this world 
agree that killing is a bad thing, that murder is wrong. Even 
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in this age of relativism, when many people say there are no 
absolutes, a person will fudge on his commitment to relativ-
ism if someone comes at him with a knife and threatens to 
kill him. He will say, “That’s wrong, and if you kill me mali-
ciously, you will incur guilt.” He’s right. At some level, we all 
understand that there are certain things that are inherently 
wrong, and if we do those things, we incur guilt. 

Guilt Feelings: A Subjective Response

An interesting thing occurs when I ask people, “What do you 
do with your guilt?” I don’t ask what the person is going to 
do about his or her guilt feelings. My question has to do with 
his or her guilt. However, almost everyone to whom I pose 
this question tends to respond concerning his or her guilt 
feelings. At that point, I stop the discussion to make a care-
ful distinction between guilt and guilt feelings. While these 
two are closely related, they are not precisely the same thing. 
The basic distinction is between objectivity and subjectivity. 

Let’s think about feelings for a moment. Feelings are 
things that personal beings experience. Rocks, to our 
knowledge, do not experience personal feelings. They are 
cold, lifeless objects. Therefore, if someone throws a stone 
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and it hits me in the head, the person who threw the stone 
may or may not experience guilt, but I can safely conclude 
that the stone suffers no trauma of psychological import. 
The stone is the instrument that is used in this particular 
assault, but it doesn’t have feelings. People are different. 
People are personal beings. They have minds and wills. 
Each of them has a feeling aspect in his or her life. So when 
we talk about guilt feelings, we’re talking about something 
that is personal and subjective. 

Guilt without guilt feelings. As we seek to sort out the 
differences between guilt and guilt feelings, it is important 
to remember that our feelings do not always have a per-
fect correspondence to our status under the law. A pair of 
examples will help make this clear. 

We have an expression for people who cannot be 
deterred from parking in no-parking zones. They get tick-
ets for it and simply throw them in the garbage can, or they 
get summonses to pay or appear in court but simply ignore 
them. We call them “scofflaws.” They seem able to repeat 
their habit of violating no-parking zones without any sense 
of personal remorse. 

Taking this idea to a higher level, in the study of 
psychology, there is a category of people who are called 
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psychopaths or sociopaths. The common element of these 
two terms is the suffix path; it comes from the Greek 
term pathos, which means “suffering, feeling, emotion.” 
A psychopath or a sociopath is a person who can com-
mit antisocial behavior, such as a heinous crime, with no 
apparent feeling of remorse. Sometimes it is said that a per-
son is a psychopathic liar. This means that the person not 
only lies habitually and consistently, but does so without 
suffering any particular assaults from his conscience. 

When people commit terrible crimes without feeling 
guilty, their feelings are not proportionate to the guilt that 
they have actually incurred. So, it is possible for people to 
have guilt without guilt feelings, or at least without pro-
portionate guilt feelings. The lack of guilt feelings does not 
always indicate a lack of guilt. 

Imagine that someone is arrested for murder in the first 
degree, and the prosecution has audio and videotapes of 
the person declaring in advance his hostility toward the 
victim and his firm intent to murder the person. There is 
also video of the actual murder, DNA evidence, and even 
the murder weapon. However, the person comes into 
court and, when the judge asks, “How do you plead?” he 
says, “I plead not guilty.” He then elects to defend himself 
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rather than use an attorney. He stands before the court 
and mounts his defense, saying: “I am not guilty because 
I don’t feel guilty. Never mind all the objective evidence. 
My subjective testimony establishes my innocence. I can’t 
be guilty because I don’t feel guilty.” How far do you think 
that defense would go in a secular courtroom? The fact that 
a person says he is not guilty because he does not feel guilty 
does not establish his innocence, because the mere fact that 
a person does not feel guilty says absolutely nothing about 
whether he actually broke the law regarding murder. 

It is possible for people not to feel even the guilt they 
bear before God. In the third chapter of the book of Jer-
emiah, the prophet speaks of the infidelity of the people of 
God in the Old Testament. As is often the case in the Bible, 
Israel’s unfaithfulness is described by use of the metaphor 
of adultery—Israel is seen as a harlot who has joined her-
self to foreign deities. Jeremiah writes: 

“If a man divorces his wife and she goes from him 
and becomes another man’s wife, will he return to 
her? Would not that land be greatly polluted? You 
have played the whore with many lovers; and would 
you return to me? declares the Lord. Lift up your 
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eyes to the bare heights, and see! Where have you 
not been ravished? By the waysides you have sat 
awaiting lovers like an Arab in the wilderness. You 
have polluted the land with your vile whoredom. 
Therefore the showers have been withheld, and the 
spring rain has not come; yet you have the forehead 
of a whore; you refuse to be ashamed.” (3:1–3)

Jeremiah’s imagery here is quite graphic. In voicing 
God’s judgment against Israel, he accuses Israel of com-
mitting harlotry and describes Israel as having a harlot’s 
forehead. What does that mean? Jeremiah is saying that 
Israel has forgotten how to blush. She is so practiced and 
habitual in her infidelity, she has lost any sense of embar-
rassment or shame. 

Scriptural passages like this make it clear that there is 
often a large gap between objective guilt and the ensuing 
guilt feelings that flow from it. We are told in Scripture that 
it is possible for people, by repeated sins, to lose the capac-
ity for embarrassment and shame. The Bible frequently 
speaks of the hardened heart, which causes a person no 
longer to feel remorse for his or her transgression. It is dan-
gerous for us to rely totally on our guilt feelings to reveal to 
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us the reality of our guilt itself because we can quench the 
pangs of conscience. 

Guilt feelings without guilt. On the other hand, there 
are people who are plagued by all sorts of feelings of guilt 
for things they did not do. Objectively, they violated no 
laws, but because of one mental aberration or another, they 
feel guilty; they feel that they have violated a law or laws. 

It is possible for people to feel guilty about things that, 
considered in and of themselves, are not sinful. Suppose, 
for example, you are raised in a Christian home that is 
part of a Christian subculture that teaches that this or that 
behavior is wicked. Your parents, teachers, and authority 
figures in the church drum into you that Christians are 
not allowed to do various things. In some cases, these rules 
and regulations are not found in Scripture. There is such a 
thing as legalism, which imposes laws where God has left 
men free. But whether they are truly sinful or not, you are 
taught that certain actions are against God’s law, so if you 
do them, you incur a great sense of guilt. In short, you have 
guilt feelings, even though the behaviors you engage in are 
not under the judgment of God.  

