
Destructive Emotions #7
“Understanding the Problem of Guilt”

John 8:1-11

As we continue our series Destructive Emotions, I want to talk about 
“Understanding the Problem of Guilt.” Guilt is one of the major problems 
that God’s children face almost every day.  Although we have been saved by the 
blood of Christ and all sins have been graciously forgiven, many of God’s precious 
children are still punishing themselves for their past.  They play a game I call, "If 
only." And it goes like this, “If only, I knew what I knew today.  If only, I could 
erase the past.  If only, I had amnesia.  If only I could start over.  If only I could 
begin again.  If only I had listened sooner.  If only I could forgive myself.”  

Everybody has some measure of regret because nobody's perfect.  We 
all make mistakes.  We say foolish things and make bad decisions.  We waste 
time, we hurt ourselves and we hurt other people. 

As a child of God, when we sin we violate the Law of God and we violate 
our conscious.  And when that happens, two things automatically happen: 
conviction and guilt.  Conviction comes from God, which reminds us of our need 
for repentance, and guilt comes from Satan, which causes us to live under the 
heavy hand of condemnation and regret. And because many Christians to not 
know how to distinguish between the two, they are living miserable lives, 
thinking God cannot forgive them, and often wondering if they have ever even 
been saved.  But God never meant for you to live that way.  He never meant for 
you to go around with a guilt trip, a load of guilt and carrying it all the time.  

Psalm 32:1 says this, "Blessed is he who's transgressions are forgiven, who's 
sins are covered." The Hebrews word for “blessed” here means “happy.” Happy is 
the man who doesn't have any guilt.  In today’s study I want to talk  about 
three things that have to do with guilt. What we usually do with them, what we 
should do with them, and what God wants to do with them.

First of all, we usually try to bury it.  How many of you have heard the 
phrase, "You've got to bury the past."  That, my friend, is nonsense.  It simply 
does not work.  You can't bury the past.  It's like some horror movie where the 
wife murders her husband and he keeps resurrecting himself.  That's the 
problem with guilt.  You bury it but our past has a continual problem, it resurrects 
itself often at the most inopportune time, when you don't want anyone else to know 
about your past. All of a sudden it raises its ugly head. You can't bury the past. 
You can only neutralize the sting of it.



David says in Psalm 19:2, "No one can see his own errors; deliver me, Lord, 
from secret faults."  We all have blind spots, faults, and secret regrets.  It is not 
as easy to deny them as we think.  

Look with me at some of the ways we try to bury our guilt.   

 We minimize it.  We say things like, "It's no big deal.  It really wasn't that 
bad." Then why do you remember it?  If it was not big deal, then why is it still 
holding on to you after all these years? If it’s no big deal, why does it still bother 
you?  If it’s no big deal, why can't you forget it?  

 We rationalize it.  We say things like, "Lot's of people have done it."  What 
other people do or don't do makes no sense to your conscious.  It doesn't 
matter what other people do or don't do.  We often rationalize by saying, "Other 
people are doing it!" Listen to this statement: if you look  long enough you can 
always find somebody who is involved in the same kinds of things that you are 
involved in. But that doesn't take care of your guilt. I have found that when 
people feel guilty, they get very philosophical about life.  It becomes a smoke 
screen, a cover up.  

 We compromise it. We try to bury it by compromising. If you feel guilty 
it's simple:  Lower your standards.  If you do something enough your conscious 
will get hardened.  

Proverbs 28:13 says, "The man who refuses to admit his mistakes can never 
be successful.  But if he confesses and forsakes them, he gets another chance." You 
can't bury your guilt. It won't work.

Second, we usually try to blame others. Psalm 50:20 says, "You are always 
ready to accuse your own brothers and to find fault with them." This is a well-
known tactic. If you feel guilty it's simple; blame everybody else.  It's a tactic as 
old as creation.  Adam and Eve did it.  

We love to blame. We accuse others and excuse ourselves.  We pass the 
buck.  "It's your fault!"  

