
Destructive Emotions #2
The Paralysis of Perfectionism

Galatians 5:1

I am convinced that emotions determine a person’s success or failure. 
They are often overlooked and misunderstood by Christians.  The definition of 
emotions is “feelings on the inside caused by pleasure or pain.” Emotions are 
designed to move you either toward or away from the will of God for your life. 
Emotions, in and of themselves, are not bad or wrong. God created you with the 
capability to have feelings. However, problems occur when you allow yourself 
to live an emotionally ruled life.

 
As we continue our series on Destructive Emotions, the first problem 

that I want to deal with is “The Paralysis of Perfectionism.”

Paul, in this passage, warns us about having experienced grace from 
God and then going back and trying to earn His favor and trying to work for 
His favor after we have already received it.  Galatians 5:1 reads like this in the 
Greek, “So Christ has really set us free. Now make sure that you stay free, and 
don’t get tied up again in slavery to the law.” What is Paul talking about when he 
says “…don’t get tied up again in slavery to the law”? He is talking about the 
number one emotional hang up that people experience today. What I want to 
share with you this morning has to do with Satan's greatest psychological 
weapon. It causes more misery, more heartache, and more depression than 
anything else.  Many of you are dealing with it this morning.  

Paul didn't use this word, but what he was talking about was the 
paralysis of perfectionism - trying to maintain the approval of God or the 
approval of others or the approval of self by maintaining a perfect 
performance. Reader’s Digest Encyclopedic Dictionary defines perfectionist as, 
“One who demands of himself or others as exceedingly high degree of excellence.” 
It is a subtle trap and all of us tend to fall into it.  

God warns: Don't get involved in perfectionism. You see, God 
understands that sooner or later, we are going to realize that, as much as we 
might try, we really are not perfect. And the problem with that is, we are then 
tempted to start pretending to be something that we really aren’t. 

Why does God demand that we avoid perfection?  Why does He 
demand that we let go of this burden?  Why does He want us to be free in 
Christ?

Folks, God wants us to avoid perfectionism because of the destruction it 
has in our life. 
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In the first place, perfectionism damages your outlook on life. 
Perfectionism takes a great toll and is not a healthy pursuit of excellence. 
Perfectionists are likely to experience decreased productivity, impaired health, and 
even low self-esteem.  Perfectionists believe that mistakes must never be made 
and that the highest standards of performance must always be achieved.

Although, for the most part, perfectionism deals with performance, it 
also takes on many other forms, including a warped sense of physical 
appearance. It is in this sense that people find themselves involved with such 
eating disorders as anorexia and/or bulimia. Why? Because they see 
themselves in a different light from what everyone else sees them. And the 
more they strive for excellence and perfection the more out of focus they 
become until they lose all sense of reality. These are the kind of people that move 
along in life with a smile on the outside, but deep down inside they are filled with a 
sense of failure and discouragement.

On the other hand, those who strive for excellence in a healthy way take 
genuine pleasure in trying to meet high standards. The person with healthy 
emotions will realize that there are goals and there are realities, and the one 
does not offset the other. 

Second, perfectionism damages relationships.  You see, a perfectionist is 
someone who measures your personal worth or value by your performance.  
And conversely, if you are not measuring up to their expectations, in their mind 
you are not worth very much. And that leads to constant criticism of those who 
do not live up to their standards. And, obviously, that damages relationships.

How many of you like to be around somebody that's correcting you all 
time?  Every time you finish something, they have to go back and redo it.  
Somebody has said that the definition of a perfectionist is somebody that takes so 
many pains in their work that they give you one, too.  We all have this to a 
varying degree in our lives.  It is frustrating, irritating, and upsetting to 
everybody.  

In the Bible, there were a group of perfectionists, and they were called 
Pharisees. They maintained a standard and taught a level of commitment that 
even they themselves could not reach.  That is called being a hypocrite.