One common example of this concerns alcoholic bev-
erages. Many people are taught that any consumption of 
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alcoholic beverages is sinful. I do not believe the Bible teaches 
that. I am sure that I will get calls and letters from people who 
disagree with me, who have been taught in their churches or 
in their families that the wine of which the Bible speaks is 
merely unfermented grape juice. However, in ancient Israel, 
the religious festivals that were instituted by God, most nota-
bly the Passover, used real wine. It was a beverage that had 
the capacity, if overused or abused, to make people drunk. In 
Old Testament Israel, drunkenness was a problem, and God 
spoke against drunkenness and saw it as a serious sin. But the 
problem was the drunkenness, not the drink.

Likewise, the New Testament makes it clear that drunk-
enness is a sin. Nevertheless, Jesus made real wine at the 
wedding feast of Cana (John 2). Oinos is the Greek word 
that is translated as “wine,” and it means the fermented 
fruit of the vine. Such wine was used for religious purposes, 
for daily dietary doses, and also in times of celebration. 
The Bible speaks of the wine that makes the heart glad 
(Ps. 104:15). When Jesus established the Lord’s Supper, He 
consecrated real wine. Jesus was celebrating the Passover 
with His disciples when He instituted the Lord’s Supper, 
and wine was used in the Passover celebration. 

The common Christian teaching against alcoholic 
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beverages grew out of Prohibition and the temperance 
movement in the United States. It has no foundation in 
the lexicography of the ancient languages. Nevertheless, 
many who are exposed to this teaching and then consume 
alcohol come away with feelings of guilt, even though they 
have committed no sin. 

At the same time, the Bible tells us that whatever is not 
of faith is sin (Rom. 14:23). Let me illustrate this. I have a 
friend who loved to play Ping-Pong. Now the Bible doesn’t 
say anything about playing Ping-Pong; Ping-Pong was 
not even invented at the time the Bible was written, and I 
think that we can readily see that there is no intrinsic evil 
in engaging in a simple pastime or recreational sport such 
as Ping-Pong. But even this simple activity can become an 
occasion for sin. My friend was an earnest Christian who 
had serious responsibilities at his job, but he became so 
caught up in Ping-Pong that he started to neglect his job, 
his family, and his other responsibilities. He was addicted 
to playing Ping-Pong. So for him, Ping-Pong became a 
moral issue, not because Ping-Pong in and of itself is evil, 
but because this activity had become an occasion for sin 
and for irresponsibility in his life. So he began to have to 
struggle with Ping-Pong. 
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Likewise, if you believe that taking a drink of wine is a 
sin, and you take a drink of wine, then you have sinned. In 
my judgment, the sin is not in drinking the wine, because 
if taking a taste of wine is a sin, then Jesus was a sinner, 
and He would not qualify to be the sinless Savior of His 
people. He would be the Lamb with a blemish rather than 
the Lamb without blemish (1 Peter 1:19). But the principle 
is that that which is done without faith is sin, and if you do 
something that you believe is wrong, then the sin that you 
have committed is in acting against your conscience. You 
have done something with the thought of transgressing, 
and to choose to do something that you believe is wrong, 
even if it is not wrong, is wrong. 

With these examples, I hope you can see why it is very 
important for us to get a clear understanding of the rela-
tionship between guilt and guilt feelings. The presence of 
guilt feelings does not automatically indicate the presence 
of objective guilt with respect to a particular action, but 
it may represent the presence of the guilt of acting against 
one’s conscience. The bottom line is that any time we 
experience feelings of guilt, we need to step back and ask 
ourselves as honestly as we possibly can, “Have I broken 
the law of God?” 
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Whenever we confuse guilt and guilt feelings, we 
open ourselves to several problems. For example, people 
may take advantage of our sensitivity to certain behavioral 
patterns and try to impose on us guilt feelings that are 
not appropriate for the actions we have done. One of 
the easiest ways to manipulate people is to heap some 
kind of guilt upon them in an effort to shame or embar-
rass them into doing what we want. There are people 
who have become masters at guilt manipulation. The 
process of guilt manipulation can be very destructive 
and devastating in human relationships.

But that’s a small problem compared to the other side of 
the coin. We can become professionals at silencing the feel-
ings of real guilt. We live in a culture that teaches us that 
guilt feelings are inherently destructive because they under-
mine a person’s sense of self-esteem. Even in the realm of 
psychology today, we’re told that there’s something wrong 
about telling people that their behavior is sinful. Karl Men-
ninger wrote a book a few years ago titled Whatever Became 
of Sin? The driving idea here is that we don’t want to tell 
anyone that his behavior is wrong because we might make 
him feel guilty, and if he feels guilty, he may suffer some 
kind of psychological distress. 
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The Reality of Our Guilt

Let me return now to the question I use in my apologetics 
discussions: “What do you do with your guilt?” A clever 
attorney would recognize that there is a problem with this 
question. The problem is that I have not established that 
there is any guilt. My question presupposes that the person 
has guilt with which he needs to deal. 

This question is something like the question, “Have 
you stopped beating your wife?” If a man answers that 
question by saying “Yes,” he is admitting that he once beat 
his wife, and if he answers “No,” he is saying that he’s still 
beating his wife. No matter how he answers the question, 
he is admitting to some kind of guilt. The question is in an 
illegitimate form. 

So if I say to you without knowing you, “What do you 
do with your guilt?” you have every right to respond to me 
by saying: “What guilt? You’re assuming that I have guilt.” 
That is true, but I can make that assumption based on my 
theological and biblical perspective. That’s why, when I ask 
this question, I do not start by arguing that there is such 
a thing as guilt. I can assume that people understand the 
reality of guilt.

In Romans 3, the apostle Paul gives an elaborate expo- 
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sition of the fallenness of the human race. He writes: “Now 
we know that whatever the law says it speaks to those who 
are under the law, so that every mouth may be stopped, 
and the whole world may be held accountable to God. For 
by works of the law no human being will be justified in 
his sight, since through the law comes knowledge of sin. 
. . . For there is no distinction: for all have sinned and 
fall short of the glory of God” (3:19–23). Manifestly and 
unambiguously, the Scriptures teach here not only the 
reality of human guilt but the universality of it. God has 
declared the whole world and every person in it to be guilty 
of breaking His law. 