We use blame as a balance.  In your mind, there is a scale.  On one side it 
says, "Guilt" and on the other side it says, "Blame." When you start to feel guilty 
and the scales get tipped it's a bad feeling. In order to balance out the guilt, we 
blame. And we make it even.  "You did this!".... "But you did this!" We always 
have a blame to balance out the guilt to make us feel better.  Why? Because life 
is hard when dealing with guilt. 



Third, we usually beat ourselves. We administer self-punishment.  We 
make ourselves feel lousy.  We condemn ourselves, and criticize and berate and 
say, "I shouldn't have done that!"  And we condemn and condemn ourselves. 
Instinctively we try to pay for our own guilt. 

 
Psalm 38:4-8 says, "I am drowning in the flood of my sins, they are a burden 

too heavy to bear.  Because I have been foolish, I'm utterly worn out and crushed, 
my heart is troubled." David had just committed adultery and murder. No 
wonder he felt miserable. He starts trying to pay for it himself, punishing himself, 
and beating himself:  "I'm no good! I'm lousy!" We instinctively try that.  

There are a lot of forms of self-punishment. Illness. You can make 
yourself sick.  Depression can be a form of self-inflicted punishment.  Setting 
ourselves up for failure is a problem.  Have you ever heard somebody say, "I 
don't deserve to succeed." What they are saying is, "I'm guilty, and therefore I'll 
fail." The ultimate form of self-punishment is suicide. Suicide is now the 
number one killer of college students and the number two killer of high school 
students.  Why?  Because people feel condemned, they feel that they have 
failed, and they feel hopeless. Their lives are filled with guilt even at that 
young age.  

There is a problem with self-inflicted punishment - your conscious 
never knows when to quit. You can spend the rest of your life trying to atone 
for and pay for something that happened twenty or thirty years ago. Your 
conscious never knows when you've had enough.  There is a much better way of 
handling our guilt.

The Bible makes it very clear and very specific how do you get off a 
guilt trip.  The Bible is practical.  The Bible never meant for you to live under a 
load of guilt.  What do you do?

First of all, we need to admit it. Admit your guilt. It seems that this is the 
place that we always have to start in everything that we are dealing with in life. 
David says in Psalm 51:3, "I recognize my faults; I'm conscious of my sins."  
Psalm 32:5 says, "I decided to confess them to you and you forgave all my sins."  

This is the most painful step in getting rid of our guilt.  Why? Because 
we really don't like to accept responsibility:  "I was wrong." We don't like to 
admit what we really are.  Do you hear about the guy who went to a psychiatrist 
and said, "Doc, I've got a problem.  I have an inferiority complex."  The Doctor 
replied, "No, you're don't have an inferiority complex.  You're just inferior."  We 
really don’t like to admit that we made a mistake. 



But listen to 1 John 1:9, “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to 
forgive us our sins, and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. The Greek word 
used here for "confession" means “to speak the same.”  It means, “to agree with 
God.”  It means agreeing with God that that thing in your life is wrong, that it 
is against His Word and will for your life, that it is sin. 

You have two options when you are burdened down with guilt. 
Confession or condemnation.  You can confess it to God and get it off your chest 
and get it out of your life.  Or you can go around in condemnation.  

One of the problems we have in confessing is that we often try to 
bargain with God, when we have done something wrong.  The only problem 
with that is that doesn't work.  And we say things like, "God, if you will just 
forgive me, I will never do it again!"  As if God is going to be moved by our 
bargaining because He knows that you are lying!  Why?  Because chances are 
that you will do it again. Satan is going to see to it that you have plenty of 
opportunities to do it again.  Remember, Satan will always go back to the area 
that he has had a measure of success.

You don't have to bargain with God.  God says just admit it. Confess it. 
"God, I'm wrong.  Those things I did that I regret, they were wrong."  

Second, accept God’s forgiveness. This is so very important because 
many people do Step One and never get to Step Two. I see people all the time 
that are continually confessing their sins and still don't feel forgiven.  They don't 
go to Step Two - accepting God's forgiveness and letting God forgive them.

