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FOREWORD

When	 the	 healing	 of	 memories	 became	 a	 popular	 topic	 several	 years	 ago,	 a
psychologist	 friend	 gave	 me	 some	 good	 advice:	 “Listen	 to	 the	 tape	 of	 David
Seamands.	It’s	concise,	biblical,	and	the	clearest	statement	that	anyone	has	given
on	this	topic.”

Now	Dr.	Seamands	has	expanded	his	earlier	ideas	into	a	book	which	blends
clear	 biblical	 theology,	 solid	 psychology,	 and	 practical	 common	 sense.	 The
author	writes	about	anger,	guilt,	depression,	inferiority,	and	perfectionism—that
constant	 and	 all	 pervading	 feeling	 that	we	 are	 never	 “good	 enough.”	 Then	 he
takes	 us	 to	 the	 heart	 of	 lingering	 emotional	 pain	 and	 shows	 how	we	 can	 find
permanent	freedom	from	our	inner	turmoil	and	damaged	feelings.

This	 book	 avoids	 simplistic	 answers,	 pious	 condemnation,	 and	 confusing
jargon.	 Instead,	 Dr.	 Seamands	 writes	 with	 compassion,	 graciousness,	 and
understanding,	all	interspersed	with	bright	humor	and	warm	anecdotes	about	real
people.	Here	is	the	gentle	sharing	of	a	sensitive	pastor	who	is	equally	at	ease	in
imparting	biblical	truths	and	in	counseling	troubled	and	searching	people.

Because	I	deeply	respect	David	Seamands’	many	abilities,	I	approached	his
book	with	high	expectations.	I	did	not	come	away	disappointed.	His	book	proved
to	be	 interesting,	 informative,	and	personally	helpful.	 I	am	grateful	 to	have	 the
privilege	of	enthusiastically	recommending	the	following	pages.

Gary	R.	Collins,	Ph.D.
Professor	and	Chairman
Division	of	Pastoral	Counseling	and	Psychology
Trinity	Evangelical	Divinity	School



PREFACE

Early	 in	 my	 pastoral	 experience,	 I	 discovered	 that	 I	 was	 failing	 to	 help	 two
groups	 of	 people	 through	 the	 regular	ministries	 of	 the	 church.	 Their	 problems
were	not	being	solved	by	the	preaching	of	the	Word,	commitment	to	Christ,	the
filling	of	the	Spirit,	prayer,	or	the	Sacraments.

I	saw	one	group	being	driven	into	futility	and	loss	of	confidence	in	God’s
power.	 While	 they	 desperately	 prayed,	 their	 prayers	 about	 personal	 problems
didn’t	 seem	 to	be	answered.	They	 tried	every	Christian	discipline,	but	with	no
results.	As	they	played	the	same	old	cracked	record	of	their	defects,	 the	needle
would	get	stuck	in	repetitive	emotional	patterns.	While	they	kept	up	the	outward
observances	of	praying	and	paying	and	professing,	they	were	going	deeper	and
deeper	into	disillusionment	and	despair.

I	 saw	 the	 other	 group	 moving	 toward	 phoniness.	 These	 people	 were
repressing	 their	 inner	 feelings	 and	denying	 that	 anything	was	 seriously	wrong,
because,	 “Christians	 can’t	 have	 such	 problems.”	 Instead	 of	 facing	 their
problems,	 they	 covered	 them	 with	 a	 veneer	 of	 Scripture	 verses,	 theological
terms,	and	unrealistic	platitudes.

The	 denied	 problems	 went	 underground,	 only	 to	 later	 reappear	 in	 all
manner	 of	 illnesses,	 eccentricities,	 terribly	 unhappy	marriages,	 and	 sometimes
even	in	the	emotional	destruction	of	their	children.

During	 this	 time	of	 discovery,	God	 showed	me	 that	 the	ordinary	ways	of
ministering	would	 never	 help	 some	 problems.	And	He	 began	 to	 enable	me	 to
open	up	my	heart	to	personal	self-discovery,	and	to	new	depths	of	healing	love
through	my	marriage,	my	children,	and	intimate	friends.

God	then	led	me	to	enlarge	my	pastoral	ministry	to	include	special	care	and
prayer	for	damaged	emotions	and	unhealed	memories.

In	 the	 twenty	 years	 that	 I	 have	 been	preaching,	 teaching,	 counseling,	 and
distributing	 tapes	 on	 this	 subject,	 I	 have	 heard	 from	 thousands	 of	 formerly
defeated	Christians	who	have	 found	 release	 from	emotional	hang-ups	and	who
have	experienced	the	healing	of	crippling	memories	of	the	past.

In	this	book,	you	will	meet	some	of	those	people.	You	will	read	of	attitudes
and	feelings	that	are	familiar	to	you	or	to	someone	dear	to	you.

Any	resemblance	to	real	persons	is	completely	intentional.	All	of	the	people
in	this	book	are	very	much	alive;	their	stories	are	used	with	permission.	Names



and	locations	have	been	changed	to	protect	their	confidence.
Any	 resemblance	 to	 your	 life	 may	 seem	 coincidental,	 but	 it	 is	 also

intentional.	For	most	of	us	have	the	same	needs	and	longings.
I	 pray	 that	 these	 chapters	 will	 be	 helpful	 in	 picturing	 God’s	 ways	 of

repairing	 damaged	 emotions,	 of	 recycling	 hang-ups	 into	 wholeness,	 and	 of
transforming	crippled	Christians	into	healed	helpers.

David	A.	Seamands
The	Methodist	Parsonage
Wilmore,	Kentucky



He	Himself	took	our	infirmities.
Matthew	8:17	(NASB)

Likewise	the	Spirit	also	helpeth	our	infirmities:	for	we	know	not	what	we	should
pray	for	as	we	ought:	but	the	Spirit	itself	maketh	intercession	for	us	.	.	.
according	to	the	will	of	God.

Romans	8:26–27



Chapter	1

Damaged	Emotions

One	 Sunday	 evening	 in	 1966,	 I	 preached	 a	 sermon	 called
“The	Holy	Spirit	 and	 the	Healing	of	Our	Damaged	Emotions.”	 It	was	my	 first
venture	into	this	area,	and	I	was	convinced	that	God	had	given	me	that	message,
or	 I	would	 never	 have	 had	 the	 courage	 to	 preach	 it.	What	 I	 said	 that	 evening
about	 the	healing	of	 the	memories	and	damaged	emotions	 is	now	old	hat.	You
will	find	it	in	a	lot	of	books.	But	it	wasn’t	old	then.

When	I	got	up	 to	preach	I	 looked	down	at	 the	congregation	and	saw	dear
old	Dr.	Smith.	Now	Dr.	Smith	had	been	a	very	real	part	of	my	boyhood.	When
my	wife,	Helen,	and	I	first	heard	that	we	were	appointed	to	our	present	pastorate,
a	 few	elderly	 faces	appeared	 in	our	minds	 to	 trouble	us.	Dr.	Smith	was	one	of
them,	for	I	wondered	how	I	could	ever	minister	to	him.	He	had	nearly	scared	the
life	out	of	me	with	his	preaching	when	I	was	young,	and	I	was	still	uneasy	in	his
presence.

When	 I	 saw	 him	 in	 the	 congregation	 that	 evening,	 my	 heart	 sank.	 But	 I
went	 ahead	 and	preached	 the	message	 that	 I	 felt	God	had	given	me.	After	 the
service,	which	was	 followed	by	 a	 very	wonderful	 time	 for	many	 at	 the	prayer
altar,	Dr.	Smith	 remained	 seated	 in	 the	 congregation.	 I	was	busy	praying	with
people	 at	 the	 altar;	 somewhere	 back	 in	 my	 mind,	 I	 was	 also	 praying	 that	 he
would	 leave.	 He	 didn’t.	 Finally,	 he	 came	 up	 to	 the	 altar,	 and	 in	 his	 own
inimitably	gruff	way,	he	said,	“David,	may	I	see	you	in	your	office?”

All	those	images	from	the	past	arose,	and	the	frightened	little	boy	inside	of
me	followed	the	old	man.	As	I	sat	down	in	my	office,	I	felt	somewhat	like	Moses
must	have	before	the	fire	and	smoke	of	Sinai.	But	I	was	so	wrong	about	him—I
hadn’t	 allowed	 for	 change.	 I	 had	 frozen	 him	 at	 one	 stage	 and	 hadn’t	 let	 him
grow.

Very	kindly,	Dr.	Smith	said	to	me,	“David,	I’ve	never	heard	a	sermon	quite
like	 that	before,	but	 I	want	 to	 tell	you	something.”	His	eyes	got	moist.	He	had
been	 an	 outstanding	 evangelist	 and	 preacher	 for	 many	 years	 and	 had	 won
thousands	 to	Christ.	He	was	a	 truly	great	man;	but	as	he	 looked	back	over	his



own	ministry	he	said,	“You	know,	 there	was	always	a	group	of	people	I	could
never	help.	They	were	sincere	people.	I	believe	many	of	them	were	Spirit-filled
Christians.	But	they	had	problems.	They	brought	these	things	to	me,	and	I	tried
to	help.	But	no	amount	of	advice,	no	amount	of	Scripture	or	prayer	on	their	part
ever	seemed	to	bring	them	lasting	deliverance.”

Then	he	said,	“I	always	felt	guilt	in	my	ministry,	David.	But	I	think	you’re
onto	something.	Work	on	 it;	develop	 it.	Please	keep	preaching	 it,	 for	 I	believe
what	you	have	found	is	the	answer.”

When	he	rose	to	 leave,	my	eyes	were	wet	as	I	said,	“Thank	you,	Doctor.”
But	most	of	all,	I	was	inwardly	saying,	“Thank	You,	God,	for	Your	affirmation
through	this	dear	man.”

THE	PROBLEM
Through	fifteen	years,	as	tapes	have	gone	out	all	over	the	world,	letters	and

testimonies	 have	 confirmed	 that	 there	 is	 a	 realm	 of	 problems	 that	 requires	 a
special	 kind	of	 prayer	 and	 a	 deeper	 level	 of	 healing	by	 the	Spirit.	 Somewhere
between	our	sins,	on	the	one	hand,	and	our	sickness,	on	the	other,	lies	an	area	the
Scripture	calls	“infirmities.”

We	can	explain	this	by	an	illustration	from	nature.	If	you	visit	the	western
U.S.,	you	will	see	the	beautiful	giant	sequoia	and	redwood	trees.	In	most	of	the
parks	the	naturalists	can	show	you	a	cross	section	of	a	great	tree	they	have	cut,
and	they	will	point	out	that	the	rings	of	the	tree	reveal	the	developmental	history,
year	 by	 year.	 Here’s	 a	 ring	 that	 represents	 a	 year	 when	 there	 was	 a	 terrible
drought.	Here	are	a	couple	of	 rings	 from	years	when	 there	was	 too	much	rain.
Here’s	where	 the	 tree	was	 struck	by	 lightning.	Here	are	 some	normal	years	of
growth.	 This	 ring	 shows	 a	 forest	 fire	 that	 almost	 destroyed	 the	 tree.	 Here’s
another	of	savage	blight	and	disease.	All	of	this	lies	embedded	in	the	heart	of	the
tree,	representing	the	autobiography	of	its	growth.

That’s	 the	way	 it	 is	with	us.	 Just	 a	 few	 thin	 layers	beneath	 the	protective
bark—the	concealing,	protective	mask—are	the	recorded	rings	of	our	lives.

There	 are	 scars	 of	 ancient,	 painful	 hurts	 .	 .	 .	 as	when	 a	 little	 boy	 rushed
downstairs	one	Christmas	dawn	and	discovered	in	his	Christmas	stocking	a	dirty
old	rock,	put	there	to	punish	him	for	some	trivial	boyhood	naughtiness.	This	scar
has	eaten	away	in	him,	causing	all	kinds	of	interpersonal	difficulties.

Here	 is	 the	 discoloration	 of	 a	 tragic	 stain	 that	muddied	 all	 of	 life	 .	 .	 .	 as
years	ago	behind	the	barn,	or	in	the	haystack,	or	out	in	the	woods,	a	big	brother
took	a	little	sister	and	introduced	her	to	the	mysteries—no,	the	miseries—of	sex.

And	here	we	see	the	pressure	of	a	painful,	repressed	memory	.	.	.	of	running
after	an	alcoholic	father	who	was	about	 to	kill	 the	mother,	and	then	of	rushing



for	the	butcher	knife.	Such	scars	have	been	buried	in	pain	for	so	long	that	they
are	causing	hurt	and	rage	that	are	inexplicable.	And	these	scars	are	not	touched
by	conversion	and	sanctifying	grace	or	by	the	ordinary	benefits	of	prayer.

In	the	rings	of	our	thoughts	and	emotions,	the	record	is	there;	the	memories
are	recorded,	and	all	are	alive.	And	they	directly	and	deeply	affect	our	concepts,
our	feelings,	and	our	relationships.	They	affect	the	way	we	look	at	life	and	God,
at	others	and	ourselves.

We	preachers	have	often	given	people	the	mistaken	idea	that	the	new	birth
and	being	“filled	with	 the	Spirit”	are	going	 to	automatically	 take	care	of	 these
emotional	 hang-ups.	But	 this	 just	 isn’t	 true.	A	great	 crisis	 experience	 of	 Jesus
Christ,	 as	 important	 and	 eternally	 valuable	 as	 this	 is,	 is	 not	 a	 shortcut	 to
emotional	health.	It	is	not	a	quickie	cure	for	personality	problems.

It	 is	 necessary	 that	 we	 understand	 this,	 first	 of	 all,	 so	 that	 we	 can
compassionately	 live	 with	 ourselves	 and	 allow	 the	 Holy	 Spirit	 to	 work	 with
special	healing	in	our	own	hurts	and	confusion.	We	also	need	to	understand	this
in	 order	 to	 not	 judge	other	 people	 too	harshly,	 but	 to	 have	patience	with	 their
confusing	and	contradictory	behavior.	In	so	doing,	we	will	be	kept	from	unfairly
criticizing	 and	 judging	 fellow	 Christians.	 They’re	 not	 fakes,	 phonies,	 or
hypocrites.	They	are	people,	 like	you	and	me,	with	hurts	 and	 scars	 and	wrong
programming	that	interferes	with	their	present	behavior.

Understanding	 that	 salvation	does	not	give	 instant	emotional	health	offers
us	 an	 important	 insight	 into	 the	 doctrine	 of	 sanctification.	 It	 is	 impossible	 to
know	how	“Christian”	a	person	is,	merely	on	the	basis	of	his	outward	behavior.

Isn’t	it	true	that	“by	their	fruits	ye	shall	know	them”	(Matt.	7:16)?	Yes,	but
it	is	also	true	that	by	their	roots	you	shall	understand,	and	not	judge	them.	Over
here	is	John,	who	may	appear	to	be	more	spiritual	and	responsible	as	a	Christian
than	Bill.	But	actually,	considering	John’s	roots	and	the	good	kind	of	soil	he	had
to	grow	 in	and	out	of,	Bill	may	be	a	 saint	by	comparison.	He	may	have	made
much	more	progress	than	John	in	really	being	conformed	to	the	image	of	Jesus
Christ.	How	wrong,	how	unchristian	to	superficially	judge	people!

Some	 may	 object:	 “What	 are	 you	 doing?	 Lowering	 standards?	 Are	 you
denying	 the	power	of	 the	Holy	Spirit	 to	 heal	 our	 hang-ups?	Are	you	 trying	 to
give	 us	 a	 cop-out	 for	 responsibility,	 so	 that	we	 can	 blame	 life,	 or	 heredity,	 or
parents,	or	teachers,	or	sweethearts,	or	mates	for	our	defeats	and	failures?	In	the
words	of	Paul:	‘Shall	we	continue	in	sin,	that	grace	may	abound?’”	(Rom.	6:1).

And	I	would	answer	as	Paul	answered	that	question,	“God	forbid!”	What	I
am	 saying	 is	 that	 certain	 areas	 of	 our	 lives	 need	 special	 healing	 by	 the	 Holy
Spirit.	Because	they	are	not	subject	to	ordinary	prayer,	discipline,	and	willpower,
they	 need	 a	 special	 kind	 of	 understanding,	 an	 unlearning	 of	 past	 wrong



programming,	 and	 a	 relearning	 and	 reprogramming	 transformation	 by	 the
renewal	of	our	minds.	And	this	is	not	done	overnight	by	a	crisis	experience.

TWO	EXTREMES

Understanding	 these	 things	 will	 protect	 us	 from	 two	 extremes.	 Some
Christians	 see	 anything	 that	 wiggles	 as	 the	 devil.	 Let	me	 say	 a	 kind	 but	 firm
word	to	young	or	immature	Christians.	Throughout	the	centuries	the	church	has
been	 very	 careful	 about	 declaring	 a	 person	 demon-possessed.	 There	 is	 such	 a
thing	 as	 demon	 possession.	 On	 rare	 occasions,	 during	 my	 many	 years	 of
ministry,	 I	 have	 felt	 led	 to	 take	 the	 authority	 of	 the	 name	of	 Jesus	 to	 cast	 out
what	I	believed	was	an	evil	spirit,	and	I	have	seen	only	deliverance	and	healing.

But	 only	 careful,	 prayerful,	 mature,	 Spirit-filled	 Christians	 should	 ever
attempt	 anything	 in	 the	 nature	 of	 exorcism.	 I	 spend	 a	 lot	 of	 time	 in	 the
counseling	 room,	 picking	 up	 the	 pieces	 of	 people	 who	 have	 been	 utterly
disillusioned	 and	 devastated,	 because	 immature	 Christians	 tried	 to	 cast
imaginary	demons	out	of	them.

The	other	extreme	is	an	overly	simplistic	pat-answer	syndrome,	which	says,
“Read	 your	 Bible.	 Pray.	 Have	 more	 faith.	 If	 you	 were	 spiritually	 OK,	 you
wouldn’t	have	this	hang-up.	You	would	never	get	depressed.	You	would	never
have	any	sexual	compulsions	or	problems.”

However,	people	who	say	such	things	are	being	very	cruel.	They	are	only
piling	more	weights	 on	 a	 person	who	 is	 in	 pain	 and	 unsuccessfully	 struggling
with	 an	 emotionally	 rooted	 problem.	 He	 already	 feels	 guilty	 about	 it;	 when
people	make	him	feel	worse	for	even	having	the	problem,	they	double	the	weight
of	his	guilt	and	despair.

Perhaps	you	have	heard	about	the	man	who	was	traveling	on	a	dinner	flight.
When	 he	 opened	 his	 prepackaged	 meal,	 right	 on	 top	 of	 the	 salad	 he	 saw	 an
enormous	roach.	When	he	got	home	he	wrote	an	indignant	letter	to	the	president
of	that	airline.	A	few	days	later,	a	special	delivery	letter	came	from	the	president.
He	was	all	apologies.	“This	was	very	unusual,	but	don’t	worry.	I	want	to	assure
you	 that	 that	particular	airplane	has	been	completely	fumigated.	 In	fact,	all	 the
seats	 and	 the	 upholstery	 have	 been	 stripped	 out.	 We	 have	 taken	 disciplinary
action	against	the	flight	attendant	who	served	you	that	meal,	and	she	may	even
be	 fired.	 It	 is	 highly	 probable	 that	 this	 particular	 aircraft	 will	 be	 taken	 out	 of
service.	 I	 can	 assure	 you	 that	 it	will	 never	 happen	 again.	And	 I	 trust	 you	will
continue	to	fly	with	us.”

Well,	 the	man	was	 terrifically	 impressed	by	such	a	 letter,	until	he	noticed
something.	Quite	by	accident	 the	letter	he	had	written	had	stuck	to	the	back	of
the	 president’s	 letter.	When	 he	 looked	 at	 his	 own	 letter,	 he	 saw	 a	 note	 at	 the



bottom	that	said,	“Reply	with	the	regular	roach	letter.”
So	 often	 we	 reply	 with	 the	 regular	 roach	 letter	 to	 people	 suffering	 with

emotional	problems.	We	give	pat,	oversimplified	answers,	which	drive	them	to
deeper	despair	and	disillusionment.

THE	EVIDENCE

What	are	some	of	these	damaged	emotions?	One	of	the	most	common	is	a
deep	 sense	 of	 unworthiness,	 a	 continuous	 feeling	 of	 anxiety,	 inadequacy,	 and
inferiority,	 an	 inner	 nagging	 that	 says,	 “I’m	 no	 good.	 I’ll	 never	 amount	 to
anything.	No	one	could	ever	possibly	love	me.	Everything	I	do	is	wrong.”

What	happens	to	this	kind	of	person	when	he	becomes	a	Christian?	Part	of
his	mind	believes	 in	God’s	 love,	accepts	God’s	 forgiveness,	and	 feels	at	peace
for	a	while.	Then,	all	of	a	sudden,	everything	within	him	rises	up	to	cry	out,	“It’s
a	lie!	Don’t	believe	it!	Don’t	pray!	There’s	no	one	up	there	to	hear	you.	No	one
really	 cares.	 There’s	 no	 one	 to	 relieve	 your	 anxiety.	How	 could	God	 possibly
love	you	and	forgive	someone	like	you?	You’re	too	bad!”

What	has	happened?	The	good	news	of	the	Gospel	has	not	penetrated	down
into	his	damaged	inner	self,	which	also	needs	to	be	evangelized.	His	deep	inner
scars	must	be	touched	and	healed	by	the	Balm	of	Gilead.