You may say that I’m begging the question again, sim-
ply declaring the universality of guilt by reading a passage 
from the New Testament. But the universality of human 
guilt is not just the testimony of Scripture; it is part of the 
folklore or natural wisdom of many cultures. In technical 
terms, this idea is known as the jus gentium, “the law of 
the nations,” which is the universal testimony of people, 
not only those who read the Bible or are committed to a 
particular religion, to the universality of guilt. 

Have you ever said, “Nobody’s perfect”? Do you agree 
with that universal negative affirmation? How many people 
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do you know who really believe they are perfect? I never 
have met a person outside the Christian church who told 
me that he or she was perfect. I have met people inside 
the Christian church who claimed to have been perfected 
and to live in a perfect state. I think that they were hope-
lessly deluded at that point, but I cannot say I never have 
met a person who said he was perfect now. But even such 
people admit to past imperfections, and I have yet to meet 
a human being who has looked me in the eye and said, “I 
have never done anything wrong in my life.” 

Now, there may be people who think that, and I would 
have to give special attention to those who do, but I’m 
going to cut the Gordian knot here and speak to those 
who are not in that situation, because they are the over-
whelming majority of people. They know that they have 
broken the law of God. Again, Paul says, “All have sinned 
and fall short of the glory of God.” The word sin in the 
New Testament in the Greek language, harmartia, liter-
ally means “to miss the mark.” It was borrowed from the 
sport of archery. The bowmen of antiquity would practice 
very much as archers do today, with targets, and the targets 
had segments and bull’s-eyes, so that the archer would aim 
his bow and try to reach a particular level of accuracy by 
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putting his arrow on that mark. Harmartia was the word 
used in antiquity when the archer missed the bull’s-eye and 
came short of a perfect score. But when it is carried over 
into the theological categories of the New Testament, we’re 
not talking about shooting arrows at targets, we’re talking 
about life. We’re talking about reaching the standard of the 
perfection of God’s law, and the Scriptures say that no one 
has hit the mark. Everyone falls short of the standard of 
righteousness, the standard of moral conduct that has been 
established by God Himself. Because that’s the case, every-
one in the world is guilty before God. 

Therefore, I can cut to the chase in normal conver-
sation and say to a person, “What do you do with your 
guilt?” I’m not talking about his or her guilt before a kin-
dergarten teacher, before the local police officer, or before 
the traffic court. I’m talking about the person’s guilt before 
God. The most frequent response to that question is this: 
“I don’t really worry about it that much, because it’s God’s 
job to forgive.” The hope is that since everyone is in the 
same boat, the Maker of the boat and the Captain of the 
boat will not be all that distressed by one more person in 
the boat. If nobody’s perfect, certainly God is going to 
have to grade us on a curve. He will have to do what we 
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do—adjust the standard lower so He can meet us where 
we are. 

In a sense, those who give this answer know they are 
missing the target with their arrows, so instead of moving 
further away from the target, they begin to move closer 
to the target to make it easier to hit the bull’s-eye. But it’s 
one thing to adjust the sight on the bow or to reduce the 
distance to the target, and it’s another thing to ask God to 
adjust His character. Remember, the law of God flows out 
of the character of God, and His laws are righteous because 
He is righteous. He will not adjust the law that reflects His 
perfection to accommodate you and me. As long as He 
doesn’t adjust that law, we remain guilty before that law. 

We know from the study of psychology that there is 
probably nothing more paralyzing to human action than 
unresolved guilt feelings. Such feelings paralyze people. 
That’s why, when we are confronted with guilt feelings, 
we need to deal with them. Unfortunately, all too often, 
we attempt to deal with our guilt and guilt feelings by 
manmade methods. In the next chapter, I want to exam-
ine these methods before turning to God’s prescription for 
guilt and guilt feelings in the final chapter. 
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Chapter Two

Dealing  
with Guilt

When I was a young boy in elementary school, my 
teachers had rules and regulations. One of the rules 

was that we were not to chew gum in class. Another rule 
was that we were not to talk to our friends during class. 
When we broke these rules and were caught, we had to 
endure various forms of punishment, ranging from stand-
ing in the hall to staying after school to writing sentences. 
Sometimes a student had to write “I will not chew gum in 
class” a hundred times on the blackboard. 
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If the infraction was more severe, the student was sent 
to the principal’s office, which was a formidable experi-
ence. The first time a student was sent there, he received a 
scolding from the principal and a minor punishment, such 
as staying after school. In addition, he had to put his name 
on a large paddle made of wood. If the student was sent 
to the principal again, the principal asked, “What’s your 
name?” and if he found that student’s name written on the 
paddle, the paddle was then applied to a certain part of the 
student’s anatomy. So there was a simple system of crime 
and punishment at my elementary school, with an escalat-
ing pattern of punishment. 

The typical criminal justice system also features many 
levels of punishment that may be imposed for the violation 
of laws, from a simple fine all the way up to the death pen-
alty. One common form of punishment is incarceration. 
It is interesting that when a person is convicted of a crime 
and is sent to prison, upon his release it is sometimes said 
that he has “paid his debt to society.” This simple state-
ment encapsulates the idea that the concepts of crime and 
punishment are often understood in the metaphorical lan-
guage of economics, of indebtedness. A debt, of course, is 
something that is owed and can be repaid. 
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When we wrestle with the question of what we do with 
our guilt, at least on the human level, we are asking how 
we can make up for our guilt. We want to know what we 
can do to set the scales of justice back on an even plane. 
In some cases, we can make restitution or endure certain 
punitive measures. 

But what about our guilt before God? There are a num-
ber of subtle ways by which we attempt to deal with the 
objective reality of this guilt. 

Denying Our Guilt

One of the things that we do to deal with this guilt is 
to deny it. That’s the most common response of human 
beings to the intrusion of the upsetting and disturbing 
consciousness of having violated God’s law. We try to deny 
it to other people and we try to deny it to ourselves. 

What does denial look like? In dealing with their guilt 
before God, some people say, “I don’t believe in God, I 
don’t believe in His law, and I don’t believe I have guilt in 
God’s sight.” Of course, unbelief in God does not mean 
He does not exist. Refusal to believe in His law does not 
mean that there is no law. Likewise, not caring about God’s 
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response to one’s guilt does not make the guilt go away. 
The Scriptures teach us that God has published His law 
plainly, not by putting it on billboards or on national tele-
vision, but by giving us a record of His moral law in the 
written Scriptures. 