In John 3:16-18 Jesus made this earth-shaking announcement, “For God so 
loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in 
him should not perish, but have everlasting life. For God sent not his Son into the 
world to condemn the world, but that the world through him might be saved. He 
that believeth on him is not condemned; but he that believeth not is condemned 
already because he hath not believed in the name of the only begotten Son of 
God.” And then Romans 8:1 makes this awesome promise, "There is no 
condemnation for those who live in Christ Jesus." Would you like to live with no 
condemnation, guilt free, and without regrets?  Remember, the promise is, 
"There is no condemnation for those who live in Christ Jesus."  When you commit 
yourself to Christ and say, "God, take all my life - the good, the bad, the ugly.  
Take it all." The Bible tells us in 1 John 1:9 that God wipes the slate clean, “If we 
confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins, and to cleanse us 
from all unrighteousness.”  Notice the two-fold operation here: forgiveness and 
cleansing.  The promise is that “he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins,” and 
then he cleanses “us from all unrighteousness.”



Do you remember a toy called “etch-a-sketch”?  When you made a 
mistake you flipped it over, shook  it up, turned it back and it's clean!  1 John 
1:9 is the etch-a-sketch verse of the Bible.  God wipes it out. He invites us to 
start over with a clean slate.  No condemnation.  

One of the most important words in the book or Romans is the word 
"justified".  The Bible says that Jesus Christ died for us so that we could be 
justified.  It is a theological term that simply means, "just-as-if-I'd never sinned." 
God starts all over.  He cleans the slate.  It would be worth it, even if there 
were no heaven, to become a Christian, just to have a clear conscious. Just to 
be able to go around without that load of guilt.  To be free and enjoy life that 
way.  

How does God forgive? First of all, the Bible teaches that God forgives 
us instantly. There is no delay, no wait, no drawing it out or hesitation on His part. 
Forgiveness comes the moment you ask. God’s forgiveness is the exact 
opposite of the way we like to forgive. When we forgive we like for people to 
suffer a while. We want to stick the knife in and the person to grovel, come 
back and beg and plead for forgiveness.  

That is not the way God forgives. God forgives instantly.  When you say, 
"God, I admit it.  I blew it.  Would You forgive me?" He says, "Of course!"  God is 
more ready to forgive you than you are ready to ask forgiveness. He is much 
more eager to deal with our sin than we are. He forgives us instantly.

Secondly, the Bible teaches that God forgives us completely.  We like to 
hold on to a little bit of the guilt so we can have leverage against the person.  
You don't want to completely forgive them.  Psalm 103:3 gives us this promise, 
"As far as east is from west, you have removed my sins from me." East and west 
never end. And God says you're never going to see those sins again.  He puts 
them out of reach.

Let me remind you once more of Jesus’ words of John 3:17, "I did not come 
to condemn the world but I came to save it."  Why is it when we are filled with 
guilt we run away from God rather than running to Him?  He has the 
solution.  Jesus said He did not come to condemn the world. He said, “I came to 
save it.”  God is not interested in condemning you; He is interested in changing 
you, He is interested in making you a new person. That's what He wants to do 
in your life.  

Third, forgive yourself and focus on the future. This, for many people, is 
the hardest step of all - to forgive themselves and focus on the future.  



Isaiah 43:18-19 reads like this in the Hebrew, "The Lord says, `Do not cling 
to the events of the past or dwell on what happened long ago.  Watch for the new 
thing I am going to do!'" Don't keep focusing on all that stuff that happened in 
the past. Forget it and let go of it.  Focus on the future.  Look ahead.  Don't 
cling to the events of the past or dwell on what has happened.  Watch for the 
new thing that God wants to do in your life. 

If you have never been saved, why not today?

Everyone please stand for prayer.

 Father, 
 I know Your Word is true. Help me to realize that my past is past and to trust 
You with my future.  Thank You for Your amazing grace. In Jesus’ name. Amen. 