Then	there’s	another	kind	of	person	that	has,	for	want	of	a	better	term,	what
I	call	the	perfectionist	complex.	This	is	the	inner	feeling	that	says,	“I	can	never
quite	achieve.	I	never	do	anything	well	enough.	I	can’t	please	myself,	others,	or
God.”	This	kind	of	a	person	 is	always	groping,	striving,	usually	 feeling	guilty,
driven	by	 inner	oughts	and	shoulds.	“I	ought	 to	be	able	 to	do	 this.	 I	 should	be
able	 to	 do	 that.	 I	 must	 be	 a	 little	 bit	 better.”	 He’s	 ever	 climbing,	 but	 never
reaching.

What	 happens	 to	 this	 person	 when	 he	 becomes	 a	 Christian?	 Tragically
enough,	 he	 usually	 transfers	 his	 perfectionism	 onto	 his	 relationship	with	God,
who	 is	 seen	 now	 as	 a	 figure	 on	 top	 of	 a	 tall	 ladder.	He	 says	 to	 himself,	 “I’m
going	 to	climb	up	 to	God	now.	 I’m	His	child,	 and	 I	want	 to	please	Him	more
than	I	want	anything	else.”

So	he	starts	climbing,	rung	by	rung,	working	so	hard,	until	his	knuckles	are
bleeding	and	his	shins	are	bruised.	Finally,	he	reaches	the	top,	only	to	find	that
his	God	has	moved	up	three	rungs;	so	he	puts	on	his	Avis	button	and	determines
to	try	a	little	harder.	He	climbs	and	struggles,	but	when	he	gets	up	there,	his	God
has	gone	up	another	three	rungs.

Some	 years	 ago	 I	 received	 a	 telephone	 call	 from	 the	 wife	 of	 a	 minister
friend	 of	 mine,	 asking	 me	 to	 counsel	 her	 husband	 who	 had	 just	 suffered	 a
complete	nervous	breakdown.	As	we	were	driving	to	the	hospital,	she	began	to



talk	about	him.	“I	 just	don’t	understand	Bill.	 It’s	almost	as	 if	he	has	a	built-in
slave	driver	 that	won’t	 let	him	go.	He	can’t	 relax,	can’t	 let	down.	He’s	always
overworking.	His	people	just	love	him,	and	they	would	do	anything	for	him,	but
he	can’t	let	them.	He’s	gone	on	and	on	like	this	for	so	many	years	that	finally	he
has	broken	down	completely.”

I	began	 to	visit	with	Bill,	and	after	he	was	well	enough	 to	 talk,	he	shared
with	me	 about	 his	 home	 and	 his	 childhood.	 As	 Bill	 grew	 up	 he	 wanted	 very
much	 to	 please	 his	 parents.	 He	 tried	 to	 win	 his	 mother’s	 approval	 by
occasionally	helping	her	set	the	table.	But	she’d	say,	“Bill,	you’ve	got	the	knives
in	the	wrong	place.”	So	he	would	put	the	knives	in	the	right	place.	“Now	you’ve
got	 the	 forks	wrong.”	After	 that	 it	 would	 be	 the	 salad	 plates.	 He	 could	 never
please	her.	Try	as	hard	as	he	might,	he	could	never	please	his	father,	either.	He
brought	 home	his	 report	 card	with	Bs	 and	Cs.	His	 dad	 looked	 at	 the	 card	 and
said,	“Bill,	I	think	if	you	try,	you	could	surely	get	all	Bs,	couldn’t	you?”	So	he
studied	harder	and	harder,	until	one	day	he	brought	home	all	Bs.	Dad	said,	“But
surely,	you	know,	if	you	just	put	a	little	more	effort	into	it,	you	could	get	all	As.”
So	he	worked	and	struggled	 through	a	 semester	or	 two,	until	 finally	he	got	all
As.	He	was	so	excited—now	Mother	and	Dad	would	surely	be	pleased	with	him.
He	ran	home,	for	he	could	hardly	wait.	Dad	looked	at	the	report	card	and	said,
“Well,	I	know	those	teachers.	They	always	give	As.”

When	Bill	became	a	minister,	all	he	did	was	exchange	one	mother	and	one
father	 for	 several	 hundred	 of	 them:	 his	 congregation	 became	his	 unappeasable
parents.	 He	 could	 never	 satisfy	 them,	 no	 matter	 what	 he	 did.	 Finally,	 he	 just
collapsed	under	the	sheer	weight	of	struggling	for	approval	and	trying	to	prove
himself.

A	 famous	 God-is-dead	 theologian	 was	 being	 interviewed.	 The	 reporter
asked,	“What	do	you	mean	by	God?”

“God?	God,	 to	me,	 is	 that	 little	 inner	 voice	 that	 always	 says,	 ‘That’s	 not
quite	good	enough.’”

He	 didn’t	 tell	 us	 much	 about	 God,	 but	 he	 did	 say	 a	 lot	 about	 his	 own
personality.	And	 I	 presume	 that	 such	 sick	people	produce	 sick	 theologies.	Oh,
how	 the	perfectionist	complex	defeats	people	 in	 the	Christian	 life!	And	how	 it
even	keeps	people	out	of	the	kingdom!

Then	 there	 is	 another	 kind	 of	 damaged	 emotion	 that	 we	 can	 call	 super
sensitivity.	The	supersensitive	person	has	usually	been	hurt	deeply.	He	reached
out	for	love	and	approval	and	affection,	but	instead	he	got	the	opposite,	and	he
has	scars	deep	inside	of	him.	Sometimes	he	sees	things	other	people	don’t	see,
and	he	tends	to	feel	things	other	people	don’t	feel.

One	 day	 I	 was	 walking	 down	 the	 street	 and	 saw	 supersensitive	 Charlie



coming	toward	me.	I	usually	give	him	a	lot	of	attention,	but	that	morning	I	was
very	busy	so	I	just	said,	“Hi,	Charlie.	How	are	you?”	and	passed	on	by.	When	I
got	back	to	the	office,	a	church	member	called	me	on	the	phone	and	asked,	“Are
you	mad	at	Charlie?”

“Charlie	who?”
“Well,	you	know,	Charlie	Olson.”
“Why,	 no.	 I	 saw	 him	 down	 the	 street.”	 Then	 I	 suddenly	 realized	 that	 I

hadn’t	given	Charlie	the	appreciation	and	the	affirmation	I	usually	do,	knowing
he	is	supersensitive.

Supersensitive	 people	 need	 a	 lot	 of	 approval.	 You	 can	 never	 quite	 give
them	enough.	And	sometimes	 they	seem	very	 insensitive.	They	have	been	hurt
so	badly	that	instead	of	becoming	sensitive,	they	cover	it	by	being	hard,	tough.
They	want	to	get	even	and	hurt	others.	So	quite	unbeknown	to	them,	they	spend
their	 lives	 pushing	 people	 around,	 hurting	 and	 dominating	 them.	 They	 use
money	or	authority	or	position	or	sex	or	even	sermons	to	hurt	people.	Does	all
this	affect	their	Christian	experience?	Yes,	very	deeply.

Then	there	are	the	people	who	are	filled	with	fears.	Perhaps	the	greatest	of
them	all	is	the	fear	of	failure.	These	damaged	persons	are	so	afraid	of	losing	the
game	of	life	that	they	have	a	simple	way	out:	never	get	into	the	game;	just	sit	on
the	sidelines.	They	say,	“I	don’t	like	the	rules,”	or	“I	don’t	care	for	the	referee.”
“The	ball	isn’t	quite	round.”	“The	goals	are	not	right.”

I	remember	some	years	ago	talking	with	a	salesman	in	a	used	car	lot.	As	we
looked	out	the	showroom	window,	we	saw	a	man	who	was	going	around	kicking
tires	 on	 the	 cars.	He	was	 also	 raising	 the	 hoods	 and	 banging	 the	 fenders.	 The
salesman	 said	 disgustedly,	 “Look	 at	 that	 guy	 out	 there.	 He’s	 a	 wheel-kicker.
They	are	the	bane	of	our	existence.	They	come	in	here	all	the	time	but	never	buy
cars	 because	 they	 can’t	make	 up	 their	minds.	Now	watch	 him	out	 there.	He’s
kicking	 the	 tires.	He’ll	say	 the	wheels	are	out	of	 line.	He’ll	 listen	 to	 the	motor
and	say,	‘Hear	that	knock?’	Nobody	else	can	hear	the	knock,	but	he	can	hear	it.
Something	 is	always	wrong.	He	 is	afraid	 to	choose;	he	can	never	make	up	his
mind,	so	he	always	finds	an	excuse.”

Life	 is	 filled	with	wheel-kickers,	people	who	fear	 failure	and	fear	making
the	wrong	decision.	What	happens	to	such	people	as	they	approach	the	Christian
life?	Believing	is	a	great	risk;	it’s	very	hard.	Decisions	tear	them	up.	Faith	comes
hard.	 Witnessing	 is	 difficult.	 Launching	 out	 in	 the	 Holy	 Spirit	 and	 really
surrendering	to	God	is	almost	a	trauma.	Discipline	is	difficult.	The	fearful	people
live	on	if	onlys:	“If	only	this	or	if	only	that,	then	I	would	be	OK.”	But	since	the	if
only	never	comes	 to	pass,	 they	usually	never	accomplish	what	 they	would	 like
to.	The	fearful	are	the	defeated	and	the	indecisive.



The	whole	area	of	sex	is	intricately	mixed	in	with	all	these	others,	but	needs
a	special	word	said	about	it.

When	 the	 apostle	 Paul	wrote	 his	 first	 epistle	 to	 the	 Corinthians,	 he	 dealt
with	 every	 imaginable	 kind	 of	 human	 problem,	 and	 some	 which	 are	 almost
unimaginable.	 He	 talked	 about	 quarrels,	 party	 splits,	 court	 cases,	 property
disputes,	 and	various	kinds	of	 sexual	difficulty,	 from	 incest	 to	prostitution.	He
talked	about	premarital	relations	and	marital	relations	and	post-marital	relations.
He	 wrote	 about	 widowhood,	 divorce,	 vegetarianism,	 getting	 drunk	 at	 the
Communion	table,	speaking	in	tongues,	death	and	funerals,	taking	up	offerings,
and	conducting	an	every-member	canvass	in	the	church!

But	he	began	his	letter	by	saying	he	was	not	going	to	know	anything	among
them	 except	 “Jesus	 Christ,	 and	 him	 crucified”	 (1	 Cor.	 2:2).	 This	 means	 our
Gospel	is	most	practical,	and	gets	right	down	to	where	we	live.	Much	of	Paul’s
letter	had	to	do	with	sexual	problems.

Because	we	Americans	have	been	weaned	on	 indiscipline,	 indecency,	and
sensuality,	we	are	living	in	modern	Corinth.	In	our	society,	it	is	very	difficult	for
anyone	 to	grow	 to	young	adulthood	without	 suffering	some	damage	 in	 the	sex
department	of	his	personality.

I’m	thinking	of	scores	of	people	who	have	come	to	me	for	help.	I	remember
a	lady	who	had	heard	me	speak	in	her	church	and	then	drove	1,200	miles	to	talk
with	me.	I	remember	a	man	who	finally	came	into	the	office	and	said	that	he	had
driven	eleven	times	around	the	church,	getting	up	enough	nerve	to	come	and	see
me.	Both	of	these	people	were	genuine	Christians,	and	both	were	struggling	with
problems	of	homosexuality.

I	 am	 thinking	 of	 a	 young	 lady	 in	 a	 distant	 university	 where	 I	 held	 a
preaching	mission.	To	this	day	I	don’t	know	what	she	looks	like,	for	she	kept	her
back	turned	to	me	and	her	coat	pulled	up	around	her	face,	as	she	sat	in	a	corner,
sobbing.	 Finally,	 she	 said,	 “I’ve	 got	 to	 share	 this	 with	 someone	 before	 I
explode.”	Then,	still	facing	the	corner,	she	told	me	the	sad	story	which	we	hear
more	 and	more	 often	 these	 days,	 about	 a	 father	who	 had	 treated	 her	 not	 as	 a
daughter,	but	as	a	wife.

I	 am	 thinking	of	 scores	of	young	men	and	women	who	were	 fed	 a	 lot	 of
false	 and	 harmful	 ideas	 by	 well-meaning	 but	 ignorant	 parents	 and	 preachers.
Now	they	are	unfit	for	marriage,	unable	to	be	husbands	and	wives	who	can	live
without	fear,	guilt,	and	shame.	Damaged?	Yes,	badly	damaged.

Does	 the	 Gospel	 have	 a	 message	 for	 these	 various	 kinds	 of	 emotionally
damaged	persons?	If	it	doesn’t	offer	healing	for	all	of	them,	then	we	had	better
put	a	padlock	on	our	church	doors,	quit	playing	Christianity,	and	shut	up	about
our	“good	news.”



DIVINE	REPAIRS

Does	 God	 have	 some	 repairs	 for	 us?	 Yes,	 He	 does!	 Paul	 wrote	 to	 the
Roman	Christians	about	the	Holy	Spirit	who	“helps	our	infirmities”	(Rom.	8:26).
Many	 of	 the	modern	 translations	 use	weaknesses	 or	 cripplings	 in	 place	 of	 the
word	 infirmities.	 One	 meaning	 of	 the	 word	 help	 has	 a	 medical	 connotation,
suggesting	the	way	a	nurse	helps	in	the	healing	process.	So	it	is	not	simply	“to
take	hold	of	on	the	other	side,”	which	is	the	literal	meaning	of	the	verb,	but	that
the	Holy	Spirit	becomes	our	partner	and	helper,	who	works	along	with	us	 in	a
mutual	participating,	for	our	healing.

What	is	our	part	in	the	healing	of	our	damaged	emotions?	The	Holy	Spirit
is,	 indeed,	 the	 divine	 counselor,	 the	 divine	 psychiatrist,	who	gets	 ahold	 of	 our
problem	on	 the	other	end.	But	we’re	on	 this	end	of	 it.	 Just	what	are	you	and	I
supposed	to	do	in	this	healing	process?

That	is	the	very	purpose	of	this	book	and	you	will	find	many	suggestions	as
you	 read	 further.	 However,	 at	 this	 point	 let	 me	 suggest	 the	 general,	 biblical
principles	which	must	be	 followed	 throughout	 in	order	 for	you	 to	 find	healing
for	damaged	emotions.

1.	 Face	 your	 problem	 squarely.	 With	 ruthless	 moral	 honesty,	 and	 with
God’s	grace,	confront	that	awful,	hidden	childhood	memory,	however	deep	the
feelings	 within	 you.	 Acknowledge	 to	 yourself,	 and	 acknowledge	 it	 to	 another
human	 being.	 Some	 problems	 can	 never	 be	 solved	 until	 you	 confess	 them	 to
others.	 “Confess	 your	 faults	 one	 to	 another,	 and	 pray	 one	 for	 another,	 that	 ye
may	be	healed”	(James	5:16).	Some	people	miss	deep	inner	healing	because	they
lack	the	courage	to	share	deeply	with	another	person.

2.	Accept	your	responsibility	 in	 the	matter.	 “But,”	you	say,	“I	was	sinned
against.	I	was	a	victim.	You	don’t	know	what	happened	to	me.”

True	enough.	But	what	about	your	response?	What	about	the	fact	that	you
learned	to	hate	or	resent,	or	to	escape	into	an	unreal	world?

You	may	say,	“My	folks	never	told	me	anything	about	sex,	and	I	grew	up
and	 I	 went	 into	 this	 evil	 world,	 innocent	 and	 ignorant,	 and	 got	 into	 trouble.”
That’s	the	way	it	happened	the	first	time.	But	what	about	the	second	time	or	the
third	time—whose	fault	was	it	then?	Life	is	like	a	complicated	tapestry,	woven
with	 a	 loom	 and	 shuttle.	 Heredity,	 environment,	 all	 the	 things	 experienced	 in
childhood,	from	parents,	teachers,	playmates,	all	of	life’s	handicaps—all	of	these
things	 are	 on	 one	 side	 of	 the	 loom,	 and	 they	 pass	 the	 shuttle	 to	 you.	 But
remember,	you	pass	the	shuttle	back	through	the	loom.	And	this	action	together
with	 your	 responses,	 weaves	 the	 design	 in	 the	 tapestry	 of	 your	 life.	 You	 are
responsible	 for	your	actions.	You	will	never	 receive	healing	 for	your	damaged
emotions	until	you	stop	blaming	everyone	else	and	accept	your	responsibility.



3.	Ask	yourself	if	you	want	to	be	healed.	This	is	what	Jesus	asked	the	sick
man	who	had	lain	ill	for	thirty-eight	years	(John	5:6).	Do	you	really	want	to	be
healed,	or	do	you	just	want	to	talk	about	your	problem?	Do	you	want	to	use	your
problem	to	get	sympathy	from	others?	Do	you	just	want	it	for	a	crutch,	so	that
you	can	walk	with	a	limp?

The	lame	man	said	to	Jesus,	“But,	Lord,	nobody	puts	me	into	the	pool.	I	try,
but	they	all	get	there	ahead	of	me.”	He	would	not	look	deep	within	his	heart	to
find	out	whether	he	really	wanted	to	be	healed.

We	 live	 in	 an	 age	 that	 some	 call	 the	 “goof-off”	 era,	 where	 each	 person
wants	 to	blame	someone	else	 instead	of	 facing	his	own	responsibilities.	 I	have
been	working	 with	 college	 students	 for	many	 years,	 and	 sometimes	 I	 wonder
what	 the	B.A.	degree	really	means:	Bachelor	of	Arts	or	Builder	of	Alibis.	Ask
yourself:	“Do	I	really	want	to	be	healed?	Am	I	willing	to	face	my	responsibility
in	the	matter?”

4.	Forgive	everyone	who	is	involved	in	your	problem.	Facing	responsibility
and	 forgiving	 people	 are	 really	 two	 sides	 of	 the	 same	 coin.	 The	 reason	 some
people	have	never	been	able	to	forgive	is	that	if	they	forgave,	the	last	rug	would
be	 pulled	 out	 from	under	 them	 and	 they	would	 have	 no	 one	 to	 blame.	 Facing
responsibility	and	 forgiving	are	almost	 the	 same	action;	 in	 some	 instances	you
need	to	do	them	simultaneously.	Jesus	made	it	very	plain	that	no	healing	occurs
until	there	is	deep	forgiveness.

5.	 Forgive	 yourself.	 So	many	Christians	 say,	 “Yes,	 I	 know	 that	 God	 has
forgiven	me,	but	I	can	never	forgive	myself.”	This	statement	is	a	contradiction	in
terms.	 How	 can	 you	 really	 believe	 that	 God	 has	 forgiven	 you	 and	 then	 not
forgive	 yourself?	 When	 God	 forgives,	 He	 buries	 your	 sins	 in	 the	 sea	 of	 His
forgiveness	 and	His	 forgetfulness.	 As	 Corrie	 ten	 Boom	 says,	 “He	 then	 puts	 a
sign	on	the	bank	which	says,	‘No	fishing	allowed.’”	You	have	no	right	to	dredge
up	anything	that	God	has	forgiven	and	forgotten.	He	has	put	it	behind	His	back.
Through	 an	 inscrutable	 mystery,	 divine	 omniscience	 has	 somehow	 forgotten
your	sins.	You	can	forgive	yourself.

6.	Ask	the	Holy	Spirit	to	show	you	what	your	real	problem	is	and	how	you
need	 to	 pray.	 Paul	 said	 that	 often	 we	 do	 not	 know	 how	 to	 pray	 as	 we	 ought
(Rom.	8:26).	But	the	Holy	Spirit	prays	in	and	through	us,	and	makes	intercession
for	 us.	 Sometimes	 the	Holy	 Spirit	 uses	 a	 temporary	 assistant	 in	 the	 form	 of	 a
human	 counselor,	 who	 can	 help	 us	 to	 perceive	 what	 the	 real	 problem	 is.
Sometimes	 the	 Spirit	 is	 able	 to	 do	 this	 through	God’s	Word	 or	 through	 some
incident	 in	 life	 that	 suddenly	 makes	 us	 aware	 of	 our	 real	 problem.	 For	 it	 is
important	that	we	realize	the	true	problem	and	know	how	we	should	pray.	James
reminds	 us	 that	we	 sometimes	 do	 not	 receive	 because	we	 pray	 for	 the	wrong



things	(James	4:3).	It	may	be	essential	for	you	to	get	help	from	a	counselor	or	a
pastor	or	a	friend;	then	together	with	this	person,	you	can	ask	the	Holy	Spirit	to
show	you	where	your	real	need	is.

Do	 you	 remember	 the	 story	 of	 Henry	 Ford	 and	 Charlie	 Steinmetz?
Steinmetz	was	a	dwarf,	ugly	and	deformed,	but	he	had	one	of	the	greatest	minds
in	the	field	of	electricity	that	the	world	has	ever	known.	Steinmetz	built	the	great
generators	 for	 Henry	 Ford	 in	 his	 first	 plant	 in	 Dearborn,	 Michigan.	 One	 day
those	 generators	 broke	 down	 and	 the	 plant	 came	 to	 a	 halt.	 They	 brought	 in
ordinary	 mechanics	 and	 helpers	 who	 couldn’t	 get	 the	 generators	 going	 again.
They	were	losing	money.	Then	Ford	called	Steinmetz.	The	genius	came,	seemed
to	just	putter	around	for	a	few	hours,	and	then	threw	the	switch	that	put	the	great
Ford	plant	back	into	operation.