People often respond to that assertion by saying, “I’ve 
never read the Bible, so I can’t be held accountable for the 
law of God written down there.” However, the Scriptures 
say that God has published His moral law not only on the 
tablets of stone that were delivered from Mount Sinai by 
Moses and became part of the inscripturated Bible, He has 
written His law on the hearts of His creatures. This means 
that every human being has an innate sense of what is right 
and wrong. Simply put, God has published His law in a 
place that no one can miss—it’s not in some obscure law 
book tucked away on a back shelf in a library on a secluded 
Ivy League campus; rather, it is in our hearts. 

When the Bible speaks of the heart in this context, it 
obviously is referring to the idea of the conscience. The 
conscience bears witness to the publication of the law of 
God in our hearts. So whether we like it or even acknowl-
edge it, we cannot change the reality that we have some 
grasp of what is right and what is wrong. 
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The philosopher Immanuel Kant tried to demonstrate 
this innate sense of right and wrong without appeals to 
the Bible or to religion. Instead, he appealed to human 
consciousness and the universality of what he called “the 
categorical imperative,” a universal sense of “oughtness” 
that every moral creature possesses.

We all know that we have moral obligations that we 
have not fulfilled. I saw this truth demonstrated in my own 
life. When I was a small boy during World War II, my 
father was overseas fighting with the United States Army 
Air Corp. My mother and I would listen to the newscasts 
daily at noon and at six o’clock, and I hated those times 
of the day, because part of every newscast was a report on 
the latest casualties. The radio reports reminded me of the 
vulnerable situation my father was in. Even as a little boy, 
I had some understanding that my father might not come 
back alive from the war. 

Because of that fear, I hated World War II, and that 
made me hate the whole concept of fighting. One time dur-
ing the war, I went to my mother quite earnestly and told 
her that I wanted to write a letter to Adolf Hitler, Benito 
Mussolini, Joseph Stalin, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, and 
Winston Churchill, asking them to stop the war so my 
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daddy could come home. It was plain to me that what they 
were doing was wrong. My mother assured me that my 
idea was a good one, but she also told me it wouldn’t work. 
I asked: “But why do they need to hurt each other and kill 
each other? What good is there in that?” I was absolutely 
naive; I had no understanding of geopolitics or the causes 
of international conflicts. I was naively altruistic. I simply 
could not understand why human beings would settle their 
differences with violence. 

When I got a little older, about ten or so, I heard the 
big boys at the drugstore talk about their sexual exploits 
with their girlfriends, and I thought that was the most 
disgusting thing I had ever heard. I couldn’t believe those 
guys would be interested in those topics because they were 
not of any interest to me at age ten. I resolved that when 
I got to be fifteen or sixteen, I would not take any inter-
est in these things. I didn’t understand about adolescence, 
puberty, and other such matters when I was ten. 

However, as I got older, I began to be involved in fist-
fights. That is, I started to use violence as a means of settling 
differences—just like Hitler, Stalin, and the rest. When I 
grew older still, I experienced the allure of lust. As a result, 
I began to experience a crisis of self-esteem because of my 
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initial ventures into certain kinds of sinful activity. I was 
uncomfortable. I was ashamed of myself. I was disappointed 
in myself. Because of that shame, my behavioral patterns 
changed. Not only that, my ethic, my moral expectations, 
not simply for other people but for myself, also changed. I 
adjusted my ideals downward. I adjusted my code of behav-
ior downward. I adjusted my morality downward. Why? So 
that I could have an ethic I could live, a moral code that 
was within reach, one that would give my conscience rest 
and peace, and would leave me with a good feeling about 
myself instead of a rotten feeling. In essence, I was living in 
denial of my guilt. I am convinced that many people, if not 
all people, go through a similar process of denial. 

It was not the Scriptures but Walt Disney who gave 
us the adage, “Let your conscience be your guide.” This 
expression was uttered by Jiminy Cricket in the classic ani-
mated movie Pinocchio. We might call the idea behind this 
adage “Jiminy Cricket theology.” There’s a very real sense 
in which we are to act carefully according to the direction 
of this inner voice of God that we call “conscience.” But 
we must remember that for us to be wise in following the 
dictates of our conscience, we must first make sure that our 
consciences are informed by the Word of God. 
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Thomas Aquinas once described the human conscience 
as that inner voice that either accuses or excuses us for 
our behavior. There are times when we sin and we feel the 
pangs of conscience, and the Holy Spirit works through 
our consciences to make us sensitive to our transgression 
against God, and there the conscience is doing what God 
created it to do. But as we saw in the previous chapter, 
the conscience can be seared. It can become immune to 
the accusation of the law of God. That’s the judgment that 
God spoke to Israel when he said through the prophet Jer-
emiah, “You have the forehead of a whore.” 

Rationalizing Our Behavior

If denial of our guilt before God doesn’t work, the next 
step typically is to try to justify our behavior. We engage in 
rationalization, a spurious attempt to provide a sound, log-
ical rationale for behavior that we know is wrong. Through 
rationalization, we seek to come up with an excuse for our 
immoral behavior. 

Such excuses may be quite convincing, and they may 
be very effective in dealing with our friends or loved ones. 
They may even work to assuage the civil courts. However, 
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God tells us that His law calls every human being to 
account, “that every mouth may be stopped” (Rom. 3:19). 
What does this mean? The Scriptures uniformly describe 
the situation of the final judgment, when God gathers 
every human being before His tribunal, as one of silence. 
In human courts of law, we often hear the injunction, 
“Silence in the court.” We observe a moment of silence 
when the judge comes in, but then the arguments begin 
as the lawyers start to set forth their cases. The Scriptures, 
however, say that the silence at the final judgment will be 
maintained. Every mouth will be stopped, because there 
will be no excuses, no denials, no protestations of inno-
cence, no alibis. Paul tells us that we are without excuse 
when we violate the law of God (Rom. 1:20). In God’s 
court, we’re guilty, and nothing we can say can change it. 
It is absolutely futile for any human being to attempt to 
justify himself or herself before God. 

Like denial, rationalization is designed to stifle or to 
quench the voice of the conscience. One of the reasons 
we do that is because guilt feelings are painful. There is an 
analogy, I think, between physical pain and psychological 
pain, the psychological pain that is associated with guilt 
feelings. Whenever a person experiences a stabbing pain, 
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he is alarmed. He is uncomfortable because of it, so he 
seeks immediate relief. He might get painkillers to try to 
get rid of that uncomfortable feeling. Yet from a physical 
perspective, pain is an extremely important reality, because 
pain signals to us that there is something wrong, and if we 
cover up the pain, we could be covering up a life-threaten-
ing illness. Though we no longer suffer from the torment 
of the pain, we may be moving in a deadly direction. 