When we don't feel accepted, then we don't accept others. When we 
don't feel forgiven, we don't forgive others. When we don't feel God's grace, we 
are not gracious to others.  Perfectionism ruins relationships. Because we are 
tough on ourselves, we are tough on everybody else at the same time.  
Perfectionism damages relationships.
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When you look at somebody who is a perfectionist, it looks like a pride 
problem.  And we think, “That person is a snob. They have to have everything 
perfect." But actually perfectionism is a sign of insecurity. In essence only 
insecure people demand perfectionism from themselves and everybody else. 
Why?  Because, if you are a perfectionist, it is likely that you believe that other 
people value you because of how much you accomplish or achieve. And, the 
result is that kind of thinking, you have come to value others based on their 
performance. 

The perfectionists often equate mistakes with failure. But, through the 
years, I have found that it is not a sin to make a mistake.  Sometimes mistakes 
are ok. Sometimes mistakes are beneficial. Columbus discovered America by 
mistake. Goodyear discovered vulcanized rubber by mistake. Alexander Graham 
Bell discovered the telephone by mistake. A lot of mistakes turn out for good. You 
don't always have to bat 1000. When you feel like you have to perform at that 
level, you put yourself under the burden that Paul's talking about here.

Remember the words of Jesus in Matthew 11:28-30, "Come unto Me all you 
who are weary and are heavy laden [when you are burdened down with life] and I 
will give you rest.  Take My yoke upon you and learn of Me."  He said "My yoke is 
easy."

Why don't we do this? We put the burdens of perfectionism on 
ourselves. And the result is that we judge others, and ourselves, by their actions, 
by their performance. 

Third, perfectionism destroys your happiness. You have the constant 
feeling that others, or even you, never quite measure up.  You go through life 
giving it your best shot and no matter how hard you try, either your best is not 
good enough or the people around you just don’t seem to try, if they even care at 
all! And that's depressing, discouraging, and frustrating. You start thinking, 
"What's the use?"  And the end result is that your frustration turns to anger. 
And all of that anger destroys your happiness. 

This is why most people avoid God because of their misconception of 
God.  Paul says, "It's for freedom that Christ has set us free." Listen folks, God 
has set you free, not loaded you down. Paul says, "Stand firm then and don't let 
yourselves be burdened again by the yoke of bondage."  

Psychologists tell us that everybody has a mental picture of their ideal 
self.  It is what you really think  you want to be or what you would like 
everybody else to think you are.  Your ideal self shows up two ways:  One, when 
you are filling out a job application.  Two, on your first date. It is a proven fact 
that you are always trying to impress people with what you think everybody 
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wants you to be.  But that is not really you.  The problem is, your real self and 
your ideal self never really match. They start warring with each other in your 
life and you get under a burden.  

Have you ever noticed that nobody likes a nag? Nobody likes to live with 
someone who is constantly nagging about someone.  But our worst nag lives 
inside our skins.  We subject ourselves to a life of relentless judgment: 
sometimes of ourselves, but most of the time of the people around us. We 
remind ourselves of all the past failures and how we have blown it, and that 
causes us frustration. In our frustration we criticize the people around us for what 
we determine is a failure to live up to their potential in life. And pretty soon we 
are miserable! Miserable with our selves, miserable with the people around us, 
and it begins to take its toll on our lives! It begins to show up in our faces, in our 
bodies, and in our emotional stability. And that, my friend, is the burden of 
perfectionism.  

God says, "That's not the way I intend you to live." Paul says, "Don't be 
under the burden of slavery.  Don't go back and try to prove your worth by the 
law."  

Now we come to the question of the day: What's the solution? How do 
you deal with perfectionism? 

I am convinced there is only one cure for perfectionism. I can give you 
the cure for perfectionism in just one word, the most important word in the 
Bible: Grace. Until you understand what grace is all about, you are going to battle 
the paralysis of perfectionism the rest of your life, trying to do better and still 
feeling like you, and everyone around, come up short. 

I am convinced that the root of perfectionism is a misunderstanding of 
what God is really like. Growing up, every one of us was conditioned by what 
psychologists call conditional love. When we were a good little girl/boy we were 
awarded with love and affection.  When we were bad, we were punished with 
rejection. As a result we, at an early age, settled in our mind that we have to 
earn acceptance.  The problem is that we take it and transfer it to God.  We think 
God is the same way that everybody else is. If I am good, God accepts me. If I 
am bad, God rejects me.  