A	 few	days	 later	Henry	Ford	 received	 a	 bill	 from	Steinmetz	 for	 $10,000.
Although	Ford	was	a	very	rich	man,	he	returned	 the	bill	with	a	note,	“Charlie,
isn’t	 this	 bill	 just	 a	 little	 high	 for	 a	 few	 hours	 of	 tinkering	 around	 on	 those
motors?”

Steinmetz	returned	the	bill	to	Ford.	This	time	it	read:	“For	tinkering	around
on	 the	 motors:	 $10.	 For	 knowing	 where	 to	 tinker:	 $9,990.	 Total:	 $10,000.”
Henry	Ford	paid	the	bill.

The	Holy	Spirit	knows	where	to	tinker.	We	do	not	know	what	we	ought	to
be	praying	for.	We	often	do	not	receive	because	we	ask	for	the	wrong	things.	As
you	read	these	chapters,	ask	the	Holy	Spirit	to	show	you	what	you	need	to	know
about	yourself,	and	then	to	guide	you	in	your	prayers.



Therefore	is	the	kingdom	of	heaven	likened	unto	a	certain	king,	which	would
take	account	of	his	servants	.	.	.	one	was	brought	unto	him,	which	owed	him	ten
thousand	talents.	But	forasmuch	as	he	had	not	to	pay,	his	lord	commanded	him
to	be	sold	.	.	.	[he]	fell	down,	and	worshiped	him	saying,	“Lord,	have	patience
with	me,	and	I	will	pay	thee	all.”	Then	the	lord	of	that	servant	was	moved	with
compassion,	and	loosed	him,	and	forgave	him	the	debt.

But	the	same	servant	went	out,	and	found	one	of	his	fellowservants,	which
owed	him	an	hundred	pence,	and	he	.	.	.	took	him	by	the	throat,	saying,	“Pay	me
that	thou	owest”	.	.	.	and	cast	him	into	prison,	till	he	should	pay	the	debt.	.	.	.

And	his	lord	was	wroth,	and	delivered	him	to	the	tormentors,	till	he	should
pay	all	that	was	due	unto	him.	So	likewise	shall	my	heavenly	Father	do	also	unto
you,	if	ye	from	your	hearts	forgive	not	every	one	his	brother	their	trespasses.

Matthew	18:23–35

Forgive	us	our	debts,	as	we	forgive	our	debtors.
Matthew	6:12



Chapter	2

Guilt,	Grace,	and	Debt-Collecting

With	 the	 parable	 of	 the	 unmerciful	 servant,	 Jesus	 put	 into
living	color	and	surround	sound	His	teachings	about	forgiveness.	The	parable	is
filled	with	profound	insights	about	spiritual	and	emotional	healing.	We	shouldn’t
be	 surprised	at	 this.	 Jesus	was	 the	only	normal	 and	perfectly	 sane	Person	who
ever	lived.	We	are	told	that	He	knew	what	was	in	man,	and	at	the	deepest	levels.
So	we	 should	 expect	His	 truth,	His	 teachings,	 to	 contain	 the	most	 penetrating
psychological	truths.

THE	PARABLE
When	 the	 king	 decided	 to	 settle	 his	 accounts,	 he	 found	 that	 one	 servant	 owed
him	 the	 fantastic	 sum	of	 ten	million	 dollars.	 Jesus	 used	 an	 impossible	 sum	of
money	 in	 this	parable.	The	annual	 taxes	 from	 the	provinces	of	 Judea,	 Idumea,
Samaria,	Galilee,	and	Perea	all	put	together	only	amounted	to	$800,000.	But	the
exaggerated	size	of	 the	debt	 is	 the	whole	point.	A	person’s	debt	 to	God	and	to
others	is	so	great	that	it	can	never	be	paid	back,	any	more	than	a	servant	working
for	a	few	cents	a	day	could	ever	save	up	enough	money	to	repay	a	debt	of	 ten
million	dollars.

The	 servant	 fell	on	his	knees	and	begged	 for	mercy.	He	was	asking	 for	 a
special	kind	of	mercy,	makrothumason.	Every	time	this	word	is	used	in	the	New
Testament,	it	means	“an	extension	of	time,	a	delay.”	“Lord,	have	patience	with
me.	Please	delay	and	I’ll	pay	you	back	everything.	Give	me	more	time.”

We	see	that	the	servant’s	idea	of	forgiveness	was	one	thing,	but	the	lord’s
idea	was	 another.	The	 lord	 in	his	mercy	 forgave	him	all	 his	 debt	 and	 released
him.

But	the	same	servant	as	he	went	out	saw	a	fellow	servant,	a	coworker,	who
owed	him	a	measly	twenty	bucks.	He	seized	him	by	the	throat	and	said,	“Pay	me
what	you	owe	me.”	When	 the	 coworker	 couldn’t	do	 it,	 the	 servant	 showed	no
mercy	on	him	but	put	him	into	the	debtor’s	prison	until	he	paid	in	full.

Then	the	lord	summoned	the	servant	and	said,	“Look,	I	forgave	you	all	your



debts	 and	 now	 you	 treat	 your	 fellow	 servant	 this	 way.”	 So	 in	 anger	 the	 lord
delivered	him	to	prison	until	he	should	pay	all.

Now,	that’s	bad	enough,	but	Jesus’	next	statement	is	the	real	shocker.	“So
also	My	heavenly	Father	will	do	to	every	one	of	you	if	you	do	not	forgive	your
brother	from	your	heart.”

Wait	a	minute,	Jesus.	What	are	you	trying	to	tell	us?	What	kind	of	picture
of	the	heavenly	Father	is	this?	Is	it	a	mistranslation?	No,	the	inference	is	clear.
To	the	unforgiven	and	the	unforgiving,	God	will	be	like	a	harsh	and	stern	debt-
collector.

Is	this	an	exaggeration,	like	the	inflated	sum	of	money?	Or	does	it	refer	to
the	 future	 life,	 to	 the	punishment	of	 the	wicked?	 It	may	 include	 those,	 but	we
don’t	have	to	wait	until	the	next	life	to	see	Jesus’	words	come	true.	For	here	and
now,	 the	 unforgiven	 and	 unforgiving	 person	 is	 plagued	 with	 guilt	 and
resentment.	He	 lives	 in	 a	 prison	 house	where	 he	 finds	 himself	 tortured	 by	 all
manner	of	inner	emotional	conflicts.

OUGHTS	AND	DEBTS

Woven	into	Jesus’	parable	is	a	picture	of	human	relationships.	The	world	is
made	for	forgiveness;	it	is	made	for	grace;	it	is	made	for	love	in	all	of	life.

The	need	for	these	has	been	built	into	the	structure	of	nature,	of	persons.	It
is	 in	every	cell	of	our	bodies,	 in	every	interpersonal	relationship.	We	are	made
for	grace	and	love	and	acceptance.

One	of	 the	biblical	descriptions	of	sin	 is	“violation	of	God’s	 laws.”	When
we	break	 those	 laws	we	are,	 in	a	sense,	 in	debt	 to	 them.	The	words	ought	and
owe	come	from	the	same	root.	To	say,	“I	ought	to	do	this,”	or	“I	ought	not	to	do
this,”	is	like	saying,	“I	owe	it	to	God,”	or	“I	owe	it	to	this	person”	to	do	this	or
not	to	do	this.

What	 is	 true	 about	 God’s	 laws	 is	 also	 true	 in	 the	 realm	 of	 interpersonal
relationships.	We	feel	oughts	and	debts	 to	one	another.	When	we	sin	against	a
person,	we	often	say,	“Somehow	I	feel	as	if	I’m	in	debt	to	him,”	or	“I	feel	as	if
she	owes	me	an	apology.”	When	a	person	is	released	from	prison,	we	say	he	has
paid	his	debt	to	society.

Jesus	put	this	concept	at	the	very	heart	of	the	Lord’s	Prayer	when	He	taught
us	 to	 pray,	 “Forgive	 us	 our	 debts	 as	 we	 forgive	 those	who	 owe	 us	 debts.”	 A
pastor,	counselor,	or	anyone	who	works	closely	with	human	beings	knows	that
this	 whole	 debt	 system	 has	 been	 built	 into	 the	 human	 personality	 in	 a	 most
incredible	fashion.	There	is	a	sense	of	oughtness,	of	owing	a	debt,	an	automatic
mechanism	by	which	 the	built-in	debt	collectors	go	 to	work.	We	seek	 to	atone
for	 those	wrongs,	 to	pay	 the	debt	we	owe,	or	 to	 collect	 the	debt	 that	 someone



else	owes	us.	If	we	feel	anger	at	ourselves,	we	say,	“I	must	pay	in	full.”	Or	if	we
feel	anger	at	someone	else,	he	or	she	must	pay.	In	this	way	the	whole	inexorable
process	is	set	in	motion	as	the	personality	is	turned	over	to	the	inner	tormentors.
They	are	the	jailers	who	work	as	debt-collectors	in	this	awful	prison.

Some	 of	 us	 remember	 the	 defensive	 lineup	 of	 the	 Los	 Angeles	 Rams	 of
several	years	ago.	Half	a	ton	of	human	flesh	simply	buried	the	opposition.	They
were	called	the	Fearsome	Foursome.	Jesus	is	saying	that	the	unforgiven	and	the
unforgiving	 get	 turned	 over	 to	 a	 Fearsome	 Foursome	 of	 guilt,	 resentment,
striving,	 and	 anxiety.	 These	 four	 produce	 stress,	 conflict,	 and	 all	 sorts	 of
emotional	problems.

Dr.	David	Belgum,	commenting	on	 the	claim	 that	up	 to	75	percent	of	 the
people	 in	 hospitals	 today	 with	 physical	 illnesses	 have	 sicknesses	 rooted	 in
emotional	 causes,	 says	 that	 these	 patients	 are	 punishing	 themselves	with	 their
illnesses	 and	 that	 their	 physical	 symptoms	 and	 breakdowns	 may	 be	 their
involuntary	 confessions	 of	 guilt	 (Guilt:	Where	Psychology	 and	Religion	Meet,
Prentice-Hall,	54).

CAUSES	FOR	EMOTIONAL	PROBLEMS

Many	years	ago	I	was	driven	to	the	conclusion	that	the	two	major	causes	of
most	emotional	problems	among	evangelical	Christians	are	these:	the	failure	to
understand,	receive,	and	live	out	God’s	unconditional	grace	and	forgiveness;	and
the	 failure	 to	 give	 out	 that	 unconditional	 love,	 forgiveness,	 and	 grace	 to	 other
people.

1.	Failure	to	receive	forgiveness.	So	many	of	us	are	like	that	servant	in	the
parable.	Because	he	misunderstood	 the	offer	 the	 lord	gave	him,	he	pled	 for	an
extension	of	time.	And	what	happened?	The	lord	in	his	mercy	gave	him	far	more
than	he	asked	for,	more	than	he	could	dream	about	or	pray	for:	he	released	him
and	forgave	him	all	his	debts.

But	the	servant	never	heard	what	the	lord	said	to	him.	He	thought	that	his
master	had	given	him	what	he	asked	for.	And	what	did	he	ask	for?	Patience	and
extension	 of	 time.	 “Lord,	 please	 don’t	 foreclose	 on	 my	 debt.	 Extend	 my
promissory	note	a	 little	 longer,	and	 I	assure	you	 I’ll	pay	you	everything	 I	owe
you.”	And	 in	his	pride	and	moral	 stupidity,	he	 thought	he	could	pay	back	$10
million,	if	he	was	only	given	enough	time.	But	the	master	in	his	mercy	wiped	out
the	whole	debt.	He	didn’t	extend	the	note.	He	tore	it	up.	He	canceled	it	and	set
the	man	free	from	his	debts,	free	from	the	threat	of	imprisonment.

The	poor	 servant	 really	couldn’t	believe	 the	wonderful	news.	He	couldn’t
receive	it.	He	couldn’t	live	it.	He	couldn’t	enjoy	it.	He	thought	he	was	still	under
sentence	as	a	debtor	and	he’d	simply	been	given	more	time	to	work	and	skimp,



and	to	save	and	then	pay	what	he	owed.	Because	he	didn’t	realize	the	debt	had
been	cancelled,	 the	hidden	 tormentors—resentment,	guilt,	 striving,	 and	anxiety
—went	to	work	in	him.	He	thought	he	still	had	to	pay	and	also	to	collect	debts
from	others.

Many	of	us	are	like	that.	We	read,	we	hear,	we	believe	a	good	theology	of
grace.	But	that’s	not	the	way	we	live.	We	believe	grace	in	our	heads	but	not	in
our	gut	 level	 feelings	or	 in	our	 relationships.	There’s	no	other	word	we	 throw
around	more	piously.	We	proclaim	 it	 as	distinctive	of	 the	Christian	 faith—that
we	are	saved	by	grace	alone	through	faith.	But	it’s	all	on	a	head	level.	The	good
news	 of	 the	 Gospel	 of	 grace	 has	 not	 penetrated	 the	 level	 of	 our	 emotions.	 It
hasn’t	 worked	 its	 way	 into	 our	 interpersonal	 relationships.	 We	 rattle	 off	 the
definition:	“Grace	 is	God’s	undeserved	favor.”	But	 it’s	not	 in	our	 feelings.	 It’s
not	in	our	living.	We	don’t	go	far	enough.

Grace	 is	 not	 only	God’s	 undeserved	mercy	 and	 favor.	 It	 is	 also	 unearned
and	can	never	be	repaid.	The	failure	to	see	and	know	and	feel	grace	drives	many
Christians	to	the	tragic	treadmill	of	performing,	achieving,	and	striving.	They	try
to	get	rid	of	their	guilt.	They	try	to	atone	and	pay	the	debt.	They	read	an	extra
chapter	 in	 the	Bible	 and	 extend	 their	 prayer	 time	 for	 another	 ten	minutes,	 and
then	go	out	and	do	some	guilty	witnessing.	And	what	they	have	is	salvation	by
promissory	note.

Many	Christians	are	like	the	young	minister	who	once	came	to	see	me.	He
was	having	a	lot	of	problems	getting	along	with	other	people,	especially	his	wife
and	 family.	 I	 had	 already	 talked	 privately	 with	 his	 wife;	 she	 was	 a	 very	 fine
person—attractive,	warm,	affectionate,	loving—and	totally	supported	him	in	his
ministry.	 But	 he	 was	 continually	 criticizing	 her,	 scapegoating	 her.	 Everything
she	 did	was	wrong.	He	was	 sarcastic	 and	 demanding,	 and	withdrew	 from	 her
advances,	rejecting	her	love	and	affection.	Slowly	but	surely	it	began	to	dawn	on
him:	he	was	destroying	their	marriage.

Then	 he	 realized	 that	 in	 his	 weekend	 pastorate	 he	 was	 hurting	 people
through	sermons	which	were	excessively	harsh	and	judgmental.	You	can	do	that,
you	know.	He	was	working	out	all	of	his	unhappiness	on	other	people.

Finally,	 in	 his	 desperation,	 he	 came	 to	 see	 me.	 At	 the	 beginning	 of	 our
interview,	he	met	trouble	like	a	real	man:	he	blamed	it	on	his	wife!	But	after	a
while,	when	he	became	honest,	the	painful	root	of	the	matter	came	to	light.

While	he	was	 in	 the	armed	forces	 in	Korea,	he	had	spent	 two	weeks	of	R
and	R	in	Japan.	During	the	 leave,	walking	the	streets	of	Tokyo,	feeling	empty,
lonely,	 and	 terribly	 homesick,	 he	 fell	 into	 temptation	 and	 went	 three	 or	 four
times	to	a	prostitute.

He	 had	 never	 been	 able	 to	 forgive	 himself.	 He	 had	 sought	 God’s



forgiveness,	and	with	his	head,	believed	he	had	it.	But	the	guilt	still	plagued	him
and	he	hated	himself.	Every	time	he	looked	in	the	mirror,	he	couldn’t	stand	what
he	 was	 seeing.	 He	 had	 never	 shared	 this	 with	 anyone,	 and	 the	 burden	 was
becoming	intolerable.

When	he	returned	home	to	marry	his	fiancée,	who	had	faithfully	waited	for
him	all	those	years,	his	emotional	conflicts	increased	because	he	still	could	not
accept	complete	forgiveness.	He	couldn’t	forgive	himself	for	what	he	had	done
to	himself	and	to	her;	so	he	couldn’t	accept	her	freely	offered	affection	and	love.
He	felt	he	had	no	right	to	be	happy.	He	said	to	himself,	“I	have	no	right	to	enjoy
my	wife.	I	have	no	right	to	enjoy	my	life.	I’ve	got	to	pay	back	the	debt.”

The	 terrible	 tormentors	 were	 at	 work	 within	 him,	 and	 he	 was	 trying	 to
punish	himself,	to	suffer,	to	atone	for	all	of	his	guilt.	All	those	years	he	lived	in	a
prison	house,	with	 the	debt-collectors	doing	their	deadly	work.	As	A.W.	Tozer
put	it,	the	young	minister	was	living	in	“the	perpetual	penance	of	regret.”

How	beautiful	 it	was	 to	 see	 him	 receive	 full,	 free	 forgiveness	 from	God,
then	 from	 his	 wife,	 and	 perhaps	 best	 of	 all,	 from	 himself.	 Sure,	 he	 was	 a
Christian.	He	 believed	 and	 even	 preached	 grace,	 but	 he	 had	 never	 completely
accepted	God’s	forgiveness.	He	was	trying	to	repay	by	promissory	note.	He	was
doing	a	self-atonement	job,	with	the	guilt	disposal	unit	going	inside	him.

There	 is	 no	 forgiveness	 from	God	 unless	 you	 freely	 forgive	 your	 brother
from	 your	 heart.	 And	 I	 wonder	 if	 we	 have	 been	 too	 narrow	 in	 thinking	 that
brother	only	applies	to	someone	else.	What	if	you	are	the	brother	or	sister	who
needs	to	be	forgiven,	and	you	need	to	forgive	yourself?	Does	it	not	apply	to	you
too?	The	Lord	says	to	forgive	your	enemies.	What	if	you	are	the	worst	enemy?
Does	 that	exclude	you?	This	serviceman-minister	had	 to	 realize	 that	 to	 forgive
the	other	meant	to	forgive	himself	also.	Anger	and	resentment	against	yourself,	a
refusal	to	forgive—these	are	just	as	damaging	when	directed	at	yourself	as	when
they	are	directed	against	other	people.

2.	Failure	 to	 give	 forgiveness.	When	we	 fail	 to	 accept	 and	 receive	God’s
grace	and	forgiveness,	we	also	fail	to	give	unconditional	love,	forgiveness,	and
grace	 to	 other	 people.	 And	 this	 results	 in	 a	 breakdown	 of	 our	 interpersonal
relationships.	It	results	in	emotional	conflicts	between	us	and	other	people.	The
unforgiven	are	the	unforgiving,	and	the	unforgiving	complete	the	vicious	circle
because	they	cannot	be	forgiven.

How	 tragic	 is	 this	 parable!	 The	 servant,	 not	 realizing	 he	was	 completely
forgiven,	 thought	he	still	had	 to	go	around	collecting	money	 from	 the	servants
who	owed	him,	so	that	he	could	pay	the	lord	a	debt—that	had	been	canceled.	He
went	home,	checked	his	ledger,	and	said,	“I’ve	got	to	get	all	this	money	because
I	told	the	master	I	would	pay	him	back.”	And	what	happened?	He	grabbed	hold



of	the	first	fellow	servant	he	found,	seized	him	by	the	throat,	and	said,	“Pay	me
what	you	owe	me.	Give	me	that	twenty	bucks.”

Think	 of	 it.	 He	 thought	 he	 had	 at	 least	 been	 given	 an	 extension	 on	 his
promissory	note.	He	wouldn’t	even	give	this	guy	more	time,	and	since	the	poor
fellow	 didn’t	 have	 the	money,	 he	was	 sent	 to	 jail.	Not	 a	 very	 healthy	way	 to
maintain	good	interpersonal	relations!

The	 vicious	 circle	 becomes	 more	 vicious.	 The	 unaccepted	 are	 the
unaccepting.	 The	 unforgiven	 are	 the	 unforgiving.	 The	 ungraced	 are	 the
ungracious.	 In	 fact,	 their	 behavior	 is	 sometimes	 positively	 disgraceful.	 And
emotional	conflicts	and	broken	relationships	are	the	result.

Think	of	how	you	apply	 this	 to	 the	significant	others	 in	your	 life:	parents
who	 hurt	 you	when	 you	were	 growing	 up;	brothers	 and	 sisters	 who	 hurt	 you
when	you	were	growing	up,	who	 teased	you,	and	put	you	down;	a	 friend	who
betrayed	 you;	 a	 sweetheart	 who	 rejected	 you;	 your	 marriage	 partner,	 who
promised	 to	 love,	 honor,	 comfort,	 and	 care	 for	 you,	 but	 instead	has	nagged	or
scapegoated	or	caused	you	pain.	They	all	owe	you	a	debt,	don’t	they?