By way of analogy, the pain that comes with guilt feel-
ings is God’s way of sending an alarm to our souls that 
speaks to us and tells us there is something wrong that we 
need to deal with. But we try to get relief from the pain by 
denying it or excusing it rather than understanding that 
guilt feelings may, and often do, have a therapeutic and 
redemptive importance to our lives.

Counting on Payment or Indulgence

Some people do not bother to deny or rationalize their 
guilt. They simply assume that they’ll come before God, 
admit their crimes, and then pay the penalty. They fail to 
distinguish between God’s law and human law. Human 
law has provisions for making up for crimes through resti- 
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tution, punishment, and so on. But how can we make up 
for a crime against God? How much time do we have to 
spend to make it right, to atone for offenses against an infi-
nitely holy being? In the categories of biblical justice, our 
sins against God are infinitely heinous. That means we are 
unable to do the time. There is nothing we possibly could 
do to make up for our shortfall. That is why Jesus used the 
metaphor of the debtor who cannot pay his debts when He 
talked about forgiveness (Matt. 18:25).

Most people do not understand that the debt, the moral 
debt, we owe to God is so vast we never can repay it. So 
they say to themselves, “God is a God of love; He’s a God 
of mercy; He will never require payment.” They’re hoping 
against hope that God will adjust His standards to meet 
them where they are, that He will give the human race a 
plenary indulgence and say: “Boys will be boys; girls will be 
girls. I’m not going to hold you personally accountable for 
your guilt.” Many millions of people are counting on that. 
As a theologian, that terrifies me, because the Jesus who 
showed the world more than any living person ever the 
depths and riches of the love of God, the mercy of God, 
and the grace of God is the same Jesus who taught over and 
over again that there will be a final accounting, and that 
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every idle word that you and I speak will be brought into 
the judgment. 

As we have seen, we have real guilt before God. It’s impor-
tant for us to understand that nothing we can do—denying 
our guilt, rationalizing it away, attempting to make restitu-
tion, or blithely assuming that God will forgive it—can make 
our guilt before God go away. 

Once, when I was in high school, I got into a fistfight 
with a student who was six feet seven inches tall, and I 
was never so happy to see the dean, because he broke up 
the fight and saved me. But the dean was not happy about 
this incident, and as a result of my violation of the school 
rules, I was given a three-day vacation from high school. 
That was a very serious matter in those days, because 
admission to college was quite competitive, and having 
a suspension of that sort on your record was not good. 
Thankfully, when I had gone through the three-day sus-
pension, the supervising principal from the school district 
I had attended through ninth grade went to bat for me 
with the officials in the high school and requested that this 
infraction be taken off my record. That was an act of pure 
mercy and pure grace on the part of the supervising prin-
cipal, and having the record of that suspension removed 
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from my high school transcript helped me enormously 
in terms of my application for entrance to college. I still 
appreciate that.

But the cleansing of my record did not mean my guilt 
was erased. I got in the fight, so it was part of the ultimate 
record of my life. I broke the rule and I paid the price, but my 
guilt was not erased from reality. In much the same way, we 
can try, by many acts of penance, to make restitution for our 
violations of God’s law. However, the guilt always remains. 

So to ask the question, “What do you do with your 
guilt?” is simply to ask the question, “How do you live with 
yourself?” How do we live with our innate knowledge of 
what we have done and of who we are? We are objectively 
guilty in God’s sight—and we must deal with that guilt. 

The good news is that God has given us a way to deal 
with our guilt. In fact, we might say that the whole mes-
sage of the Christian faith is the proclamation of God’s 
solution to a problem we cannot solve ourselves. He has 
made a provision to deal with the reality of guilt, and He 
does it on the basis of real forgiveness, which is one of the 
most liberating, freeing, healing experiences of the human 
soul. That’s the good news of the Christian message. In the 
next chapter, we’ll look more closely at this good news. 
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Chapter Three

The Cure—
Forgiveness 

In the first year of my teaching career, when I was a pro-
fessor at a college, a senior coed made an appointment 

to talk to me. I didn’t know whether she wanted to talk 
about an academic problem, a personal issue, or something 
else, but when she came into my office, it was immediately 
clear that she was exceedingly distressed; in fact, she was so 
upset she could hardly talk. I asked her what her problem 
was, and she then related her story. 
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She was engaged to be married, and her wedding date 
was approaching rapidly. She was very happy in her antici-
pation of their marriage, but she was devastated by guilt 
feelings because of her relationship with her fiancé. She 
felt that way because the two of them had engaged in pre-
marital sexual relations. Remember, this occurred prior to 
the sexual revolution, before that time in Western culture 
when premarital sex suddenly became culturally accept-
able and even a badge of honor and sophistication among 
young people. This woman had not been influenced by 
that cultural transformation, and she was deeply, deeply 
concerned about her actions. 

I asked her what she had done about her feelings of 
guilt. She told me that she had gone to the campus chap-
lain, had told him her story, and had told him that she felt 
guilty. He had been very kind, pastoral, and gentle toward 
her in his response. He said, “Do you love this man?” and 
she said that she did. He asked, “Are you planning to marry 
him?” and she told him they were engaged. Finally, he said 
to her, “Well, what you’re doing with him is perfectly nor-
mal,” and he cited statistics and studies that indicated the 
statistical normalcy of this kind of behavior. 

Then he went on to say that she was feeling so guilty 
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because was the victim of a prudish culture. He told her 
she was living out the consequences of the Puritan era and 
the Victorian era, which held the conscience of America in 
a viselike grip. The chaplain informed this young woman 
that she simply needed to see that she was an adult and 
that she was expressing herself responsibly in her prepa-
rations for marriage. By having sexual relations, he said, 
she and her fiancé were finding out whether they were 
physically compatible. In essence, he told her she simply 
needed to grow up a little and have a mature view of her 
behavior, understanding that her guilt feelings had been 
imposed on her by the environment and the culture in 
which she lived. 

After she told me this story, I asked her what had hap-
pened after this conversation. She said she still felt guilty. 
At that point, I said: “Well, maybe the reason you feel 
guilty is because you are guilty. You understand clearly 
that the law against premarital intercourse was not enacted 
first by the Puritans. Neither was sexual purity invented 
by Queen Victoria. God has commanded that you refrain 
from this kind of activity until you are in the sacred bonds 
of matrimony. You have violated the law of God.”