The fact is, the Bible says in Romans 5:8, "While we were yet sinners, 
Christ died for us."  The Bible says that God loves you just as much on your 
bad days as He does on your good days, because His love is not based on your 
performance. The path of performance is not the way to God. It's grace. Grace 
is the most important theme in the Bible! God says, "I accept you because I have 
chosen to accept you, not because you deserve it but because you need it."  
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Ephesians 2:8 says, "By grace are you saved, through faith." Romans 8:1 says if 
you are a Christian, "There is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ 
Jesus." That means God doesn't sit around keeping score, putting you down 
for every mistake that you make. Hebrews 10:14 says, “For by one offering he 
hath perfected forever them that are sanctified.” If you are a Christian, God sees 
you as perfect in Christ.  That releases you to make the changes on a practical 
level.  

It is an unfortunate truth, but some people see God as a cruel, 
unreasonable parent. They would get a "C" and their parents would say, "You 
could get a `B'."  They would get a "B" on their report card and their parents would 
say, "You could get an `A'."  Finally they would get an "A" and say, "Is that good 
enough?" and their parents would say, "I'll tell you when it's good enough." Their 
parents had an unreasonable demand which could never be satisfied. And 
because of the emotional trauma that they suffered as a child, as an adult they 
have transferred that to God.  They think, "If my parents were that way, and God 
is supposed to be my Father, surely God must be that way." And the result is, we 
invent an unpleasable God who cannot be satisfied no matter what we do. 
That is the number one reason people avoid God and the number one reason 
Christians get depressed.  They do not understand what God is all about, that 
God does not base His acceptance on who they are and what they have done. 

 Therefore, the first way to deal with the perfection problem in our lives 
is to accept the grace of God. I have discovered that many people are much 
harder on themselves than God is. They make more demands on themselves than 
God does. They carry a burden that God never intended for them to bear. 
Jesus said in John 3:17, "I did not come into the world to condemn the world but 
that the world through Me might be saved."  He didn't come to scare us but to 
save us.  He didn't come to put us down but to lift us up. Listen, when you tell 
God you have blown it, He is not surprised, He knew it before you ever did it!  But 
because of His grace He loves you anyway! 

The second way to deal with the perfection problem in our lives is to 
grow in the grace of God. 2 Peter 3:18 says we are to "Grow in the grace of God." 
Listen, no one becomes a mature Christian overnight. And you don't break the 
habit of perfectionism overnight. You didn't learn it overnight and you don't 
break it overnight. It takes time. It takes time to reprogram your mind and realize 
that God loves you unconditionally.  It takes time to realize that the secret of 
Christian living is to stop trying and to start trusting, to stop working so hard 
and to start resting in God's grace. It's a process of becoming.  

The third way to deal with the perfection problem is to share the grace 
of God with other people.  Colossians 4:6 says, "Let your conversation be always 
full of grace." Do you know what the Bible is telling us right here?  Simply put – 
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He is saying “Don't demand perfection of others.”  When you realize that you 
have been the recipient of grace, you need to be gracious to everybody else.  
Don't demand perfection of your spouse. Don't demand perfection of your 
children. Don't demand perfection of other church members.  Don't demand 
perfection of the people you work with. 

The fact is, we are all in the same boat.  It's true that all of us have 
fallen short of God's standard, but even still God loves us. We all stand in need 
of forgiveness. We need it desperately and God offers it to us. Allow yourself 
and other people to make mistakes. 

Paul says, "Christ has set you free." Now don't go back and be burdened 
again by making up a bunch of legalistic codes and trying to earn God's 
pleasure because you can't earn it.  He has already freely given it.

If you have never been saved, why not today?

Everyone please stand for prayer.

Father, 
 
 Thank You for loving and accepting me in spite of my imperfections. Lord, 
help me to love and accept others in spite of their imperfections. In Jesus’ name. 
Amen. 
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