They	owe	you	 affection	 and	 love,	 security	 and	 affirmation,	 but	 since	you
feel	indebted	and	guilty,	resentful,	insecure,	and	anxious,	since	you	see	yourself
as	 unforgiven	 and	 unacceptable,	 you	 in	 turn	 become	 unforgiving	 and
unaccepting.	You	have	not	received	grace,	so	how	can	you	give	it	to	others?	And
as	you	feel	tormented,	you	hurt	others.	You’ve	got	to	collect	on	the	grievances,
collect	on	your	hurts.	You	must	make	all	these	people	who	have	hurt	you	pay	the
debts	they	owe	you.	You	are	a	grievance	collector.

MARRIAGE	IN	DEBT

Many	married	people	fail	to	allow	God	to	do	for	them	what	only	He	can	do.
Then	 they	 ask	 other	 human	 beings—their	 spouses—to	 do	 what	 they	 cannot
possibly	do.	If	they	work	at	it,	men	make	good	husbands	and	women	make	good
wives.	 But	 they	 make	 lousy	 gods.	 They’re	 not	 meant	 for	 that.	 And	 all	 those
wonderful	promises	that	people	make	on	their	wedding	day—“I	promise	to	love
you,	care	for	you,	cherish	you,	through	all	the	circumstances	and	vicissitudes	of
life”—these	are	possible	only	when	a	heart	 is	secure	 in	God’s	 love,	grace,	and
care.	Only	a	forgiven	and	graced	soul	can	keep	such	promises.	What	the	person
often	really	means	when	he	says	those	beautiful	words	is,	“I	have	a	lot	of	terrific
inner	needs	and	inner	emptiness	and	debts	to	pay,	and	I’m	going	to	give	you	a
marvelous	opportunity	 to	 fill	my	Grand	Canyon	and	 take	 care	of	me.	Aren’t	 I
wonderful?”

Psychologist	Larry	Crabb	 compares	 this	 behavior	 to	 a	 tick	on	 a	 dog.	The
tick	 isn’t	 really	 interested	 in	a	good	 life	 for	 the	dog;	he’s	simply	 taking	all	 the



time.	You	see,	the	tragedy	with	some	marriages	is	that	both	partners	are	takers,
and	 the	marriage	 is	 like	 two	 ticks	 and	 no	 dog!	Two	 collectors	 and	 nothing	 to
collect.

Many	 years	 ago	 a	 couple	 came	 to	 see	 me.	 They’d	 been	 married	 fifteen
years.	Fifteen	years	of	marital	Ping-Pong.	Every	time	he	pinged,	she	ponged,	or
vice	versa.	Offensive	and	defensive	play	alternated.	As	we	slowly	and	painfully
counseled	 together,	 we	 first	 had	 to	 remove	 some	 theological	 wrappings	 to
uncover	 the	 terrible	disappointment,	 hurt,	 and	 real	 resentment	 they	 felt	 against
one	 another.	 She	 had	married	 him	 for	 his	 spiritual	 leadership—he	 had	 been	 a
VIP	on	campus.	He	seemed	disciplined,	 firm,	and	hardworking—a	young	man
who	would	really	go	places	for	the	Lord.

You	 can	 imagine	 her	 shock	 when	 he	 turned	 out	 to	 be	 indecisive	 and
undisciplined,	lazy	and	procrastinating.	In	her	anger	she,	like	the	servant	of	old,
was	 seizing	 him	 by	 the	 throat	 and	 saying,	 “You	 cheated	me.	You	 owe	me	 all
those	expectations	I	had	when	I	married	you.”	She	saw	him	as	a	person	in	debt
to	her.	With	her	nagging	words	she	had	spent	fifteen	years	saying,	“Pay	me	what
you	owe	me,	old	man.”

But,	you	see,	he	had	married	her	 for	her	good	looks	and	her	neatness	and
orderliness.	You	can	imagine	his	terrible	disappointment	when	he	discovered	she
was	 sloppy	 about	 the	 housework,	 careless	 about	 her	 hair	 and	 dress	 and
appearance.	He	felt	she	had	cheated	him.	“You	owe	me	these	things	because	this
is	 the	promise	you	gave	me	 in	courtship;	 this	 is	who	 I	 thought	you	were.	You
made	me	these	promises.”	And	so	he	was	seizing	her	by	the	throat,	and	with	his
sarcasm	and	cutting	remarks,	was	saying,	“Pay	me	what	you	owe	me.	You	didn’t
come	through	on	your	promissory	note.”

Each	one	had	been	waiting	fifteen	years	for	the	other	one	to	change.	Oh,	the
tragedy	of	interpersonal	relationships	among	professing	Christians.	We	are	debt-
collectors.	We	are	grievance	collectors.	Why?	Because	we	don’t	realize	our	debt
has	 been	 fully	 canceled,	 that	 it’s	 over.	 Although	God	 has	 torn	 up	 the	 note	 at
Calvary,	we’re	still	trying	so	hard.

After	 I	 preached	 about	 debt-collecting	 at	 a	 counseling	 conference,	 I	 was
going	up	the	aisle	when	a	mother	grabbed	ahold	of	me.	She	said,	“That’s	what
I’ve	been	doing	to	my	kids	for	the	last	eighteen	years—collecting	debts,	asking
them	to	pay	me	what	they	owed	me,	instead	of	giving	them	unconditional	love.”
And	what	a	lot	of	hang-ups	it	caused.

THREE	TESTS

Will	 you	 take	 three	 tests	with	me	 to	 see	 if	 there	 is	 someone	 you	 need	 to
forgive,	including	yourself?



1.	 First	 of	 all,	 there’s	 the	 resentment	 test.	 Is	 there	 someone	 you	 resent,
you’ve	 never	 let	 off	 the	 hook?	 A	 parent,	 brother,	 sister,	 sweetheart,	 marriage
partner,	 friend,	 coworker,	 someone	 who	 wronged	 you	 in	 childhood,	 some
teacher	in	grade	school,	or	someone	who	misused	you	sexually	as	you	grew	up?

2.	The	responsibility	test	is	a	little	trickier.	It	goes	something	like	this:	“Oh,
if	only	Mary,	Joe,	or	Pete,	my	parents,	my	wife,	my	children,	life,	God—if	only
they	 had	 given	 me	 what	 they	 owed	 me,	 I	 wouldn’t	 be	 in	 this	 mess	 today.	 I
wouldn’t	have	all	these	personality	problems.	If	they	had	paid	me,	then	I	could
have	paid	off	my	debts	to	the	master.”

For	many	years	I	was	guilty	of	passing	the	buck.	Every	time	I	failed	or	fell
or	blew	it,	I	heard	a	comforting	voice	within	me	that	said,	“Don’t	worry,	David.
That	wasn’t	your	fault.	You	would	have	been	OK	if	only	.	.	.”

Do	 you	 take	 responsibility	 for	 your	 own	 faults	 and	 failures,	 or	 is	 there	 a
recording	that	goes	on	every	time:	“They	made	me	what	I	am.	He	did	it,	she	did
it”?	 In	 many	 instances,	 extending	 forgiveness	 to	 someone	 else	 and	 assuming
responsibility	for	yourself	are	two	sides	of	the	same	coin	and	can	only	be	done
together.

3.	 The	 reminder	 and	 reaction	 test	 is	 really	 subtle.	 Do	 you	 find	 yourself
reacting	against	a	person	because	he	reminds	you	of	someone	else?	Maybe	you
don’t	 like	 the	way	your	husband	disciplines	your	children,	because	he	 reminds
you	of	your	 father	who	overdid	 it.	So	 that	causes	a	clash.	You	don’t	 like	your
neighbor,	 you	 respond	 to	 a	 coworker	with	 a	 bit	 of	 anger,	 a	 bit	 of	 resentment.
Why?	Because	you	have	never	really	forgiven	someone	else.	And	your	reaction
to	reminders	of	that	unforgiven	person	from	the	past	triggers	resentment	against
this	person.

HOW	TO	DEAL	WITH	YOUR	DEBTS

There	is	a	scriptural	way	to	deal	with	all	 these	hurts	from	our	past.	God’s	way
goes	far	beyond	forgiving	and	surrendering	resentment.	God	takes	sins,	failures,
and	 hurts	 that	 happened	 earlier	 in	 your	 life	 and	 wraps	 His	 loving	 purposes
around	them	to	change	them.

The	greatest	 illustration	of	 this	 is	 the	Cross.	There	God	took	what,	from	a
human	 standpoint,	 was	 the	 worst	 injustice	 and	 the	 deepest	 tragedy	 that	 ever
happened	and	turned	it	into	the	most	sublime	gift	man	has	ever	known:	the	gift
of	salvation.

We	see	a	human	illustration	of	this	in	the	life	of	Joseph,	who	had	been	so
brutally	wronged	by	his	older	brothers.	When	his	brothers	later	groveled	before
Joseph	the	ruler,	there	was	no	debt	collecting	on	his	part;	no	leaning	heavily	on
them.	He	wasn’t	concerned	about	collecting	the	debt.	Instead,	because	he	knew



they	were	 going	 to	 have	 a	 hard	 time	 forgiving	 themselves,	 he	 said,	 “Have	 no
fear;	for	am	I	in	God’s	place?	True	enough	you	planned	evil	against	me,	but	God
planned	it	for	good,	to	bring	about	what	today	is	fact,	the	keeping	alive	of	much
people”	(Gen.	50:19–20	MLB).

Are	you	part	of	a	debt-free	community	of	Christians?	Is	your	marriage	free
of	 debt-collecting?	 Your	 family?	 Every	 church	 should	 be	 a	 debt-free	 society,
where	we	 love	each	other	because	we	are	 loved.	Where	we	accept	because	we
are	 accepted.	Where	we	 grace	 one	 another	 and	 are	 gracious	 because	we	 have
been	 graced,	 because	we	 know	 the	 joy	 of	 having	 seen	 the	Master	 tear	 up	 the
charge	card	 that	we	have	spent	beyond	paying.	 It’s	been	canceled.	He’s	 torn	 it
up.	He	 doesn’t	 add	 something	more	 to	 it	 and	 say,	 “Well,	 I’ll	 give	 you	 a	 little
more	time	to	repay.”

And	so	because	He	has	set	us	free,	we	can	set	others	free	and	thereby	set	in
motion	grace	and	love.	The	apostle	Paul	summed	it	in	nine	words:	“Owe	no	man
any	thing,	but	to	love	one	another”	(Rom.	13:8).

In	Jesus’	words,	“Freely	ye	have	 received,	 freely	give,”	 the	 root	word	 for
gift	 is	used	four	 times,	so	 that	 it	 literally	says,	“Giftwise	you	have	been	given,
giftwise	give!”	(Matt.	10:8).



Seeing	then	that	we	have	a	great	high	priest,	that	is	passed	into	the	heavens,
Jesus	the	Son	of	God,	let	us	hold	fast	our	profession.	For	we	have	not	an	high
priest	which	cannot	be	touched	with	the	feeling	of	our	infirmities;	but	was	in	all
points	tempted	like	as	we	are,	yet	without	sin.	Let	us	therefore	come	boldly	unto
the	throne	of	grace,	that	we	may	obtain	mercy,	and	find	grace	to	help	in	time	of
need.

In	the	days	of	his	flesh,	when	he	had	offered	up	prayers	and	supplications
with	strong	crying	and	tears	unto	him	that	was	able	to	save	him	from	death,	and
was	heard	in	that	he	feared;	though	he	were	a	Son,	yet	learned	he	obedience	by
the	things	which	he	suffered;	and	being	made	perfect,	he	became	the	author	of
eternal	salvation	unto	all	them	that	obey	him.

Hebrews	4:14–16;	5:7–9



Chapter	3

The	Wounded	Healer

If	we	were	to	rephrase	Hebrews	4:15	to	a	positive	statement,
it	would	read:	“For	we	have	a	high	priest	who	is	touched	with	the	feeling	of	our
infirmities.”	In	the	Old	Testament,	the	infirmity	is	connected	with	the	sacrifices
offered	by	the	priests.	An	infirmity	was	primarily	a	physical	spot,	a	blemish.	It
was	 a	 defect	 or	 a	 deformity	 either	 in	 a	man	 or	 in	 an	 animal.	 If	 a	man	 had	 an
infirmity,	 even	 though	 he	 was	 a	 member	 of	 the	 priestly	 family	 of	 Aaron,	 he
could	not	 function	as	a	priest.	His	 infirmity	disqualified	him	from	entering	 the
presence	of	the	holiness	of	God	(Lev.	21:16–24).	In	the	same	way,	offerings	and
sacrifices	had	to	be	“without	spot	or	blemish.”	Scores	of	references	in	the	book
of	Leviticus	make	plain	that	no	infirm	animal	could	be	offered	to	God.	Both	the
offering	and	offerer	had	to	be	free	from	infirmities.

In	 the	 New	 Testament	 we	 begin	 to	 see	 a	 figurative	 use	 of	 the	 word
infirmity.	It	is	a	metaphor,	a	figure	of	speech.	The	common	New	Testament	word
for	infirmity	is	the	negative	form	of	sthenos	which	means	“strength.”	Now,	when
you	put	 the	 letter	a	 in	 front	 of	 something,	 that	 negates	 it.	A	 theist	 is	 one	who
believes	 in	God;	you	put	an	a	 in	front	of	 the	word	and	 it	becomes	atheist,	one
who	does	not	believe	in	God.	If	you	put	an	a	 in	front	of	sthenos,	which	means
“strength,”	you	get	the	root	word	for	infirmity,	astheneia,	“a	want	of	strength,	a
lack	of	strength,	a	weakness,	an	infirmity,	a	crippling.”

The	 word	 is	 hardly	 ever	 used	 in	 a	 purely	 physical	 sense	 in	 the	 New
Testament.	Rather,	it	refers	to	mental,	moral,	and	emotional	weaknesses,	to	lack
of	 strength.	 Infirmities	 in	 themselves	 are	 not	 sins,	 but	 they	 do	 undermine	 our
resistance	 to	 temptation.	 In	 the	 New	 Testament,	 infirmities	 are	 qualities	 in
human	nature	which	may	predispose	or	incline	us	to	sin,	sometimes	without	any
conscious	choice	on	our	part.

The	 book	 of	 Hebrews	 is	more	 like	 the	 book	 of	 Leviticus	 than	 any	 other
book	 in	 the	New	Testament,	 and	 shows	 that	 the	 sacrificial	 system	 outlined	 in
Leviticus	 finds	 its	 fulfillment	 in	 Jesus	Christ,	 our	High	Priest.	This	 fulfillment
also	applies	to	the	matter	of	infirmities	in	the	priests.	The	Old	Testament	priest



had	 infirmities	 because	 he	 shared	 in	 the	 common	 lot	 of	 all	 human	 beings.
Therefore,	when	 he	made	 his	 sacrifices,	 he	was	 also	 sacrificing	 for	 himself	 to
cover	 all	 his	 imperfection,	 as	 well	 as	 presenting	 an	 offering	 for	 his	 people.
However,	because	he	had	infirmities,	he	could	understand	the	infirmities	of	his
people	 and	deal	more	gently	with	 them.	He	could	be	more	understanding	 as	 a
priest.	For	he	too	was	subjected	to	the	inner	infirmities	which	predispose	all	of
us	to	temptation	and	sin.

The	writer	to	the	Hebrews	applied	this	picture	to	our	great	High	Priest	and
Mediator,	 our	 Lord	 Jesus	Christ.	 Because	He	 never	 sinned,	 because	He	 never
yielded	to	the	temptation,	unlike	the	Old	Testament	priest,	He	never	had	to	make
a	sacrifice	on	His	own	behalf.	But	since	He	was	tempted,	since	He	was	tested	at
every	point	as	we	are,	we	have	a	great	High	Priest	who	understands	the	feeling
of	our	infirmities.

If	 He	 merely	 understood	 the	 fact	 of	 our	 infirmities,	 that	 would	 be	 good
enough.	But	I’ve	got	better	news	for	you.	He	even	understands	the	feeling	of	our
infirmities—not	 just	 the	 cripplings,	 not	 just	 the	 weaknesses,	 not	 just	 the
emotional	hang-ups	and	the	inner	conflicts,	but	the	pain	that	comes	from	them.
He	understands	the	frustration,	the	anxiety,	the	depression,	the	hurts,	the	feelings
of	 abandonment	 and	 loneliness	 and	 isolation	and	 rejection.	He	who	 is	 touched
with	 the	 feeling	 of	 our	 infirmities	 experiences	 the	 whole	 ghastly	 gamut	 of
emotions	which	goes	along	with	our	weaknesses	and	our	cripplings.

And	what’s	the	proof	of	this?	To	what	does	the	writer	to	the	Hebrews	turn
to	show	that	Jesus	understands	how	we	feel	as	a	result	of	our	infirmities?	“In	the
days	 of	 his	 flesh,”	 while	 Jesus	 was	 human,	 He	 “offered	 up	 prayers	 and
supplications”	(Heb.	5:7).	In	a	beautiful,	soft	quiet	time?	Oh,	no.	He	“offered	up
prayers	and	supplications	with	strong	crying	and	tears	unto	him	that	was	able	to
save	him	from	death,	and	was	heard	in	that	he	feared.	Though	he	were	a	Son,	yet
learned	he	obedience	by	the	things	which	he	suffered”	(Heb.	5:7–8).

This	points	to	Gethsemane,	to	the	passion	and	suffering,	to	the	cross	of	our
Lord,	as	if	to	say,	“There,	He	has	experienced	it	all.	He	knows	what	it	is	to	cry
out	with	tears.	He	knows	what	it	is	to	pray	to	God	with	loud	sobs.	He	wrestled
with	feelings	that	nearly	tore	Him	to	pieces.	He	knows.	He’s	been	through	it	and
can	feel	with	you.	He	hurts	along	with	you.”

Of	all	 the	words	 for	 the	 Incarnation,	 the	greatest	 title	 is	Emmanuel,	 “God
with	us.”	God	is	in	it	with	us.	Better	still,	God,	having	gone	through	it	Himself,
knows	how	to	be	in	it	and	feel	it	with	us.	That	is	why	we	can	come	boldly;	we
can	 draw	near	with	 confidence.	God	 doesn’t	 say,	 “You	 can	 come	 guiltily,”	 or
“You	 can	 come	 shamefacedly.”	 You	 never	 need	 to	 feel,	 There’s	 something
wrong	with	me	because	I’m	having	this	depression.	I’m	not	spiritual.	These	are



cruelties	we	Christians	often	inflict	on	one	another,	and	they	are	not	biblical.
We	are	not	coming	into	the	presence	of	a	neurotic	parent	who	has	to	hear

only	 good	 things	 from	 his	 children.	We’re	 not	 coming	 into	 the	 presence	 of	 a
father	who	says,	“Shhh,	don’t	feel	that	way;	that’s	wrong.	Don’t	cry.	If	you	keep
crying	I’ll	really	give	you	something	to	cry	about.”

We	 are	 coming	 to	 a	 heavenly	 Father	 who	 understands	 our	 feelings	 and
invites	us	to	share	them	with	Him.	So	we	can	draw	near	with	confidence	unto	the
throne	of	grace	knowing	that	we	will	obtain	mercy	and	find	grace	in	the	time	of
need.	We	can	come	when	we	need	forgiveness	and	when	we	feel	guilty	for	our
sins.	And	we	 can	 also	 come	when	we	 are	 being	 racked	 and	 tormented	 by	 the
feelings	of	our	infirmities.

THE	GARDEN

To	understand	what	 it	 cost	 the	Savior	 to	 be	 our	Healer,	we	 need	 to	walk
with	Him	 through	His	 passion	 and	 suffering,	 as	 shown	 in	 the	Gospels,	 in	 the
psalms,	and	in	the	book	of	Isaiah.

Come	with	me	now	into	the	Garden	of	Gethsemane.	Discover	what	it	cost
our	Savior	 to	be	Emmanuel,	God	with	us.	Listen	 to	His	prayers.	Can	you	hear
them,	as	if	for	 the	first	 time?	He	“began	to	be	sorrowful	and	very	heavy.	Then
saith	 he	 unto	 them,	My	 soul	 is	 exceeding	 sorrowful,	 even	 unto	 death”	 (Matt.
26:37–38).

Wait	a	minute,	Jesus.	What	did	You	say?	“My	soul	is	exceeding	sorrowful,
even	unto	death?”	Do	You	mean	to	say	that	You	experienced	such	feelings,	such
emotions	and	pain	in	that	wretched	hour,	that	You	even	wanted	to	die?	Do	You
mean	to	say,	Lord,	You	understand	when	I	am	so	depressed	that	I	no	longer	want
to	live?

Jesus	 said	 to	 Peter,	 “What,	 could	 ye	 not	 watch	 with	 me	 for	 one	 hour?”
(Matt.	26:40).	Three	times	He	implored	His	friends,	but	to	no	avail.	Finally,	“all
the	disciples	forsook	him,	and	fled”	(v.	56).

Look	at	Psalm	22,	one	of	the	so-called	Psalms	of	Dereliction:	“I	am	poured
out	 like	 water,	 and	 all	 my	 bones	 are	 out	 of	 joint:	 my	 heart	 is	 like	 wax;	 it	 is
melted	.	.	.	My	strength	is	dried	up	like	a	potsherd	[clay	in	the	baking];	and	my
tongue	 cleaveth	 to	my	 jaws;	 and	 thou	hast	 brought	me	 into	 the	dust	 of	 death”
(vv.	14–15).