I went on to tell her that I knew that the studies by 
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Alfred Kinsey and others had concluded that millions of 
other people also had broken that law, but I assured her 
that the fact that myriad people had broken the law did 
not annul the law. The law is based ultimately on God’s 
own personal character. I told her that I knew parents often 
said, and maybe her parents had told her, not to engage in 
sex outside of marriage because of the risks of pregnancy, 
venereal disease, or social ostracism—all the deterrents 
that our culture put on people years ago. However, in the 
final analysis, I said, the reason to obey the law against sex 
outside of marriage is not merely to escape painful conse-
quences but to avoid offending the holiness of God. 

The Law of God Is Still Valid

At the time when I spoke with this woman, the cultural 
norms were generally opposed to sex outside of marriage. 
Today, the situation for young people is far worse. I’m well 
aware of how strong the physical urges can be and how 
strongly the culture bombards our senses with allurements 
and erotic enticements and stimulations. I think that this 
generation of young people has the biggest challenge to 
maintain chastity of any generation in American history. 
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They live in a culture that applauds illicit sexual behavior 
and they’re stimulated sexually by every movie they see, 
every book they read, and the music they listen to. We 
need to bend over backward to be patient and understand-
ing in terms of the severity of temptation that comes to 
young people today. 

Still, while these factors may be mitigating circum-
stances in the sight of God, not one of them individually 
or all of them collectively have the force of annulling or 
repealing the law of God. The American Psychiatric Asso-
ciation does not make the rules for sexual purity. The 
Creator of man and woman has set forth His standards in 
His law, and He made sexual fidelity one of His top ten. 

Many years ago, while doing some research in the field 
of apologetics, I was reading the writings of the first- and 
second-century Christian apologists, men such as Justin 
Martyr and others. One of the methods they used as they 
addressed the officials of the Roman Empire to argue for 
the truth claims of Christianity was an appeal to the sexual 
behavior of Christians. In the empire at that time, sexual 
expression was the norm. The apologists invited the Roman 
officials to inspect their families and communities, promis-
ing that they would find an extraordinary commitment to 
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sexual purity. As an apologist in the twenty-first century, 
I wouldn’t think of inviting that kind of scrutiny of the 
church as proof of Christianity, because the new morality 
has invaded the Christian community almost as deeply as 
it has the secular community. 

In the early years of my ministry, one of the things 
that we had to deal with in the church was the problem of 
marriages that were falling apart. In marriage counseling, 
the number one problem that we had to work through 
was sexual conflict between the spouses. I can remember 
listening to husbands who were very upset because they 
claimed that their wives were sexually unresponsive or 
frigid. At that point, I began to ask those husbands a cer-
tain question: “Did you have sexual relations with your 
wife before your marriage?” I don’t know how many times 
I asked married men that question, but I have to tell you 
that every single time I asked it, the answer was “Yes.” 

At that point, I would ask them a second question: 
“In your judgment, was your wife more responsive to you 
sexually before you were married or after you were mar-
ried?” Every single time I asked that question, the men 
looked at me as if I were reading their minds. They would 
answer, “Before we were married.” 
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At that point, I would tell those men that they might 
have a rose-colored view of the good old days, that their 
memories might not be quite accurate, or that it might 
have been the novelty of the relationship, the excitement 
of violating a taboo, that made their premarital sex seem so 
much more thrilling. But if their assessments were accurate 
and their wives were in fact less responsive physically since 
their weddings, perhaps it was because their wives had come 
into their marriage relationships with guilt that was not 
resolved. Perhaps, deep down, those women resented their 
husbands for causing them to compromise their integrity. 
Perhaps the sheer force of the guilt had paralyzed them, 
making it impossible for them to be free in their physi-
cal expressions. My point is this—in those experiences of 
counseling, there is no question that we were dealing time 
after time with a paralysis that was rooted and grounded in 
unresolved guilt.

The Power of Forgiveness

Years ago, I did a teaching series on sex and single Chris-
tian women. In it I gave a series of lectures on sexual purity 
for women. The series was recorded and distributed, and it 
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turned out to be one of the most popular series I ever did. 
I got literally hundreds of letters from people. Some were 
very critical, asking who I thought I was to teach such an 
outmoded view of ethics in this day and age. But most of 
the letters were from people for whom the lectures had hit a 
very vulnerable point in their lives. In the series, I said that 
in the sight of God, a man or a woman who has broken the 
law of God with respect to sexual purity can become a vir-
gin again. That’s the glory of the gospel. Jesus could go to 
Mary Magdalene, who was a prostitute, and could cleanse 
her and give her back her purity, virginity, and femininity. 
That’s the power of forgiveness, for what happens in for-
giveness, according to the Scriptures, is renewal. 

I had a vivid experience of this early in my ministry. I was 
on staff in a church, and we had a special series of preaching 
services. I took my daughter, who was seven or eight years old 
at the time, to the church one evening during those services 
and dropped her off in the child-care center of the church, 
because the service that was being held was for adults. The vis-
iting minister preached that night on the cross of Christ, and 
at the end he gave an invitation to the congregation, urging 
anyone who wanted to become a Christian to come forward. 
I was standing on the platform assisting in the service, and 
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I saw a multitude of people rushing toward the front of the 
sanctuary. To my utter shock, I saw my daughter coming for-
ward. I had no idea what she was doing or even why she was 
in the sanctuary. My first thought was that I didn’t want her 
coming forward in response to an emotional appeal when 
she was not ready to take seriously the claims of Christianity. 
I was kicking against the ox goad, as it were, watching my 
own daughter come forward to make a profession of faith 
in Christ. I really was concerned about it. I really was afraid 
that she was too young and didn’t know what she was doing. 

After the service, as we were on the way home, I said, 
“Well, Honey, why did you do that?” She said: “Daddy, I 
couldn’t not do it. At first I thought I’d be too embarrassed 
to go forward, but I just couldn’t stay in that seat. I had to 
go up there.” I asked her, “Well, how do you feel now?” 
She said: “I feel clean. I feel like I’ve been washed, and I 
feel as fresh as a newborn baby.” After I heard that, I said 
to myself, “I feel as dumb as they come.” To this day, my 
daughter is a committed Christian. As a young child, she 
experienced the healing, renewing power of forgiveness. 