Psalm	69	is	another:	“Save	me,	O	God;	for	the	waters	are	come	in	unto	my
soul”	(v.	1).	“I	am	come	into	deep	waters,	where	the	floods	overflow	me”	(v.	2).
“I	am	weary	of	my	crying”	(v.	3).	“Reproach	hath	broken	my	heart;	and	I	am	full
of	 heaviness:	 and	 I	 looked	 for	 some	 to	 take	 pity,	 but	 there	was	 none;	 and	 for
comforters,	but	I	found	none”	(v.	20).



If	you	have	battled	terrible	loneliness	or	pathological	emptiness,	if	you	have
experienced	the	blackest	bouts	of	depression,	you	know	that	when	you	are	in	the
pits,	the	hardest	thing	to	do	is	to	pray,	because	you	do	not	feel	God’s	presence.	I
want	to	assure	you	that	He	knows,	He	understands,	He	feels	your	infirmity.	He
shares	all	your	feelings	because	He	has	been	through	them.

THE	TRIAL

Follow	Him	 into	 the	 trial,	where	He	 listened	 to	 the	 false	 testimony.	Have
you	been	falsely	accused?	Do	you	know	the	hurt	of	that?	“They	spit	in	his	face,
and	buffeted	him;	and	others	smote	him”	(v.	67).	“[They]	mocked	him.	.	.	.	they
struck	him	on	the	face”	(Luke	22:63–64).

So	often	when	I	counsel	people	who	are	filled	with	deep	hurt,	rage,	or	pain,
they	will	look	at	me	like	the	great	stone	face,	without	even	a	flicker	of	emotion.
But	when	I	probe	more	deeply,	asking,	“Tell	me,	what’s	the	worst	picture	in	all
of	your	memory?	The	one	that	comes	most	often	to	bring	your	pain?”	a	change
comes	about.	In	the	beginning	only	a	trace,	then	the	eyes	start	to	fill	with	tears;
soon	 the	 overflow	 comes	 down	 the	 cheeks,	 and	 before	 long,	 even	 strong,
strapping	men	are	shaking	with	pain	and	anger.

“Oh,	I	know	what	it	is.	I	remember.	It	was	when	Dad	would	lash	out	and	hit
me	 on	 the	 head.	 It	 was	 when	 Mother	 would	 slap	 me.”	 Nothing	 is	 more
destructive	to	a	human	personality	than	a	slap	in	the	face.	It	is	so	humiliating,	so
demeaning,	 so	 deeply	 dehumanizing.	 It	 destroys	 something	 very	 basic	 to	 our
personhood.

But	our	wounded	Healer	understands.	He	knows	what	it	is	to	be	struck	on
the	head,	to	be	slapped	in	the	face.	He	is	touched	with	the	feelings,	the	feelings
that	arise	in	you	from	the	hurt.	He	feels	the	problems	that	touch	you.	He	wants	to
heal.	He	wants	you	to	know	that	He	is	not	angry	with	you	about	your	feelings.
He	understands.

THE	CROSS

Let	us	go	even	farther	until	we	come	to	the	cross	itself.	They	derided	Him,
wagging	 their	heads	and	saying,	“If	 thou	be	 the	Son	of	God,	come	down	from
the	 cross”	 (Matt.	 27:40).	 They	 mocked	 Him,	 railed	 Him,	 scoffed	 at	 Him.
Deriding,	wagging	their	heads,	mocking,	railing,	scoffing—those	words	bring	to
mind	 the	 growing	 pains	 and	 humiliating	 hurts	 of	 the	 teen	 years.	 One	 man
believes	high	school	is	often	such	a	traumatic	experience	that	he’s	written	a	book
called	Is	There	Life	after	High	School?

I’m	amazed	at	the	painful	sights	and	sounds	grownups	share	with	me	from
their	adolescent	memories.	The	sounds	that	often	come	to	people’s	memories	are



those	of	derision,	 like,	 “Na-na-na-na-na-na.”	Or	names	 like	 “Smarty,”	 “Fatty,”
“Clumsy,”	 “Pimple-face,”	 and	 “Acne.”	Or	was	 it	 being	 reminded	 of	 those	 big
horn-rimmed	glasses,	or	those	ugly	braces	for	crooked	teeth?	You	fill	it	in.	The
cruelty	of	children	to	one	another	is	a	part	of	life.

Jesus	knows	how	you	feel	when	you	are	rejected	by	a	friend,	cast	off	by	a
lover,	made	 fun	 of	 by	 the	 gang.	 In	 the	words	 of	 Isaiah,	 “he	 hath	 no	 form	nor
comeliness;	and	when	we	shall	see	him,	there	is	no	beauty	that	we	should	desire
him.	He	is	despised	and	rejected	of	men;	a	man	of	sorrows,	and	acquainted	with
grief:	 and	 we	 hid	 as	 it	 were	 our	 faces	 from	 him;	 he	 was	 despised,	 and	 we
esteemed	him	not”	(Isa.	53:2–3).

Yes,	 He	 was	 a	 Man	 of	 sorrows	 and	 acquainted	 with	 grief.	 If	 you	 are
grieving,	He	can	 feel	 it	with	you.	For	 the	 lonely	one—the	widow	or	widower,
the	 divorced—He	 understands	 what	 it	 is	 to	 be	 alone,	 to	 feel	 that	 a	 part	 of
yourself	has	been	literally	torn	away.

Studies	show	that	 the	 two	greatest	stress-producing	factors	 to	body,	mind,
and	emotions	are	the	death	of	a	spouse	and	divorce.	In	some	ways,	divorce	can
be	worse.	The	death	of	a	spouse,	though	painful,	can	be	a	clean	wound.	Divorce
often	 leaves	 a	 dirty,	 infected	 wound,	 throbbing	 with	 pain.	 Jesus	 understands
when	a	single	parent	is	trying	to	be	husband	and	wife,	mother	and	father,	all	in
one.

But	does	He	know	the	worst	feeling	of	all	our	infirmities—when	we	can’t
even	 pray?	 When	 we	 feel	 abandoned	 and	 forsaken	 by	 God	 Himself?	 The
Apostles’	Creed	 says,	 “He	descended	 into	 hell.”	When	Christ	was	 hanging	 on
the	 cross,	 the	 very	 heavens	 became	 brassy,	 not	 brotherly.	 They	 became
frighteningly	deaf	as	He	was	cut	off	from	the	land	of	the	living.	He	cried	for	help
in	His	final	anguish,	but	there	was	no	answer.	“My	God,	my	God,	why	hast	thou
forsaken	me?	Why	art	 thou	so	far	from	helping	me,	and	from	the	words	of	my
roaring?	O	my	God,	 I	 cry	 in	 the	day	 time,	 but	 thou	hearest	 not”	 (Ps.	 22:1–2).
God	understands	the	cry	of	dereliction.	He	knows	the	feelings	of	our	infirmities.

To	say,	as	do	the	ancient	creeds,	that	Christ	descended	into	hell,	means	that
Jesus	Christ	has	entered	into	every	one	of	the	fears,	terrors,	and	anxious	feelings
that	you	and	I	can	experience	at	our	lowest	moments	of	rejection,	forsakenness,
and	 depression.	 It	means	 there	 is	 not	 a	 single	 feeling	 that	we	 cannot	 bring	 to
Him.

We	 do	 not	 need	 to	 come	 guiltily	 or	 shamefacedly.	 We	 are	 to	 approach
boldly,	with	confidence,	knowing	He	not	only	feels	with	us,	but	wants	to	heal	us.
And	 He	 has	 not	 left	 us	 alone,	 for	 “the	 [Holy]	 Spirit	 helpeth	 our	 infirmities”
(Rom.	 8:26).	 The	 human	 experience	 of	 Jesus	 Christ	 is	 now	 with	 us	 in	 the
presence	 of	 the	 Holy	 Spirit,	 who	 will	 aid	 us	 with	 our	 infirmities	 in	 a	 mutual



participation	for	their	healing.
Young,	beautiful,	vivacious,	athletic	Joni	Eareckson	struck	a	rock	one	day

when	she	dived	into	a	lake.	Paralysis	resulted	and	she	is	now	a	quadriplegic.	She
paints	 pictures	 with	 a	 brush	 in	 her	 teeth.	 Her	 witness	 has	 become	 worldwide
through	her	books	and	the	movie	of	her	life.

Joni	 realized	 how	 really	 helpless	 she	 was	 one	 desperate	 night	 when	 she
begged	a	friend	to	give	her	some	pills	so	she	could	die.	When	her	friend	refused,
she	 thought,	 I	 can’t	 even	 die	 on	my	 own!	At	 first	 life	was	 hell	 for	 Joni.	 Pain,
rage,	 bitterness,	 and	 emotional	 pain	 shook	 her	 spirit.	 Although	 she	 couldn’t
really	feel	physical	pain,	piercing	sensations	racked	her	nerves	and	ran	through
her	body.	This	went	on	for	three	years.

Then	 one	 night	 a	 dramatic	 change	 began	 in	 Joni	 that	 now	makes	 her	 the
beautiful,	 radiant	 Christian	 she	 is.	 Her	 best	 friend,	 Cindy,	 was	 at	 her	 bedside
searching	desperately	 for	some	way	 to	encourage	her.	 It	must	have	come	from
the	Holy	Spirit,	for	she	suddenly	blurted	out,	“Joni,	Jesus	knows	how	you	feel.
You’re	not	the	only	one	who’s	been	paralyzed.	He	was	paralyzed	too.”

Joni	glared	at	her.	“Cindy,	what	are	you	talking	about?”
“It’s	 true.	 It’s	 true,	Joni.	Remember,	He	was	nailed	 to	 the	cross.	His	back

was	 raw	 from	beatings	 like	your	back	 sometimes	gets	 raw.	Oh,	He	must	 have
longed	 to	move.	To	 change	His	 position,	 to	 redistribute	His	weight	 somehow,
but	He	couldn’t	move.	Joni,	He	knows	how	you	feel.”

That	 was	 the	 beginning,	 as	 Cindy’s	 words	 gripped	 Joni.	 She	 had	 never
thought	of	 it	before.	God’s	Son	had	felt	 the	piercing	sensations	that	racked	her
body.	God’s	Son	knew	the	helplessness	she	suffered.

Joni	 later	 said,	 “God	 became	 incredibly	 close	 to	 me.	 I	 had	 seen	 what	 a
difference	the	love	shown	me	by	friends	and	family	had	made.	I	began	to	realize
that	 God	 also	 loved	 me”	 (Where	 Is	 God	 When	 It	 Hurts,	 Philip	 Yancey,
Zondervan,	118–119).

As	Christians	we	often	thank	God	that	Jesus	bore	our	sins	in	His	body	on
the	tree.	We	need	to	remember	something	else.	In	His	full	identification	with	our
humanity,	and	especially	on	that	cross,	He	took	unto	Himself	the	entire	range	of
our	feelings.	And	He	bore	the	feeling	of	our	infirmities,	that	we	would	not	have
to	bear	them	alone.

Most	 of	 us	 are	 familiar	 with	 the	 words	 of	 the	 traditional	 folk	 spiritual
“Lonesome	Valley.”

Jesus	walked	this	lonesome	valley,
He	had	to	walk	it	by	Himself;
O	nobody	else	could	walk	it	for	Him,



He	had	to	walk	it	by	Himself.

You	must	go	and	stand	your	trial,
You	have	to	stand	it	by	yourself;
O	nobody	else	can	stand	it	for	you,
You	have	to	stand	it	by	yourself.

But	 I	 was	 delighted	 that	 recently	 Erna	 Moorman	 added	 another	 stanza
which	 has	 brought	 the	 song	 much	 more	 in	 line	 with	 the	 message	 of	 the
Scriptures.

As	we	walk	our	lonesome	valley,
We	do	not	walk	it	by	ourselves;
For	God	sent	His	Son	to	walk	it	with	us,
We	do	not	walk	it	by	ourselves.

(Hymns	for	the	Family	of	God,	Paragon	Associates,	217)

“For	ours	is	no	High	Priest	who	cannot	sympathise	with	our	weaknesses—
he	 himself	 has	 shared	 fully	 in	 all	 our	 experience”	 (Heb.	 4:15	 PH).	 It	 is	 this
assurance	which	gives	us	the	grounds	for	our	hope	and	our	healing.	The	fact	that
God	 not	 only	 knows	 and	 cares,	 but	 fully	 understands	 is	 the	 most	 therapeutic
factor	in	the	healing	of	our	damaged	emotions.



Finally,	my	brethren,	be	strong	in	the	Lord,	and	in	the	power	of	his	might.	Put
on	the	whole	armour	of	God;	that	ye	may	be	able	to	stand	against	the	wiles	of
the	devil.	For	we	wrestle	not	against	flesh	and	blood,	but	against	principalities,
against	powers,	against	the	rulers	of	the	darkness	of	this	world,	against	spiritual
wickedness	in	high	places	.	.	.	Praying	always	with	all	prayer	and	supplication
in	the	Spirit,	and	watching	thereunto	with	all	perseverance.

Ephesians	6:10–12,	18

Lest	Satan	should	get	an	advantage	of	us:	for	we	are	not	ignorant	of	his	devices.
2	Corinthians	2:11



Chapter	4

Satan’s	Deadliest	Weapon

The	 biblical	 picture	 of	 Satan	 is	 quite	 different	 from	 the
popular	 one.	 In	 the	Bible	 he	 is	 not	 the	 comical	 creature	 of	 the	 cartoons,	with
horns,	tail,	and	pitchfork	and	ludicrously	dressed	in	long	red	underwear.	Rather,
Satan	is	an	adversary,	who	is	clever,	wily,	and	dangerous	(1	Peter	5:8).

Because	 he	 is	 of	 the	 spirit	 world,	 Satan	 knows	 your	 weaknesses;	 he
understands	your	infirmities	and	uses	them	to	great	advantage	against	you.	The
Bible	doesn’t	 speak	as	much	of	 the	power	of	Satan	as	of	his	extreme	subtlety,
trickery,	 and	 deceptiveness.	 He	 uses	 clever	 wiles	 and	 devices,	 stratagems	 and
designs.	 He	 knows	 how	 to	 exploit	 your	 weaknesses	 in	 the	 direction	 of
discouragement,	disappointment,	failure,	and	abdication	of	the	Christian	life.	He
is	spoken	of	as	a	roaring	lion,	prowling	about	trying	to	find	somebody	to	devour
(1	Peter	5:8).	Paul	wrote	of	the	evil	powers	of	darkness	against	which	we	fight
(Eph.	6:12).	And	it	is	in	the	dark	that	we	are	easily	attacked	or	deceived.

LOW	SELF-ESTEEM

Some	of	 the	most	powerful	weapons	 in	Satan’s	arsenal	are	psychological.
Fear	 is	 one	 of	 these.	Doubt	 is	 another.	Anger,	 hostility,	worry,	 and	 of	 course,
guilt.	Long-standing	guilt	is	hard	to	shake	off;	it	seems	to	hang	on	even	after	a
Christian	claims	forgiveness	and	accepts	pardoning	grace.

An	uneasy	sense	of	self-condemnation	hangs	over	many	Christians	like	Los
Angeles	 smog.	 They	 find	 themselves	 defeated	 by	 the	 most	 powerful
psychological	weapon	 that	 Satan	 uses	 against	Christians.	This	weapon	 has	 the
effectiveness	of	a	deadly	missile.	Its	name?	Low	self-esteem.

Satan’s	greatest	psychological	weapon	 is	a	gut-level	 feeling	of	 inferiority,
inadequacy,	and	low	self-worth.	This	feeling	shackles	many	Christians,	in	spite
of	wonderful	spiritual	experiences,	in	spite	of	their	faith	and	knowledge	of	God’s
Word.	Although	 they	 understand	 their	 position	 as	 sons	 and	 daughters	 of	God,
they	are	tied	up	in	knots,	bound	by	a	terrible	feeling	of	inferiority,	and	chained	to
a	deep	sense	of	worthlessness.



There	are	four	ways	that	Satan	uses	this	deadliest	of	all	of	his	emotional	and
psychological	weapons	to	bring	defeat	and	failure	into	your	life.

1.	Low	self-esteem	paralyzes	your	potential.	In	the	places	I	have	ministered,
I	have	seen	 the	awful	 impact	of	 the	 feeling	of	 inferiority.	 I	have	witnessed	 the
tragic	 loss	 in	 human	 potential,	 the	 watered-down	 living,	 the	 wasted	 gifts,	 the
leakage	of	a	veritable	gold	mine	of	human	power	and	possibility.	And	inwardly	I
have	wept.

Do	you	know	that	God	also	weeps	over	it?	He	is	not	so	much	angry	as	He	is
grieved.	He	weeps	over	the	paralysis	of	your	potential	through	low	self-esteem.
The	cost	is	so	great,	for	it	seems	all	of	us	have	to	struggle	against	this.	Very	few
people	 have	 fully	 overcome	 the	 haunting	 self-doubts,	 the	 dragging
disappointments	 about	 who	 they	 are,	 and	 what	 they	 can	 be.	 Low	 self-esteem
begins	 even	 in	 the	 crib,	 follows	 to	 kindergarten,	 and	worsens	 during	 the	 teen
years.	In	adult	life,	it	seems	to	settle	in	like	a	great	fog	that	covers	many	people
day	 by	 day.	 Sometimes	 it	 lifts	 a	 little	 but	 always	 returns,	 trying	 to	 engulf,	 to
drown.

Unfortunately,	this	is	a	plague	among	Christians.	In	a	tape	entitled	“Satan’s
Psychological	Warfare,”	Christian	psychologist	James	Dobson	tells	about	a	poll
he	took	among	a	large	group	of	women.	Most	of	them	were	married,	in	excellent
health,	and	happy.	According	to	 their	own	statements,	 they	had	happy	children
and	financial	security.	On	the	 test	Dr.	Dobson	listed	 ten	sources	of	depression.
He	asked	the	women	to	number	them	in	the	order	of	how	the	ten	affected	their
lives.	This	is	the	list	he	gave	them:

Absence	of	romantic	love	in	your	marriage,
In-law	conflicts,
Low	self-esteem,
Problems	with	children,
Financial	difficulties,
Loneliness,	isolation,	boredom,
Sexual	problems	in	marriage
Health	problems,
Fatigue	and	time	pressure,
Aging.
The	women	rated	these	by	the	amount	of	depression	each	produced.	What

came	out	way	ahead	of	 all	 the	others?	Low	self-esteem.	Fifty	percent	of	 these
Christian	women	rated	it	first;	eighty	percent	of	them	rated	it	 in	the	top	two	or
three.	Can	you	see	 the	wasted	emotional	and	spiritual	potential?	These	women
were	 battling	 depression	 that	 came	 chiefly	 from	 the	 downward	 pull	 of	 the
feelings	of	low	self-worth.



Jesus	 told	a	parable	about	 the	 talents	 (see	Matt.	25:14–30).	The	man	with
the	one	talent	was	immobilized	by	fear	and	feelings	of	inadequacy.	Because	he
was	so	afraid	of	failure,	he	didn’t	invest	his	talent,	but	buried	it	in	the	ground	and
tried	to	play	it	safe.	His	 life	was	a	frozen	asset—frozen	by	fear	of	rejection	by
the	master,	 fear	of	 failure,	 fear	of	 comparison	 to	 the	other	 two	men	who	were
making	their	investments,	fear	of	taking	a	risk.	He	did	what	a	lot	of	people	with
low	self-esteem	do—nothing.	And	that’s	exactly	what	Satan	wants	for	you	as	a
Christian—that	you	will	be	so	tied	up	that	you	are	tied	down,	frozen,	paralyzed,
settling	into	a	job	and	a	life	far	below	your	potential.

2.	 Low	 self-esteem	 destroys	 your	 dreams.	 You’ve	 probably	 heard	 the	 old
definition,	 “Neurotics	 are	 people	 who	 build	 castles	 in	 the	 air;	 psychotics	 are
those	who	move	into	them;	and	psychiatrists	are	the	ones	who	collect	the	rent!”

However,	 I’m	 not	 talking	 about	 daydreams	 or	 unrealistic	 fantasies.	 We
can’t	 live	 in	 our	 dreams,	we	 can’t	 live	 on	 our	 dreams,	 but	we	 do	 live	 by	 our
dreams.	 One	 of	 the	 characteristics	 of	 Pentecost,	 as	 prophesied	 by	 Joel	 and
fulfilled	in	the	book	of	Acts,	was	that	when	the	Holy	Spirit	was	poured	out,	the
young	would	see	visions	and	the	old	would	dream	dreams	(Acts	2:17).	The	Holy
Spirit	helps	us	to	dream	bold	dreams,	to	see	visions	of	what	God	wants	to	do	for
us	and	in	us,	and	especially	through	us.

“Where	there	is	no	vision,	the	people	perish”	(Prov.	29:18).	Yes,	and	with
the	 wrong	 kind	 of	 vision	 about	 yourself,	 with	 a	 low-esteeming	 picture	 of
yourself	as	 inferior	and	unable,	you	will	 surely	self-destruct.	Your	dreams	will
be	destroyed,	and	God’s	great	plan	for	your	life	will	not	be	fulfilled.

The	 greatest	 illustration	 of	 this	 is	 in	 the	 Old	 Testament,	 in	 the	 Book	 of
Numbers,	chapters	13	and	14.	God	had	a	vision	for	His	people,	a	bold,	beautiful
dream.	He	implanted	into	their	hearts	and	minds	the	picture	of	a	Promised	Land,
flowing	with	milk	and	honey,	a	land	which	they	would	possess.

God	brought	them	up	to	the	edge	of	the	Promised	Land,	to	the	bold	plan	He
had	 for	 them.	 Moses	 got	 his	 orders	 from	 the	 Lord	 and	 then	 sent	 a	 military
reconnoitering	 party	 into	 the	 land	 to	 look	 it	 over.	 That’s	 the	 first	 historical
mention	of	the	CIA—the	Canaan	Information	Agency.	Moses	sent	the	cream	of
the	crop,	the	best	man	from	each	tribe.	And	he	fully	expected	that	the	realities	of
Canaan	would	confirm	God’s	dreams	and	God’s	promise.	And	 in	a	 sense	 they
did,	 for	all	of	 the	 scouts	agreed.	They	probably	began	excitedly	with	 the	good
news:	 “It’s	 a	 fantastic	 land.	 Look	 at	 the	 fruit—we	 never	 saw	 grapes	 and
pomegranates	like	that.	And	the	honey—it	is	the	sweetest	you	have	ever	tasted!”
But	then	their	fears	got	the	better	of	them.	“The	people	are	giants	of	incredible
strength.	And	the	cities	are	not	really	cities;	they’re	forts.	And	those	descendants
of	Anak,	 the	Naphtaliem—why,	 in	 their	 sight	we	were	 as	 grasshoppers.”	 (See



Num.	13:23,	31–33.)
Now,	you	can’t	have	a	much	 lower	 self-concept	 than	 to	 see	yourself	 as	 a

grasshopper.	The	envoys	began	 to	weep	and	 to	be	 filled	with	 fear.	Only	Caleb
and	 Joshua	 had	 a	 different	 story.	 Oh,	 they	 agreed	 on	 all	 the	 facts.	 Their
observations	 were	 the	 same;	 but	 because	 their	 perceptions	 were	 different,	 so
their	conclusions	were	different.	Why?	Because	Caleb	was	a	man	of	a	different
spirit	(Num.	14:24.)	There’s	your	answer.	Caleb	had	no	worm	theology.	He	and
Joshua	 had	 no	 grasshopper	 esteem	 of	 themselves.	 They	 said,	 “Of	 course	 the
people	are	big,	but	don’t	fear	them.	The	Lord	is	with	us.”

I	like	the	Hebrew	slang	Caleb	and	Joshua	used.	“They	are	as	bread	for	us.
We	don’t	care	how	big	they	are;	we	can	eat	them	up	just	like	bread,	and	we	can
do	this	because	it	is	God’s	will	for	us.	It	is	God’s	dream,	and	He	delights	to	do	it
in	us	and	through	us.	He’ll	give	us	our	dream	and	give	us	our	land”	(see	Num.
14:8–10).

God’s	 great	 dream,	 the	 whole	 purpose	 for	 which	 He	 had	 saved	 and
delivered	 them	 from	 Egypt’s	 slavery,	 was	 detoured	 and	 delayed	 for	 forty
wretched	 years	 in	 the	wilderness.	God’s	 dream	wasn’t	 a	 neurotic	 air	 castle;	 it
was	 reality—fruit	 and	 honey,	 land	 and	 cities—everything	God	wanted	 to	 give
them,	all	within	 their	 reach.	The	dream	was	ready	and	God	was	ready,	but	 the
people	weren’t	because	of	their	low	self-esteem.	“We	are	as	grasshoppers.”	They
forgot	they	were	the	children	of	God.	They	forgot	who	they	were	and	what	they
were.

How	we	need	this	message	today.	We	wrap	a	lot	of	our	fears	 in	morbidly
sanctified	 self-belittling.	 We	 piously	 cover	 this	 self-despising	 and	 call	 it
consecration	and	self-crucifixion.	It’s	time	we	have	some	bold	dreams.	It’s	time
we	get	into	the	world	with	our	witness,	in	a	far	greater	way.	What	holds	us	back?
Fear	of	criticism,	fear	of	taking	a	risk,	fear	of	tradition,	fear	of	constituency.	In
our	low	self-esteem,	we	destroy	God’s	dream	for	us	as	a	community	of	believers
—we	who	are	His	very	own	body.

What	happened	 to	your	dream?	Where	 is	 the	vision	God	put	 before	you?
What	 wrecked	 it?	 Your	 sins	 and	 transgressions	 and	 bad	 habits?	 I	 doubt	 it.
Probably	your	dream	has	been	delayed	or	destroyed	because	Satan	 tricked	you
into	thinking	of	yourself	as	a	grasshopper	or	a	worm.	And	as	a	result,	you	never
have	realized	your	full	potential	as	a	son	or	a	daughter	of	God.	You’re	filled	up
with	fears	and	doubts,	inferiority,	and	inadequacy.

How	far	do	you	think	William	Carey,	 the	first	great	Protestant	missionary
to	India,	would	have	gotten	without	a	dream?	He	expressed	it	this	way:	“Expect
great	things	from	God,	attempt	great	things	for	God.”	That’s	the	kind	of	divine
dream	that	is	destroyed	by	low	self-esteem.	Lack	of	faith	in	God	is	often	fed	by



underestimating	what	He	wants	to	do	through	you.
3.	Low	self-esteem	ruins	your	relationships.	Think	about	your	relationship

with	God	Himself.	It	follows	quite	naturally	that	if	you	consider	yourself	inferior
or	worthless,	you	will	think	that	God	really	must	not	love	and	care	for	you.	Such
thinking	often	leads	to	those	inner	questions	and	resentments	which	begin	to	foul
up	your	relationship	with	God.	After	all,	isn’t	it	somewhat	His	fault	that	you	are
this	way?	He	made	 you	 as	 you	 are.	He	 could	 have	 and	 probably	 should	 have
done	it	differently.	But	He	didn’t.	So	it	probably	means	that	though	He	cares	for
others	 and	 gives	 them	 a	 lot	 of	 things,	 He	 isn’t	 really	 concerned	 about	 you.
They’re	OK,	but	you’re	not.

However,	once	you	become	critical	of	the	design,	it	isn’t	long	until	you	feel
resentful	 toward	 the	 Designer.	 This	 is	 how	 your	 concept	 of	 God	 becomes
contaminated	and	your	perception	of	how	He	feels	about	you	gets	all	mixed	up,
finally	ruining	your	relationship	with	Him.

Low	self-esteem	also	spoils	your	relationships	with	other	people.	Satan	uses
your	 nagging	 sense	 of	 inferiority	 and	 inadequacy	 to	 isolate	 you.	 For	 the
commonest	way	to	cope	with	feelings	of	inferiority	is	to	pull	within	yourself,	to
have	as	little	contact	with	other	people	as	you	possibly	can,	and	just	occasionally
to	peek	out	as	the	rest	of	the	world	goes	by.

Christ	 commanded	 us	 to	 love	 our	 neighbors	 as	 we	 love	 ourselves.	 This
implies	that	it	is	basic	to	Christian	ethics	and	to	interpersonal	relationships	for	a
Christian	to	have	a	healthy	self-image.

You	 are	 able	 to	 give	 to	 others	 only	when	 you	 have	 a	 proper	 and	 healthy
opinion	of	yourself.	When	you	devalue	yourself,	you	become	overly	absorbed	in
and	with	yourself,	and	you	don’t	have	anything	left	over	to	give	to	others.

Who	 are	 the	 hardest	 people	 to	 get	 along	 with?	 Those	 who	 don’t	 like
themselves.	 Because	 they	 don’t	 like	 themselves,	 they	 don’t	 like	 others,	 and
they’re	 hard	 to	 get	 along	 with.	 Low	 self-esteem	 wrecks	 interpersonal
relationships	more	than	anything	else	I	know.

If	 you	 have	 low	 self-esteem,	 you	 ask	 another	 human	being	 to	 do	 for	 you
what	no	other	person	can	do—to	make	you	feel	adequate	and	able—when	you
are	 already	 convinced	 that	 you	 are	 inadequate	 and	 unable.	 That’s	 too	 heavy	 a
demand	on	husband	or	wife,	on	children,	friends,	neighbors,	or	church.	You	may
become	either	suspicious	and	hostile,	or	cringing	and	clinging.	God	wants	you	to
bloom	with	your	own	 individual	beauty,	 to	do	your	part	 in	making	His	garden
colorful	and	beautiful.

4.	 Low	 self-esteem	 sabotages	 your	 Christian	 service.	What’s	 the	 greatest
obstacle	that	prevents	members	of	the	body	of	Christ	from	functioning	as	parts
of	 the	 body?	 What’s	 the	 first	 thing	 people	 say	 when	 you	 ask	 them	 to	 do



something	in	the	body	of	Christ?
“Teach	 a	 Sunday	 School	 class?	 I	 can’t	 stand	 up	 in	 front	 of

people.”
“Share	at	 the	women’s	meeting,	or	 at	 the	men’s	meeting?	Oh,	 I

couldn’t	do	that.”
“Go	knocking	on	doors?	That	would	scare	me	to	death.”
“Sing	 in	 the	 choir?	Why	 don’t	 you	 ask	Mary?	 She	 has	 a	much

better	voice.”
We	 pastors	 are	 nearly	 drowned	 in	 the	 torrent	 of	 downgrading	 that	 pours

over	us	in	excuses	for	not	doing	God’s	work.	I’m	not	talking	about	trying	to	put
a	square	peg	in	a	round	hole.	Not	everybody	can	do	everything.	I	know	people	in
the	church	who	say,	“Pastor,	I’m	tongue-tied.	Public	speaking	is	not	my	gift,	but
I	can	do	something	else.”	Everybody	can	do	something	and	function	as	a	giver
of	his	gift	in	the	body	of	Christ.

Did	 you	 ever	 notice	 that	God	 doesn’t	 choose	 superstars	 to	 do	His	work?
Check	it	out,	all	the	way	from	Moses—who	lost	no	time	in	telling	God	about	his
stuttering,	 to	mama’s	boy	Mark—who	ran	out	on	Paul	and	Barnabas.	Paul	was
right	when	he	said	that	not	many	wise	and	noble	and	terrific	are	chosen.	It	seems
that	God	takes	people	with	shortcomings	and	infirmities,	gives	them	work	to	do,
and	then	supplies	them	with	sufficient	grace	to	do	it.	Not	many	wise,	not	many
noble,	not	many	supermen,	not	many	wonderwomen	are	on	this	team	(see	1	Cor.
1:26–31).

The	 trouble	 is	 that	 your	 low	 self-esteem	 robs	 God	 of	 marvelous
opportunities	to	show	off	His	power	and	ability	through	your	weaknesses.	Paul
said,	 “Therefore,	 will	 I	 rather	 glory	 in	 my	 infirmities”	 (2	 Cor.	 12:9).	 Why?
Because	 they	 gave	 God	 such	 a	 wonderful	 chance	 to	 show	 off	 His	 perfection.
Nothing	sabotages	Christian	service	more	than	thinking	so	little	of	yourself	that
you	never	really	give	God	a	chance.

Do	 you	 remember	 the	 story	 about	 bazaar	 day	 in	 an	 Indian	 village?
Everybody	brought	his	wares	 to	 trade	and	sell.	One	farmer	brought	 in	a	whole
covey	of	quail.	And	he	had	tied	a	string	around	one	foot	of	each	bird.	The	other
ends	 of	 all	 the	 strings	 were	 tied	 to	 a	 ring	 on	 a	 central	 stick.	 The	 quail	 were
dolefully	walking	in	a	circle,	around	and	around,	like	mules	at	a	sorghum	mill.
Nobody	 seemed	 interested	 in	 buying	 any	 quail,	 until	 along	 came	 a	 devout
Brahman.	He	believed	 in	 the	Hindu	 idea	of	 respect	 for	all	 life	and	his	heart	of
compassion	went	 out	 to	 these	 poor	 little	 creatures.	 The	 Brahman	 inquired	 the
price	of	 the	quail	and	then	said	 to	 the	merchant,	“I	want	 to	buy	them	all.”	The
merchant	was	elated.	After	he	received	his	money,	he	was	surprised	to	hear	the
Brahman	say,	“Now	I	want	to	set	them	all	free.”



“What’s	that,	sir?”
“You	heard	me.	Cut	the	strings	off	their	feet	and	turn	them	loose.	Set	them

all	free.”
“Well,	all	right,	sir.	If	 that	will	please	you.”	With	his	knife	the	farmer	cut

the	strings	off	the	legs	of	the	quail	and	set	them	free.	What	happened?	The	quail
simply	 continued	 marching	 around	 and	 around	 in	 a	 circle.	 Finally,	 he	 had	 to
shoo	 them	 off.	 Even	 when	 they	 landed	 some	 distance	 away,	 they	 resumed
marching.	Free,	unbound,	released,	yet	going	around	in	circles	as	if	still	tied.

Are	 you	 in	 that	 picture?	 Freed,	 forgiven,	 a	 son,	 a	 daughter	 of	 God,	 a
member	 of	 His	 family,	 but	 thinking	 of	 yourself	 as	 a	worm	 or	 a	 grasshopper?
Low	self-esteem	is	Satan’s	deadliest	psychological	weapon,	and	it	can	keep	you
marching	around	in	vicious	circles	of	fear	and	uselessness.



Consider	the	incredible	love	that	the	Father	has	shown	us	in	allowing	us	to	be
called	“children	of	God”—and	that	is	not	just	what	we	are	called,	but	what	we
are.	This	explains	why	the	world	will	no	more	recognise	us	than	it	recognised
Christ

Here	and	now,	my	dear	friends,	we	are	God’s	children.	We	don’t	know
what	we	shall	become	in	the	future.	We	only	know	that	when	he	appears	we	shall
be	like	him,	for	we	shall	see	him	as	he	is!

1	John	3:1–2	(PH)



Chapter	5

Healing	Our	Low	Self-Esteem:	Part	1

Many	 years	 ago,	 a	 famous	 plastic	 surgeon,	 Dr.	 Maxwell
Maltz,	wrote	a	best-selling	book,	New	Faces—New	Futures.	It	was	a	collection
of	case	histories	of	people	for	whom	facial	plastic	surgery	had	opened	the	door
to	a	new	life.	The	author’s	theme	was	that	amazing	personality	changes	can	take
place	when	a	person’s	face	is	changed.

However,	 as	 the	years	went	by,	Dr.	Maltz	began	 to	 learn	 something	 else,
not	from	his	successes	but	from	his	failures.	He	began	to	see	patient	after	patient
who,	even	after	facial	plastic	surgery,	did	not	change.	People	who	were	made	not
simply	acceptable,	but	actually	beautiful,	kept	on	thinking	and	acting	the	part	of
the	ugly	duckling.	They	acquired	new	faces	but	went	on	wearing	 the	same	old
personalities.	Worse	than	that,	when	they	looked	in	a	mirror,	they	would	angrily
exclaim	to	 the	doctor,	“I	 look	 the	same	as	before.	You	didn’t	change	a	 thing.”
This,	in	spite	of	the	fact	that	their	friends	and	their	family	members	could	hardly
recognize	 them.	 Although	 before-and-after	 photographs	 were	 drastically
different,	 Dr.	 Maltz’s	 patients	 kept	 insisting,	 “My	 nose	 is	 the	 same”;	 “My
cheekbones	are	the	same”;	“You	didn’t	help	at	all.”

In	1960	Dr.	Maltz	wrote	his	bestseller,	Psycho-Cybernetics	(Prentice-Hall).
He	 was	 still	 trying	 to	 change	 people,	 not	 by	 correcting	 jutting	 jawbones,	 or
smoothing	 out	 scars,	 but	 by	 helping	 them	 change	 the	 picture	 they	 had	 of
themselves.

Dr.	Maltz	says	it	is	as	if	every	personality	has	a	face.	This	emotional	face	of
personality	 seems	 to	 be	 the	 real	 key	 to	 change.	 If	 it	 remains	 scarred	 and
distorted,	ugly	and	inferior,	then	the	person	continues	to	act	out	a	role,	regardless
of	the	change	in	his	physical	appearance.	But	if	the	face	of	his	personality	can	be
reconstructed,	 if	 the	 old	 emotional	 scars	 can	 be	 removed,	 the	 person	 can	 be
changed.

All	of	us	could	confirm	this	by	our	experiences	with	people	as	well	as	our
knowledge	of	ourselves.	It	is	absolutely	amazing	the	way	self-image	influences
our	actions	and	attitudes,	and	especially	our	relationships	with	other	people.

Take	 Marie,	 for	 example.	 Marie’s	 husband,	 Jim,	 thought	 his	 wife	 was



beautiful.	He	told	me	so	before	they	ever	came	to	talk	things	over.	When	I	saw
her,	 I	 agreed	with	 him.	 Jim	 liked	 to	 brag	 on	 her	 to	 others,	 and	 never	 tired	 of
lovingly	 telling	 Marie	 that	 she	 was	 beautiful.	 He	 enjoyed	 buying	 her	 pretty
clothes,	little	love	gifts	to	make	her	look	even	more	attractive.	Now	deep	down,
every	 wife	 wants	 this	 from	 her	 husband.	 But	 in	 Marie’s	 case,	 her	 husband’s
admiration	 was	 causing	 problems,	 for	 Marie’s	 picture	 of	 herself	 was
diametrically	opposite	to	what	Jim	saw.

“You’re	only	saying	that	to	flatter	me,”	she’d	say.	“You	don’t	really	mean
it.”

Jim	 would	 feel	 hurt	 and	 frustrated.	 The	 more	 ways	 he	 tried	 to	 convince
Marie	that	he	really	thought	she	was	beautiful,	the	bigger	the	barrier	became.

“I	know	what	 I	 look	 like,”	 she	said.	“I	can	see	myself	 in	 the	mirror.	You
don’t	have	to	make	up	things	like	that.	Why	don’t	you	love	me	for	what	I	am?”
And	round	and	round	it	went.

Marie’s	self-concept	kept	her	 from	thanking	God	for	 the	gift	of	beauty.	 It
prevented	her	from	seeing	reality.	Worst	of	all,	it	hindered	her	from	developing	a
beautiful	love-gift	relationship	with	her	very	devoted	husband.

What	 is	 self-image	 or	 self-concept?	Your	 self-image	 is	 based	 on	 a	whole
system	of	pictures	and	feelings	you	have	put	together	about	yourself.	To	express
this	 combination	 of	 imagery	 and	 emotions,	 I	 often	 use	 the	 compound	 words
feeling-concepts	 or	 concept-feelings.	 For	 self-concept	 includes	 both	 mental
pictures	 and	 emotional	 feelings.	You	have	 a	whole	 system	of	 feeling-concepts
and	concept-feelings	about	yourself.	This	is	at	the	very	core	of	your	personality.
And	nowhere	is	the	biblical	statement	about	the	heart	and	mind	more	appropriate
than	here:	“As	he	thinketh	in	his	heart,	so	is	he”	(Prov.	23:7).	The	way	you	look
at	 yourself	 and	 feel	 about	 yourself,	 way	 down	 deep	 in	 the	 heart	 of	 your
personality—so	you	will	be	and	so	you	will	become.	What	you	see	and	feel	will
determine	your	relationships	both	with	other	people	and	with	God.

This	fact	is	vitally	important	for	teenagers,	for	nothing	is	more	necessary	to
their	 Christian	 growth	 and	 their	 nurture	 in	 the	 Lord	 than	 developing	 a	 good,
healthy	Christian	self-image.

Dr.	Maurice	Wagner,	 a	 professional	 Christian	 counselor,	 in	 his	 excellent
book	The	Sensation	of	Being	Somebody	(Zondervan,	32–37),	explains	the	three
essential	components	of	a	healthy	self-image:

The	 first	 is	 a	 sense	 of	 belongingness,	 of	 being	 loved.	 This	 is	 simply	 the
awareness	of	being	wanted,	accepted,	cared	for,	enjoyed,	and	loved.	I	personally
believe	that	this	sense	begins	before	birth.	I’ve	counseled	people	with	such	deep
wounds	that	I	am	convinced	their	sense	of	rejection	traces	back	to	their	parents’
attitudes	 before	 birth.	 If	 a	 child	 is	 unwanted,	 rarely	 will	 he	 have	 a	 sense	 of



belonging.
The	 second	 component	 is	 a	 sense	 of	 worth	 and	 value.	 This	 is	 the	 inner

belief	and	feeling:	“I	count.	I	am	of	value.	I	have	something	to	offer.”
The	third	is	a	sense	of	being	competent.	It	is	the	feeling-concept:	“I	can	do

this	 task;	 I	 can	 cope	with	 that	 situation;	 I	 am	 able	 to	meet	 life.”	 Put	 them	 all
together,	 Dr.	 Wagner	 says,	 and	 you	 have	 a	 triad	 of	 self-concept	 feelings:
belongingness,	worthwhileness,	and	competence.

SOURCES	OF	SELF-IMAGE

There	 are	 four	 sources	 of	 self-image,	 four	 factors	 which	 help	 a	 person
construct	self-image:	the	outer	world,	the	inner	world,	Satan	with	all	the	forces
of	evil,	and	God	and	His	Word.	In	this	chapter	we	will	look	at	the	outer	world,
since	this	is	the	primary	source,	the	basic	soil	out	of	which	our	self-image	grows.