In the end, it was the power of forgiveness that I shared 
with the young woman who came to me for counseling. 
I said: “You’ve told me what you’ve done. God’s answer is 
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not to paint a big red ‘A’ on your chest and make you walk 
through the community in shame and embarrassment, like 
the woman whom the Pharisees caught in adultery. The 
answer to guilt is always forgiveness. The only thing I know 
of that can cure real guilt is real forgiveness.” I went on to 
say: “You’ve confessed your sin to me, and that’s fine. I can 
tell you, ‘God bless you.’ But what you need to do is get 
by yourself, get down on your knees, and tell God what 
you have done. Tell Him that you’re sorry and ask Him to 
forgive you and to make you clean.” 

That woman left my office skipping. Like Christian in 
The Pilgrim’s Progress, the weight of iniquity rolled from 
her back because, as she prayed to God and confessed her 
sin, she experienced the forgiveness of Christ, not just in a 
symbolic sense but in a real way. In a very real sense, this 
woman went home a virgin. I believe many future prob-
lems with her husband were resolved that day.

Forgiveness and Feelings of Forgiveness

In the first chapter, I labored the point that there is an 
important difference between guilt and guilt feelings. The 
distinction is between that which is objective and that 



The Cure—Forgiveness 

45

which is subjective. Guilt is objective; it is determined by 
a real analysis of what a person has done with respect to 
law. When a person transgresses a law, that person incurs 
guilt. This is true in the ultimate sense with regard to the 
law of God. Whenever we break the law of God, we incur 
objective guilt. We may deny that the guilt is there. We 
may seek to excuse it or deal with it in other ways, as we 
discussed in the previous chapter. Still, the reality is that 
we have the guilt. 

However, guilt feelings may or may not correspond pro-
portionately to one’s objective guilt. In fact, in most cases, 
if not all cases, they do not correspond proportionately. As 
painful as guilt feelings can be—and we’ve all experienced 
the rigors of unsettling guilt feelings—I don’t think any of 
us have ever experienced feelings of guilt in direct propor-
tion to the actual guilt that we bear before God. I believe 
it is one of the mercies of God that He protects us from 
having to feel the full weight of the guilt that we actually 
have incurred in His sight. 

Just as there are objective and subjective aspects of guilt, 
so there are objective and subjective aspects of forgiveness. 
First of all, forgiveness itself is objective. The only cure for 
real guilt is real forgiveness based on real repentance and 
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real faith. However, we may have real and true forgiveness 
before God and yet not feel forgiven. Likewise, we may feel 
forgiven when we are not forgiven. That makes the issue of 
forgiveness very sticky.

We tend to trust our feelings to tell us what state we are 
in before God. Someone recently told me about a friend 
of hers who lives her Christian life on the basis of experi-
ence. I think that’s a very dangerous thing, because it’s like 
saying, “I determine truth by my subjective responses and 
feelings to it.” I would much prefer that her friend tried 
to live the Christian life on the basis of Scripture, because 
Scripture is objective truth that transcends the immediacy 
of a person’s experience. 

Confession Brings Forgiveness

Ultimately, the only source of real forgiveness is God. 
Thankfully, God is quick to forgive. In fact, one of the few 
absolute promises that God makes to us is that, if we con-
fess our sins to Him, He will most seriously and surely 
forgive those sins (1 John 1:9).

Many years ago, I went to see my pastor to tell him 
about a struggle I was having with guilt. After I told him 
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my problem, he opened the Bible to 1 John 1:8 and asked 
me to read this verse out loud. It says, “If we say we have 
no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us.” 
In this verse, the apostle John is addressing the scenario 
we discussed earlier, in which a person who has real guilt 
attempts to deny or excuse it. John is saying that if we 
deny our guilt, we are simply fooling ourselves. We all sin. 
Therefore, we all contract guilt. If we refuse to accept that, 
we are engaged in perhaps the worst kind of deception, 
namely, self-deception. But when I read that passage, my 
pastor said to me: “That’s not your problem, because you’ve 
just told me why you came here. You came to tell me that 
you had a problem with sin.” 

Then he had me read the next verse: “If we confess our 
sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to 
cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” When I finished read-
ing that, he asked me, “Have you confessed your sin?” I 
said: “Yes. But I still feel guilty.” He said: “OK. How about 
reading 1 John 1:9 for me.” I looked at him in confusion 
and said, “That’s what just I read.” He said: “I know. I want 
you to read it again.” So I picked up the Bible and I read, 
“If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us 
our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” Then 
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I looked up at the minister, and he said, “So, what else?” 
I said: “Well, I’ve read this passage, I understand what it 
is saying, and I’ve confessed my sin. But I still feel guilty.” 
He said, “OK, this time I’d like you to read 1 John 1:9.” 
He made me read it again, and I ended up reading it five 
or six times. Finally, he got my attention. He said, “R. C., 
here’s what the truth of God declares: If ‘A,’ ‘B’ necessarily 
follows. God has promised that if you confess your sins, 
He will forgive you of your sins and cleanse you of your 
unrighteousness. You don’t believe that you’re forgiven 
because you don’t feel forgiven. What, then, are you trust-
ing—your feelings or the truth of God?” I finally got the 
message he was trying to help me see. 

The Sin of Arrogance

I remembered that lesson years later when I was in the pas-
torate and had a similar experience. A woman came to me, 
just as I had gone to my pastor years before, and told me 
that she was guilty of a particular sin and she was plagued 
by a guilty conscience. So I did the same thing my pastor 
had done with me. I had her read 1 John 1:9. She read it, 
then said: “Well, I have confessed this sin and I have asked 
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God to forgive me of this sin a hundred times, but I still 
feel guilty. What can I do?” I said: “Well, let me ask you to 
do something else. I think you need to get on your knees 
and ask God to forgive you again.”

When she heard that, she became very frustrated. She 
said: “You’re supposed to be a theologian. I expected some-
thing a little more profound than this kind of advice from 
you. I’ve already told you that I have confessed this sin to 
God and asked Him to forgive me a hundred times.” I told 
her: “I’m not asking you to confess that sin to God. I want 
you to confess a different sin.” She asked, “What’s that?” 
I replied, “I want you to confess your sin of arrogance.” 
That really irritated her. She said: “Arrogance? What do 
you mean? I’ve been the most humble person in the world. 
I’ve been beating my breast and I’ve been on my face beg-
ging God to forgive me.” So I said, “Does God say that 
if you confess He will forgive?” She answered, “Yes.” So I 
said: “So how many times do you have to confess your sin 
to God? If you confess it once and truly repent of it, what 
does God say He will do?” She said, “He’ll forgive it.”

With that, I said to her: “But that wasn’t good enough 
for you. You went to God a second time and said: ‘Run that 
by me again. I don’t really trust Your sincerity. I don’t really 
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believe, God, that You mean what You say when You promise 
that You will forgive me.’ Or maybe what you’re thinking 
is that the free remission of sins that God offers to humbly 
penitent people may be good enough for gross sinners but 
not for you. You’re thinking: ‘It can’t be this easy. Let other 
people bask in mercy and grace. I have more dignity than 
that. I want to do something to make up for it.’ But you 
can’t make up for it. You’re a debtor who can’t pay your debts. 
All you can do is cry unto God, ‘Lord, be merciful to me, a 
sinner,’ and take God at His word. You have to live not by 
your feelings but by His truth. Your feelings are subjective, 
ephemeral. His Word is objective. It is true. If God says, ‘I 
forgive you,’ you are forgiven no matter how you feel, and to 
refuse that forgiveness is an act of arrogance.” 

Well, when she calmed down and listened to that expla-
nation, she finally got the message. She said: “I see. I have 
been unwilling to forgive myself and unwilling to believe 
the Word of God because of my feelings.” 

The Devil’s Accusations

But I thought there was another aspect of the problem she 
needed to see, so I asked her, “Do you believe in Satan?” 
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I know that we live in a time and in a culture that has an 
almost totally secular worldview. It has no room for super-
natural beings, but the Scriptures take Satan very seriously. 
The image of Satan in the New Testament is of one who 
goes about as a roaring lion seeking whom he can devour 
(1 Peter 5:8). The typical biblical imagery of a lion is that 
of a ferocious beast whose strength far transcends our own. 

Christians tend to think that the work of Satan in their 
lives is focused or concentrated chiefly on temptation, 
because we meet Satan first in the form of a serpent in the 
Garden of Eden as he brings the temptation before Eve 
(Gen. 3). We see him again when Christ undergoes His 
testing period of forty days in the wilderness, when Satan 
appears to Him and seeks to seduce Him with temptation 
(Matt. 4). But we need to understand that while Satan does 
indeed tempt Christians, his primary work in the lives of 
believers is accusation. That’s his favorite pastime. His very 
name means “slanderer.” 

As Christians, we know that the only way we can stand 
before God is by resting in His grace and on the finished 
work of Christ, by finding security in God’s word of for-
giveness. But Satan comes to believers, just as he came to 
Joshua the high priest in the book of Zechariah (Zech. 
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3:1–5), calling attention to our dirty garments and accus-
ing us of our sins. Why does he do that? Why would Satan 
invest so much time and energy in accusing people who 
have been forgiven of their sins? As the archenemy of God 
and His church, Satan wants to paralyze us, to rob us of 
our freedom, to take away from us our joy and our delight 
in the free grace of God. 

Conviction or Accusation?

The difficulty lies in the fact that God the Holy Spirit con-
victs us of sin, whereas Satan accuses us of sin. The same sin 
may produce both conviction and accusation. How, then, 
can we know, when we are being distressed or disturbed 
with feelings of guilt, whether the author of that distress is 
the Spirit of God or the Enemy? 

Here is one way: When the Holy Spirit convicts us of 
sin, He does so to bring us to repentance and, ultimately, 
to bring us to reconciliation with God, to forgiveness, to 
healing, and to cleansing. In other words, when the Spirit 
of God convicts us of sin, His entire purpose and entire 
motive is redemptive. When Satan accuses us, perhaps of 
the same sin, his purpose is to destroy us. That’s why Paul 
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says: “Who shall bring any charge against God’s elect? It 
is God who justifies. Who is to condemn?” (Rom. 8:33–
34a). He then becomes rhapsodic and says:

Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall 
tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, 
or nakedness, or danger, or sword? As it is writ-
ten, “For your sake we are being killed all the day 
long; we are regarded as sheep to be slaughtered.” 
No, in all these things we are more than conquerors 
through him who loved us. For I am sure that nei-
ther death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things 
present nor things to come, nor powers, nor height 
nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be 
able to separate us from the love of God in Christ 
Jesus our Lord. (vv. 35–39)

So, the way to silence the Accuser is to confess our sins 
before God and believe the Word of God, even as Jesus 
did in His temptation experience. He sent Satan away by 
rejecting his advances with the truth of God. The Bible 
says, “Resist the devil, and he will flee from you” (James 
4:7b). The power of resistance that we have is the truth of 
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God. How can we better resist the accusation of a guilty 
conscience than to say to Satan, “I have confessed that sin 
to God and He has forgiven me”? If we resist him in that 
way, we will see the roaring lion running down the street 
with his tail between his legs. 

Yes, there is a thin line of distinction between convic-
tion and accusation, and it takes wisdom, persistence, and 
saturation in the truth of God to discern the difference. 

When it comes to our guilt before God, we must say 
with David, “If you, O Lord, should mark iniquities, O 
Lord, who could stand?” (Ps. 130:3). I couldn’t stand. You 
couldn’t stand. The only support system we have for stand-
ing in the presence of God as sinners who have violated 
the law of God is the forgiveness that God gives us in Jesus 
Christ. We need real forgiveness. If feelings of forgiveness 
come with it, that’s a bonus, but we cannot live on the basis 
of our feelings. The gospel is not addressed to sensuous spir-
ituality, but to trust in the objective truth of God.

But that real forgiveness requires real repentance and 
real faith, and without real repentance and real faith there 
is no real forgiveness to real guilt before God. Our guilt 
should drive us to search for the way of forgiveness and 
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reconciliation that God provides for His people; it should 
drive us to the cross, where Christ paid the price for our 
transgressions. 

The simple truth is that if God forgives us, we are for-
given. That’s an objective state of affairs. Maybe our friends 
will not forgive us. Maybe our spouses will not forgive us. 
Maybe society will not forgive us. Maybe the government 
will not forgive us. But if God forgives us, we are forgiven. 
That doesn’t mean that we were never guilty. We cannot 
have forgiveness without real guilt. But forgiveness releases 
us from the punishment that we justly deserve because of 
our guilt. Through it, we can be restored to a healthy and 
loving relationship with God.
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