Your	outer	world	includes	all	the	factors	that	have	gone	into	your	makeup:
your	 heritage	 and	 birth,	 your	 infancy,	 childhood,	 and	 teen	 years.	 Your	 outer
world	is	your	experience	with	the	outer	world	right	up	to	the	present	time.	Your
experience	with	the	outer	world	tells	you	how	you	were	treated,	how	you	were
trained,	and	how	you	related	to	people	in	the	early	years	of	your	life.	It	primarily
reflects	 your	 parents	 and	 family	 members	 and	 the	 messages	 they	 sent	 to	 you
about	 yourself	 through	 their	 facial	 expressions,	 tones,	 attitudes,	 words,	 and
actions.

George	 Herbert	 Mead,	 a	 great	 social	 psychologist,	 uses	 an	 interesting
phrase	 to	 describe	 a	 person’s	 relationship	 to	 the	 outer	 world.	 He	 calls	 it	 the
“looking-glass	self.”	A	baby	has	 little	concept	of	 the	self.	But	as	he	grows,	he
gradually	 comes	 to	 distinguish	 differences	 and	 to	 gain	 a	 picture	 of	 himself.
Where	does	he	get	it?	From	the	reflection	of	the	reactions	of	the	important	other
people	in	his	life.

Paul	was	centuries	ahead	of	Dr.	Mead.	At	the	heart	of	the	Love	Chapter,	1
Corinthians	13	(vv.	9–12),	Paul	used	 the	same	idea	when	he	spoke	of	growing
up:

	 	 	 	 	 	 My	 knowledge	 is	 imperfect,	 including	 my	 knowledge	 about
myself.	When	I	was	a	child,	I	spoke	and	thought	and	reasoned	like	a
child.	When	I	grew	up	I	put	away	my	childish	ways,	and	yet	even	so	I
still	see	as	in	a	mirror	that	offers	me	only	reflections.	But	one	day	I’ll
have	 perfect	 knowledge.	 Then	 I’ll	 see	 God	 and	 reality	 face-to-face.
Now	I	know	in	part,	but	I	will	then	understand	myself	fully,	even	as	I
have	 been	 fully	 understood.	My	 present	 partial	 understanding	 comes
because	 I	 see	 myself	 in	 a	 mirror	 darkly	 and	 dimly	 (author’s
paraphrase).



One	 of	 the	 characteristics	 of	 the	 child	 is	 that	 he	 knows	 and	 understands
things	partially.	Part	of	growing	up	into	mature	love	is	to	reach	a	fuller,	face-to-
face	understanding.	Our	pictures	and	our	feelings	we	see	reflected	in	our	family
members—what	 we	 watch	 in	 their	 expressions,	 hear	 from	 the	 tone	 in	 their
voices,	and	see	from	their	actions.	These	reflections	tell	us	not	only	who	we	are,
but	also	what	we	are	going	to	become.	As	the	reflections	gradually	become	part
of	us,	we	take	on	the	shape	of	the	person	we	see	in	the	family	looking	glass.

Do	you	 remember	 the	 last	 time	you	went	 into	 the	 house	 of	mirrors	 in	 an
amusement	park?	You	looked	in	one	mirror	and	saw	yourself	as	tall	and	skeletal,
with	 foot-long	 hands.	 In	 the	 next	 one,	 you	 were	 round	 like	 a	 big	 balloon.
Another	 mirror	 combined	 both,	 so	 that	 from	 the	 waist	 up	 you	 looked	 like	 a
giraffe,	while	from	the	waist	down	you	looked	like	a	hippopotamus.

Looking	 into	 the	 mirrors	 was	 a	 hilarious	 experience,	 especially	 for	 the
person	standing	next	to	you.	He	was	just	knocked	out	at	how	funny	you	looked.
What	was	 happening?	 The	mirrors	were	 so	 constructed	 that	 you	 saw	 yourself
according	to	the	curvature	of	the	glass.

Now,	 move	 those	 mirrors	 over	 into	 the	 family.	 What	 if	 somehow	 your
mother,	 your	 dad,	 your	 brother,	 your	 sister,	 your	 grandparents,	 the	 important
others	in	your	early	life—what	if	 they	had	taken	every	mirror	in	the	house	and
curved	them	a	certain	way,	so	that	in	every	mirror	you	saw	a	distorted	reflection
of	 yourself?	What	would	 have	 happened?	 It	wouldn’t	 have	 taken	 you	 long	 to
develop	 an	 image	 of	 yourself	 just	 like	 the	 one	 you	were	 seeing	 in	 the	 family
mirror.	After	a	while	you	would	have	begun	 talking	and	acting	and	 relating	 to
people	in	a	way	that	would	have	fit	the	picture	you	kept	seeing	in	those	mirrors.

At	 our	Ashram	 retreats	we	 have	 a	 session	 called	 “The	Hour	 of	 the	Open
Heart,”	when	people	openly	share	their	deepest	needs.	The	question	of	the	hour
is:	What	is	it	in	your	life	that	keeps	you	from	being	your	best	for	Jesus	Christ?
One	evening	a	minister	got	up	to	share.	He	was	in	his	early	forties,	handsome,
successful,	in	the	prime	of	life.	He	was	pastor	of	a	large	and	growing	church.	But
he	confessed	with	deep	emotions	his	nagging	fears	of	 inadequacy,	his	constant
battle	with	 inferiority.	He	was	 too	sensitive	 to	what	people	said	about	him	and
found	 himself	 freezing	 up	 at	 the	 slightest	 criticism.	 His	 fear	 kept	 him	 from
launching	out	in	creative	ministries	to	which	he	felt	God	was	leading	him.

After	that	open-heart	session,	a	church	leader	said	to	me,	“You	know,	that
minister	is	the	last	person	in	the	world	I	ever	expected	to	hear	say	that.	Why,	he
is	 so	 handsome	 and	 so	 successful.	 He’s	 got	 a	 great	 family	 and	 a	 marvelous
church.	I	would	never	have	guessed	that	such	torment	would	go	on	in	that	man’s
heart.”

I	 happened	 to	 know	 the	 minister’s	 family.	 I	 knew	 the	 way	 he	 had	 been



neglected	by	his	father—and	that	“mirror”	tells	a	kid	a	lot.	If	a	dad	doesn’t	have
time	for	his	child,	he	reflects	an	important	message:	“You’re	not	worth	my	time;
I’ve	got	more	important	things	to	do.”	I	knew	of	the	constant	put-downs	from	his
father,	and	 the	honeyed,	syrupy,	spiritual	way	his	mother	was	always	 trying	 to
help	him.	Her	way	of	helping	was	to	remind	him	of	what	was	expected	of	him,
or	 to	 compare	 him	 with	 a	 very	 bright	 and	 attractive	 older	 sister.	 I	 knew	 the
destructively	 curved	 mirrors	 of	 neglect,	 lack	 of	 affection,	 criticism,	 and
comparison	in	which	his	self-esteem	had	been	badly	distorted.	Those	hurts	and
those	 wounds	 were	 infecting	 his	 personality	 thirty	 years	 later,	 paralyzing	 his
potential,	and	sabotaging	his	service	for	God.

In	case	 this	 sounds	as	 if	 I	am	 looking	 for	 someone	on	whom	to	place	 the
blame,	 let	me	 say	 that	 indeed	 I	 am	not.	 In	 this	 fallen	 and	 imperfect	world,	 all
parents	 are	 imperfect	 in	 parenting.	Most	 parents	 I	 know	do	 the	 very	 best	 they
can.	Unfortunately,	 the	role	models	 they	had	weren’t	so	hot	either,	all	 the	way
back	 to	 Adam	 and	 Eve.	 Cain	 and	 Abel	 must	 have	 seen	 a	 lot	 of	 conflict	 and
tension;	 theirs	 must	 have	 been	 an	 unhappy	 home	 for	 one	 brother	 to	 end	 up
killing	the	other.

Though	all	of	us	are	guilty,	 I	am	not	 trying	 to	assess	blame.	Rather,	 I	am
trying	to	help	us	gain	insight	and	understanding	so	we	can	find	where	we	need
healing,	where	we	need	to	reconstruct	a	proper	self-esteem.

Do	you	need	a	new	set	of	mirrors	for	yourself?	So	many	teenagers	do,	and
so	do	young	couples	as	 they	bring	up	 their	children.	Someone	has	said,	“Your
childhood	is	the	time	of	life	when	God	desires	to	build	the	rooms	of	the	temple
in	which	He	wants	 to	 live	when	 you	 are	 an	 adult.”	What	 a	 beautiful	 thought!
Parents	 have	 the	 great	 privilege	 and	 heavy	 responsibility	 of	 giving	 the	 basic
design	to	the	temple—the	child’s	self-image.

If	he	is	convinced	he	is	of	low	worth,	a	child	will	place	little	value	on	what
he	says	or	does.	If	he	is	programmed	for	incompetence,	he	will	be	incompetent.
One	man	told	me	that	the	thing	he	remembers	more	than	anything	else	is	the	way
his	father	always	said	to	him,	“I	tell	you,	if	there’s	a	wrong	way	to	do	it,	you’ll
find	it.”

If	 this	 kind	 of	 low	 self-esteem	 has	 been	 programmed	 into	 a	 person,	 it	 is
difficult,	and	in	some	cases	almost	impossible,	for	that	person	to	feel	beloved	of
God,	accepted	by	Him,	and	of	worth	to	Him	in	His	kingdom	and	service.	A	great
many	 seemingly	 spiritual	 struggles	 are	 not	 spiritual	 at	 all	 in	 their	 origin.
Although	 they	 sound	 and	 act	 and	 feel	 like	 God’s	 judgment	 on	 a	 guilty
conscience,	 they	 actually	 come	 from	 damning	 and	 damaging	 feeling-concepts
that	cause	low	self-esteem.



SHIRLEY
That	was	 the	 case	with	 Shirley,	 the	wife	 of	 a	 seminarian.	 She	was	 about

twenty-five	when	she	came	for	help.	When	Shirley	began	to	pour	out	her	pain,	it
came	in	a	 torrent.	She	had	marriage	problems	by	 the	bucketful	and	 tensions	 in
her	 work.	 She’d	 already	 changed	 jobs	 several	 times	 because	 of	 difficulties	 in
getting	 along	 with	 people.	 In	 spite	 of	 the	 sincerest	 attempts	 at	 devotions,
witnessing,	 Christian	 work,	 and	 prayer,	 she	 was	 not	 at	 all	 happy	 with	 her
relationship	with	God	and	was	sure	that	God	was	not	at	all	happy	with	her.

She	had	been	given	many	good	things	by	her	parents	in	their	rural	home—
security,	hard	work,	discipline,	strong	Christian	commitment,	and	high	standards
of	 morality.	 Shirley’s	 parents	 were	 salt-of-the-earth	 folks,	 and	 from	 them	 she
had	gained	a	sincere,	though	dutiful,	love	for	God	and	His	Word	and	the	church.

But	gradually	Shirley	and	I	began	to	see	that,	though	her	parents	had	done
their	 best,	 they’d	 gone	 at	 it	 the	 wrong	 way,	 giving	 compliments	 that	 made
comparisons	or	set	conditions.

“Shirley,	you’re	so	nice	when	.	.	.”
“Shirley,	I	hope	you’ll	never	be	like

Sally	down	the	road.”
“That’s	fine,	Shirley,	but	.	.	.“
“We	love	you	when	.	.	.	if	.	.	.	but	.	.	.”
So	 many	 conditions!	 And	 Shirley	 grew	 up	 outdoing	 herself,	 performing,

working,	 striving,	 and	 achieving.	And	 she	 did	 remarkably	well,	 except	 in	 one
area.	 You	 know	 how	 some	 girls	 during	 adolescence	 go	 through	 an	 “ugly
duckling”	stage.	Shirley	was	one	of	 these,	and	her	dad	 tried	 to	help	her	accept
herself.	He	really	did	love	her,	but	again	and	again	he	said	to	her,	“You	know,
you	just	can’t	make	a	peach	out	of	a	potato.”	While	he	thought	he	was	helping
her,	he	was	really	scarring	and	cutting	at	the	very	heart	of	her	self-esteem.	She
grew	up	with	a	potato	self,	thinking	of	herself	as	misshapen,	ugly,	as	something
that	grew	under	the	ground.

Shirley	and	I	began	to	see	that	the	potato	image	had	affected	everything	in
her	life,	had	made	her	as	sensitive	as	an	open	wound.	She	took	everything	wrong
that	was	said	to	her	by	her	friends,	her	boss,	her	fellow	workers,	her	neighbors,
and	her	 loving	husband.	And,	of	course,	her	God.	How	could	she	believe	God
loved	her	if	He	had	made	her	a	potato?	It	wasn’t	very	nice	of	Him	to	do	that,	was
it?	Neither	could	she	accept	her	husband’s	love.	We	like	potatoes	to	eat,	but	their
appearance	leaves	something	to	be	desired.

The	hurts	Shirley	suffered	were	deep.	We	had	to	walk	through	those	painful
memories	with	our	Lord,	 turning	 them	over	 to	Him	for	healing.	All	during	 the
long	time	we	counseled	together,	I	rarely	used	Shirley’s	name.	I	often	called	her



“God’s	Peach.”
I	went	out	of	my	way	 to	 reprogram	her	self-image.	And	she	responded	 to

the	 grace	 of	 God	 in	 such	 a	 marvelous	 way.	When	 she	 discovered	 she	 was	 a
daughter	 of	 God,	 she	 let	 love	 and	 grace	 pour	 in	 and	wash	 away	 those	 potato
feelings	and	potato	 images.	 It	was	one	of	 the	most	 remarkable	 changes	 I	have
ever	seen.	Her	very	appearance	changed.	As	Shirley	began	caring	for	herself,	she
started	to	look	more	attractive.	Better	still,	she	became	an	attractive	person	and
began	 to	 relate	 better	 to	 people.	 She	 became	 a	 human	 being	 with	 proper
Christian	self-worth.

Some	years	later	when	I	was	a	guest	speaker	in	another	state,	Shirley	came
up	 to	 me	 after	 the	 service,	 holding	 the	 most	 precious	 baby—a	 real	 beauty.	 I
looked	at	 that	 little	 girl	 and	 said,	 “Shirley,	 no	potato	 ever	produced	 that.”	She
looked	 at	 me	 with	 a	 mischievous	 smile	 and	 laughingly	 said,	 “Pretty	 peachy,
huh?”



In	human	experience	it	is	a	rare	thing	for	one	man	to	give	his	life	for	another,
even	if	the	latter	be	a	good	man,	though	there	have	been	a	few	who	have	had	the
courage	to	do	it.	Yet	the	proof	of	God’s	amazing	love	is	this:	that	it	was	while	we
were	sinners	that	Christ	died	for	us.	Moreover,	if	he	did	that	for	us	while	we
were	sinners,	now	that	we	are	men	justified	by	the	shedding	of	his	blood,	what
reason	have	we	to	fear	the	wrath	of	God?	If,	while	we	were	his	enemies,	Christ
reconciled	us	to	God	by	dying	for	us,	surely	now	that	we	are	reconciled	we	may
be	perfectly	certain	of	our	salvation	through	his	living	in	us.	Nor,	I	am	sure,	is
this	a	matter	of	bare	salvation—we	may	hold	our	heads	high	in	the	light	of
God’s	love	because	of	the	reconciliation	which	Christ	has	made.

Romans	5:7–11	(PH)

Thou	shalt	love	the	Lord	thy	God	with	all	thy	heart,	and	with	all	thy	soul,	and
with	all	thy	mind.	This	is	the	first	and	great	commandment.	And	the	second	is
like	unto	it,	Thou	shalt	love	thy	neighbour	as	thyself.	On	these	two
commandments	hang	all	the	law	and	prophets.

Matthew	22:37–40



Chapter	6
Healing	Our	Low	Self-Esteem:	Part	2

A	person’s	self-concept	is	a	system	of	feelings	and	concepts
he	has	constructed	about	himself.	There	are	four	sources	from	which	we	get	our
self-concepts.

The	 first	 is	 the	 outer	 world,	 which	we	 looked	 at	 in	 chapter	 5.	 From	 this
outer	world	we	see	pictures	and	feelings	about	ourselves	reflected	in	the	mirrors
of	 family	 members.	 We	 decide	 who	 we	 are	 from	 our	 earliest	 system	 of
relationships—by	how	we	are	treated	and	loved	and	cared	for,	and	the	language
of	relationships	that	we	learn	as	we	are	growing	up.

The	 second	 source	 is	 the	world	 within	 us—the	 physical,	 emotional,	 and
spiritual	equipment	 that	we	bring	 into	 the	world.	This	 includes	our	 senses,	our
nerves,	our	capacity	to	learn,	 to	register,	 to	respond.	For	some	of	us,	 the	world
within	includes	handicaps,	deformities,	and	defects.

No	two	children	are	alike.	They	are	as	marvelously	different	as	snowflakes.
And	what	a	mistake	parents	make	in	going	by	any	book	to	raise	their	children	as
if	they	were	all	alike.	You	parents	know	what	I’m	talking	about.	You’ve	got	one
child	who’s	so	much	like	the	proverbial	mule	that	you	may	have	to	use	a	two-by-
four	just	to	get	his	attention,	let	alone	discipline	him.	And	then	you	have	another
child	who	is	as	sensitive	as	a	touch-me-not	plant—you	don’t	have	to	raise	a	hand
or	a	voice	to	get	response.	How	ridiculous	to	think	that	one	set	of	child-rearing
principles	is	enough.	These	differences	exist	because	of	who	we	are	and	because
of	our	psychophysical	equipment.

However,	there	is	also	a	spiritual	factor.	And	it	is	at	this	point	that	we	differ
with	all	secular,	humanistic,	and	pagan	psychology,	which	looks	at	human	nature
as	essentially	good	and	morally	neutral.	We	Christians	do	not	do	that.	God	has
revealed	to	us	in	His	Word	that	we	do	not	enter	this	life	morally	neutral.	Rather,
we	are	victims	of	a	basic	 tendency	 toward	evil,	a	proclivity	 toward	 the	wrong.
We	call	it	original	sin.

The	truth	is	that	sin	is	the	one	thing	about	all	of	us	that	is	not	very	original.
The	laws	and	the	principles	which	govern	all	personal	relationships	and	human
development	guaranteed	sin’s	transmission	when	our	first	set	of	parents	got	out
of	 sorts	 with	 God	 and	 began	 living	 in	 self-centeredness	 and	 pride.	 Beginning



with	the	first	sin	of	Adam	and	Eve,	there	was	set	in	motion	a	chain	reaction	of
imperfect	parenting,	through	failures	and	ignorance	and	misguided	actions	and,
worst	of	all,	through	conditional	love.

This	 parental	 inheritance	makes	 every	human	being	 a	 victim	of	 corporate
sinfulness.	We	 do	 not	 come	 into	 this	 world	 perfectly	 neutral,	 but	 imperfectly
weighted	 in	 the	direction	of	 the	wrong.	We	are	out	of	balance	 in	our	motives,
desires,	and	drives.	We	are	out	of	proportion,	with	a	bent	toward	the	wrong.	And
because	of	this	defect	in	our	natures,	our	responses	are	off-center.

Years	ago	I	found	a	saying	that	is	extremely	helpful	in	counseling	people:
“Children	 are	 the	 world’s	 greatest	 recorders,	 but	 they	 are	 the	 world’s	 worst
interpreters.”	Kids	pick	up	many	of	the	imperfections	around	them	and,	because
of	 the	 self-centeredness	which	 is	 in	 all	 of	 us,	 they	misinterpret	much	 of	what
they	 take	 in,	 and	 this	 greatly	 affects	 their	 self-image.	 Regardless	 of	 how	well
parents	 do	by	 their	 children,	 it	 seems	 that	most	 people	 reach	young	 adulthood
feeling,	 “You’re	 OK,	 but	 I’m	 not	 OK.”	 It	 is	 almost	 a	 part	 of	 our	 human
equipment.

The	Bible	makes	it	clear	that	we	are	not	merely	victims.	We	all	are	sinners
and	share	in	the	responsibility	of	who	we	are	and	what	we	are	becoming.	I	have
never	seen	anyone	truly	healed	until,	along	with	forgiving	all	those	who	hurt	and
wronged	him,	he	also	received	God’s	forgiveness	for	his	own	wrong	responses.

Satan	is	a	third	source,	and	we	have	already	considered	him	as	a	source	of
our	 low	 self-esteem.	 Satan	 uses	 our	 feelings	 of	 self-despising	 as	 a	 terrible
weapon	in	three	roles	that	he	plays.	Satan	is	a	liar	(John	8:44),	the	accuser	(Rev.
12:10),	and	the	one	who	blinds	our	minds	(2	Cor.	4:4).	In	all	three	roles	he	uses
inferiority,	inadequacy,	and	self-belittling	to	defeat	Christians	and	prevent	them
from	realizing	their	full	potential	as	God’s	own	children.

The	 fourth	 source	 of	 our	 self-concept	 is	 God.	 We	 now	 move	 from	 the
problem	of	low	self-image	to	the	power	for	a	new	Christian	self-image.	We	now
turn	away	from	the	disease	to	its	cure,	for	there	are	practical	steps	you	can	take
toward	the	healing	of	your	low	self-esteem.

CORRECT	YOUR	FAULTY	THEOLOGY

Let	God	and	His	Word	 straighten	out	 your	 false	beliefs.	Many	Christians
have	adopted	an	idea	which	is	really	a	sin	in	God’s	sight,	and	have	wrapped	it	in
pious	theological	garb.	You	too	may	have	made	a	virtue	out	of	a	vice.	Now,	you
cannot	at	the	same	time	think	wrongly	and	live	rightly.	You	cannot	believe	error
and	practice	truth.

This	 false	belief	 suggests	 that	 a	 self-belittling	 attitude	 is	 pleasing	 to	God,
that	it	is	a	part	of	Christian	humility	and	necessary	to	sanctification	and	holiness.



The	 truth	 is	 that	 self-belittling	 is	 not	 true	 Christian	 humility	 and	 runs
counter	 to	 some	 very	 basic	 teachings	 of	 the	 Christian	 faith.	 The	 great
commandment	 is	 that	 you	 love	 God	 with	 all	 your	 being.	 The	 second
commandment	is	an	extension	of	the	first—that	you	love	your	neighbor	as	you
love	yourself.	We	do	not	have	two	commandments	here,	but	three:	to	love	God,
to	love	yourself,	and	to	love	others.	I	put	self	second,	because	Jesus	plainly	made
a	proper	self-love	the	basis	of	a	proper	love	for	neighbor.	The	term	self-love	has
a	wrong	 connotation	 for	 some	people.	Whether	 you	 call	 it	 self-esteem	or	 self-
worth,	 it	 is	 plainly	 the	 foundation	of	Christian	 love	 for	 others.	And	 this	 is	 the
opposite	of	what	many	Christians	believe.

Years	ago,	after	I	preached	a	sermon	about	these	two	great	commandments
of	Jesus,	a	man	came	up	 to	me.	He	said,	“As	old	as	 I	am,	I	have	never	before
actually	heard	Jesus’	words	correctly.”

I	said,	“What	do	you	mean?”
“Well,”	he	said,	“while	you	were	preaching,	 I	 suddenly	 realized	 that	with

my	lips	I	have	said,	‘Love	thy	neighbor	as	thyself,’	but	deep	down	in	my	inner
self	I	have	really	been	hearing,	‘Love	thy	neighbor	but	hate	thyself.’	I’m	afraid	I
have	been	scrupulously	living	up	to	the	commandment	as	I	translated	it.”

After	a	 revival	meeting	when	I	preached	about	proper	self-love,	a	woman
came	to	me	and	said	that	she	had	been	in	the	church	all	her	life,	but	that	I	was
the	first	evangelist	she	had	ever	heard	say	that	she	was	supposed	to	love	herself.
“All	 this	 time	 I	 thought	 that	God	wanted	me	 to	dislike	myself	 in	order	 to	 stay
humble.”

Do	 you	 need	 to	 get	 your	 theology	 straightened	 out?	When	 you	 love	God
and	yourself	and	others,	you	are	fulfilling	the	whole	law	of	God	(see	Matt.	5:3–
48).	As	Jesus	proclaimed	the	law,	He	was	not	endorsing	or	glorifying	it,	as	some
rabbis	 of	 His	 day	 used	 to	 do.	 Rather	 He	 was	 authoritatively	 restating	 the
principle	 of	 the	 eternal	 triangle—proper	 love	 for	 God,	 for	 ourselves,	 and	 for
other	 people.	 This	 basic	 law	 of	 God	 is	 written	 into	 the	 nature	 of	 the	 entire
universe.	It	operates	in	every	cell	of	your	body.	The	person	who	has	proper	self-
esteem	is	healthier	in	every	way	than	the	person	with	low	self-esteem.	This	is	the
way	God	has	made	you,	and	if	you	go	against	 this,	you	are	not	only	following
wrong	theology,	but	bargaining	with	your	own	destruction.

Although	many	Scriptures	suggest	 the	 importance	of	high	self-esteem,	 the
apostle	Paul	directly	declared	it	to	be	the	basis	of	one	of	the	most	intimate	and
important	 relationships	 of	 life—that	 of	 husband	 and	 wife	 in	 marriage:	 “So
husbands	ought	also	to	love	their	own	wives	as	their	own	bodies.	He	who	loves
his	own	wife	loves	himself;	for	no	one	ever	hated	his	own	flesh,	but	nourishes
and	cherishes	it”	(Eph.	5:28–29	NASB).



Phillips	 paraphrased	 it	 by	 saying,	 “The	 love	 a	man	 gives	 his	 wife	 is	 the
extending	of	his	love	for	himself	to	enfold	her.”	The	divine	example	is	given	in
the	next	verse:	“And	that	is	what	Christ	does	for	His	body	the	church.”	And	then
Paul	stated	it	again:	“Let	every	one	of	you	who	is	a	husband	love	his	wife	as	he
loves	himself,	and	let	the	wife	reverence	her	husband.”

Experience	confirms	Paul’s	psychological	accuracy.	Because	some	people
love	their	partners	the	way	they	love	themselves,	their	marriages	are	in	trouble.
For	self-belittling	works	its	way	out	through	marriage.	A	proper	self-nourishing
and	a	realization	of	your	own	worth	are	essential	if	you	are	to	be	a	good	wife	or
husband.

Such	 self-esteem	 is	 essential	 to	 being	 a	 good	 neighbor.	 Paul’s	 caution	 is
appropriate,	 that	each	believer	would	not	 think	of	himself	more	highly	 than	he
ought	 to	 think,	 but	 would	 think	 with	 sober	 judgment	 (Rom.	 12:3).	 Sober
judgment	neither	overestimates	nor	underestimates.	It	is	Satan	who	confuses	and
blinds	us	at	this	point,	as	he	accuses,	“Look	out,	now;	you’re	feeling	proud.”

But	 really	 the	 opposite	 is	 true.	 For	 the	 person	 with	 low	 self-esteem	 is
always	trying	to	prove	himself.	He	has	a	need	to	be	right	 in	every	situation,	 to
verify	himself.	He	gets	all	wrapped	up	in	constantly	looking	at	himself.

A	 person	 with	 low	 self-esteem	 becomes	 extremely	 self-centered.	 This
doesn’t	necessarily	mean	he	is	selfish.	He	may	be	a	doormat,	and	this	is	part	of
his	problem.	But	he	is	self-centered	in	that	he	is	always	looking	at	himself	and
wondering	 about	 himself.	 He	 may	 even	 become	 a	 praise-aholic,	 constantly
maneuvering	others	into	reassuring	him.

You	cannot	really	unconditionally	love	others	when	you	need	to	prove	your
own	self-worth.	It	may	look	as	if	you	are	loving	them,	when	actually	you	are	just
using	them	to	reassure	yourself	that	you’re	OK.

Self-negation	 is	 not	 a	 part	 of	 humility	 or	 holiness	 or	 sanctification.	 Self-
crucifixion	and	self-surrender	do	not	mean	the	downgrading	of	self.

TAKE	YOUR	SELF-ESTIMATE	FROM	GOD

Develop	the	picture	of	your	worth	and	value	from	God,	not	from	the	false
reflections	 that	 come	 out	 of	 your	 past.	 The	 healing	 of	 low	 self-esteem	 really
hinges	on	a	choice	you	must	make:	Will	you	listen	to	Satan	as	he	employs	all	the
lies,	the	distortions,	the	put-downs,	and	the	hurts	of	your	past	to	keep	you	bound
by	 unhealthy,	 unchristian	 feelings	 and	 concepts	 about	 yourself?	 Or	 will	 you
receive	your	self-esteem	from	God	and	His	Word?

Here	are	some	very	important	questions	to	ask	yourself.
1.						What	right	have	you	to	belittle	or	despise	someone	whom	God	loves

so	 deeply?	 Don’t	 say,	 “Well,	 I	 know	 God	 loves	 me,	 but	 I	 just	 can’t	 stand



myself.”	 That’s	 a	 travesty	 of	 faith,	 an	 insult	 to	 God	 and	 His	 love.	 It	 is	 the
expression	 of	 a	 subtly	 hidden	 resentment	 against	 your	 Creator.	 When	 you
despise	His	creation,	you	are	really	saying	that	you	don’t	like	the	design	or	care
much	for	 the	Designer.	You	are	calling	unclean	what	God	calls	clean.	You	are
failing	to	realize	how	much	God	loves	you	and	how	much	you	mean	to	Him.

2.	 	 	 	 	 	What	right	have	you	to	belittle	or	despise	someone	whom	God	has
honored	so	highly?	“Consider	the	incredible	love	that	the	Father	has	shown	us	in
allowing	us	to	be	called	‘children	of	God’”	(1	John	3:1	PH).	And	that’s	not	just
what	we’re	 called.	 It’s	what	we	 are.	 “Here	 and	 now,	my	 dear	 friends,	we	are
God’s	children”	(v.	2	PH).

Do	you	 think	 that	when	you	consider	God’s	 son	or	daughter	worthless	or
inferior,	He	is	pleased	by	your	so-called	humility?

3.						What	right	have	you	to	belittle	or	despise	someone	whom	God	values
so	highly?	How	much	does	God	value	you?	 “In	human	 experience	 it	 is	 a	 rare
thing	for	one	man	to	give	his	life	for	another,	even	if	the	latter	be	a	good	man	.	.	.
Yet	 the	proof	of	God’s	amazing	love	is	 this:	 that	 it	was	while	we	were	sinners
that	Christ	died	 for	us.	 .	 .	 .	We	may	hold	our	heads	high	 in	 the	 light	of	God’s
love”	 (Rom.	 5:7–8,	 11	 PH).	 God	 has	 declared	 your	 value.	 You	 are	 someone
whom	God	values	so	highly	as	 to	give	the	life	of	His	own	dear	Son	to	redeem
you.

4.	 	 	 	 	 	What	right	have	you	to	belittle	or	despise	someone	whom	God	has
provided	 for	 so	 fully?	 “How	much	more	 shall	 your	Father	which	 is	 in	 heaven
give	good	things	.	.	.”	(Matt.	7:11).	“God	shall	supply	all	your	need”	(Phil.	4:19).
This	doesn’t	sound	as	if	He	wants	you	to	be	self-loathing	or	to	feel	inadequate.

5.	 	 	 	 	 	What	right	have	you	to	belittle	or	despise	someone	whom	God	has
planned	for	so	carefully?

					 	Praise	be	to	God	.	.	 .	for	giving	us	through	Christ	every	spiritual
benefit.	.	.	.	Consider	what	he	has	done—before	the	foundation	of	the
world	he	chose	us	to	be,	in	Christ,	his	children,	holy	and	blameless	in
his	 sight.	 He	 planned,	 in	 his	 love,	 that	we	 should	 be	 adopted	 as	 his
own	children.	(Eph.	1:3–5	PH)

6.	 	 	 	 	 	What	 right	 have	 you	 to	 belittle	 or	 despise	 someone	 in	whom	God
delights?	The	apostle	Paul	said	that	we	are	“accepted	in	the	beloved”	(Eph.	1:6).
Do	 you	 remember	 the	 Father’s	 words	 at	 the	 baptism	 of	 Jesus?	 “This	 is	 my
beloved	Son,	 in	whom	I	am	well	pleased”	(Matt.	3:17).	Paul	gives	us	a	daring
thought:	We	are	“in	Christ.”	He	used	this	phrase	some	ninety	times.	You	are	in
Christ,	therefore	you	are	in	the	Beloved.	God	looks	at	you	in	Christ	and	says	to
you,	 “You	 are	My	beloved	 son,	 you	 are	My	beloved	 daughter,	 in	whom	 I	 am
well	pleased.”



From	where	will	 you	get	 your	 idea	of	 yourself?	From	distortions	 of	 your
childhood?	From	past	hurts	and	false	ideas	that	have	been	programmed	into	you?
Or	will	you	say,	“No,	 I	will	not	 listen	 to	 those	 lies	 from	the	past	any	 longer.	 I
will	not	listen	to	Satan,	the	liar,	the	confuser,	the	blinder,	who	twists	and	distorts.
I	am	going	to	listen	to	God’s	opinion	of	me,	and	let	Him	reprogram	me	until	His
loving	 estimate	of	me	becomes	 a	part	 of	my	 life,	 right	 down	 to	my	 innermost
feelings.”

COOPERATE	WITH	THE	HOLY	SPIRIT
You	 must	 become	 a	 partner	 with	 God	 in	 this	 reprogramming	 and	 renewal
process.	Such	work	is	a	continuous	process,	not	a	sudden	crisis.	I	don’t	know	of
any	single	Christian	experience	that	will	change	your	self-image	overnight.	You
are	to	be	“transformed	by	the	renewing	of	your	mind”	(Rom.	12:2).	The	verbs	in
this	verse	represent	continuous	action,	and	the	word	mind	describes	the	way	you
think,	the	way	you	look	at	life	as	a	daily	process.

How	can	you	cooperate	with	the	Holy	Spirit	in	doing	this?
Ask	 God	 to	 check	 you	 every	 time	 you	 belittle	 yourself.	When	 you	 start

doing	this,	you’re	in	for	a	surprise.	For	you	may	find	that	your	whole	lifestyle	is
a	direct	 or	 indirect	 put-down	of	yourself.	Here	 are	 few	hints.	What	do	you	do
when	 someone	 compliments	 you?	 Can	 you	 say,	 “Thank	 you”?	 “I’m	 glad	 you
liked	 that”?	 “I	 appreciate	 that”?	Or	 do	 you	 go	 into	 a	 long	 song	 and	 dance	 of
cutting	yourself	down?	If	you	have	been	belittling	yourself,	it’ll	tear	you	up	for	a
while	to	stop,	because	you’ll	want	to	go	through	the	whole	routine.	Don’t	do	it.

I	 think	 the	 spiritualizing	 is	 the	 worst;	 it	 must	 be	 nauseating	 to	 God.
Someone	says,	“I	heard	you	sing	today	and	I	enjoyed	your	song.”	Then	do	you
become	 very	 spiritual	 and	 say,	 “Well,	 it	 really	 wasn’t	 me;	 it	 was	 the	 Lord”?
Sure,	it	was	the	Lord;	you	are	dependent	on	Him.	But	you	don’t	need	to	say	that
every	time.

Let	God	love	you,	and	let	Him	teach	you	how	to	love	yourself	and	how	to
love	others.	You	want	love.	You	want	God	to	affirm	and	accept	you,	and	that’s
what	He	does.	But	because	of	wretched	programming	from	the	other	sources,	it
is	 difficult	 to	 accept	 love.	 In	 fact,	 it	 is	 so	 hard	 that	 you	may	 think	 it	 is	more
comfortable	to	go	on	the	way	you	are.

I	challenge	you	to	enter	the	healing	process,	so	that	you	can	lift	your	head
high	as	a	son	or	a	daughter	of	God	Himself.



Come	unto	me,	all	ye	that	labour	and	are	heavy	laden,	and	I	will	give	you	rest.
Take	my	yoke	upon	you,	and	learn	of	me;	for	I	am	meek	and	lowly	in	heart:	and
ye	shall	find	rest	unto	your	souls.	For	my	yoke	is	easy,	and	my	burden	is	light.

Matthew	11:28–30

There	remaineth	therefore	a	rest	to	the	people	of	God.	For	he	that	is	entered	into
his	rest,	he	also	hath	ceased	from	his	own	works,	as	God	did	from	his.	Let	us
labour	therefore	to	enter	into	that	rest.

Hebrews	4:9–11



Chapter	7

Symptoms	of	Perfectionism

There	are	many	different	kinds	of	depression,	and	they	vary
greatly	 in	 degree.	 I	 am	 going	 to	 focus	 on	 a	 kind	 of	 depression	 caused	 by
damaged	 emotions,	 and	 specifically	 by	 a	 spiritual	 distortion	 known	 as
perfectionism.

Now,	 the	moment	 I	mention	 that	word,	 some	 red	 flags	 of	 defense	 go	 up.
Isn’t	it	a	fact	that	we	believe	in	Christian	perfection?	Indeed,	we	do.	But	there	is
a	great	difference	between	true	Christian	perfection	and	perfectionism.	While	on
the	surface	they	may	look	alike,	there	is	a	great	gulf	fixed	between	the	two.

Perfectionism	 is	 a	 counterfeit	 for	 Christian	 perfection,	 holiness,
sanctification,	 or	 the	 Spirit-filled	 life.	 Instead	 of	 making	 us	 holy	 persons	 and
integrated	personalities—that	is,	whole	persons	in	Christ—perfectionism	leaves
us	spiritual	Pharisees	and	emotional	neurotics.

You	 think	 I’m	 exaggerating	 the	 picture?	 That	 this	 is	 some	 newfangled
discovery	by	psychologists	or	 the	pastor?	 I	want	 to	assure	you	 that	 throughout
the	centuries,	sensitive	pastors	observed	these	kinds	of	suffering	Christians	and
were	 deeply	 concerned,	 long	 before	 the	word	psychology	was	 ever	 in	 popular
use.	 Although	 they	 didn’t	 know	 what	 to	 do	 about	 it,	 they	 recognized	 the
problem.

John	 Fletcher,	 a	 contemporary	 of	 John	 Wesley,	 described	 certain	 of	 his
parishioners:

						Some	bind	heavy	burdens	on	themselves	of	their	own	making	and
when	 they	cannot	bear	 them,	 they	are	 tormented	 in	 their	consciences
with	imaginary	guilt.	Others	go	distracted	through	groundless	fears	of
having	 committed	 the	 unpardonable	 sin.	 In	 a	 word,	 do	 we	 not	 see
hundreds	 who,	 when	 they	 have	 reason	 to	 think	 well	 of	 their	 state,
instead	think	there	is	no	hope	for	them	whatever?

The	itinerant	pastor,	John	Wesley,	recorded	it	this	way:
	 	 	 	 	 	 Sometimes	 this	 excellent	 quality,	 tenderness	 of	 conscience,	 is
carried	 to	an	extreme.	We	find	some	who	fear	where	no	fear	 is,	who
are	 continually	 condemning	 themselves	 without	 cause,	 imagining



something	 to	 be	 sinful	 where	 Scripture	 nowhere	 condemns	 it,
supposing	 other	 things	 to	 be	 their	 duty	 where	 Scripture	 nowhere
enjoins	 it.	 This	 is	 properly	 termed	 a	 scrupulous	 conscience,	 and	 is	 a
sore	evil.	It	is	highly	expedient	to	yield	to	it	as	little	as	possible,	rather
it	 is	a	matter	of	prayer	 that	you	may	be	delivered	 from	this	sore	evil
and	may	recover	a	sound	mind	(Arthur	C.	Zepp,	Conscience	Alone	Not
a	Safe	Guide,	Chicago:	The	Christian	Witness	Company,	1913,	103).

One	ancient	minister	actually	wrote	a	book	about	perfectionism,	called	The
Spiritual	 Treatment	 of	 Sufferers	 from	 Nerves	 and	 Scruples.	 An	 amazingly
accurate	title!

SYMPTOMS

Perfectionism	is	the	most	disturbing	emotional	problem	among	evangelical
Christians.	 It	walks	 into	my	 office	more	 often	 than	 any	 other	 single	Christian
hang-up.

What	 is	perfectionism?	Since	it	 is	a	 lot	easier	 to	describe	than	to	define,	I
want	you	to	see	some	of	its	symptoms.

1.	 Tyranny	 of	 the	 oughts.	 Its	 chief	 characteristic	 is	 a	 constant,	 overall
feeling	 of	 never	 doing	 well	 enough	 or	 being	 good	 enough.	 This	 feeling
permeates	all	of	life,	but	especially	affects	our	spiritual	lives.	Psychologist	Karen
Horney’s	classic	phrase	describes	it	perfectly:	“the	tyranny	of	the	oughts.”	Here
are	its	typical	statements:

“I	ought	to	do	better.”
“I	ought	to	have	done	better.”
“I	ought	to	be	able	to	do	better.”
All	the	way	from	preparing	a	meal	to	praying	or	witnessing—“I	didn’t	do	it

quite	well	enough.”
The	 three	 favorite	 phrases	 of	 the	 perfectionist	 are	 “could	 have,”	 “should

have,”	“would	have.”	If	you	are	 living	in	 this	emotional	state,	 the	official	state
song	is	“If	Only.”	Always	standing	on	tiptoe,	always	reaching,	stretching,	trying,
but	never	quite	making	it.

2.	 Self-depreciation.	 The	 connection	 between	 perfectionism	 and	 low	 self-
esteem	 is	 obvious.	 If	 you	 are	 never	 quite	 good	 enough,	 you	 feel	 a	 continuous
sense	of	self-depreciation.	If	you	are	never	quite	satisfied	with	yourself	and	your
achievements,	 then	 the	 next	 step	 is	 quite	 natural:	 God	 is	 never	 really	 pleased
with	 you,	 either.	 He’s	 always	 saying,	 “Come	 on	 now,	 you	 can	 do	 better	 than
that!”	And	 if	 you	 are	 a	 perfectionist	 and	 never	 pleased	with	 yourself	 anyway,
you	reply,	“Of	course.”

Try	as	you	will,	you	always	remain	in	second,	not	first	place.	And	since	you



and	God	always	demand	first	place,	that’s	not	quite	good	enough.	So,	back	to	the
spiritual	 salt	 mines	 you	 go,	 with	 increased	 efforts	 to	 please	 yourself	 and	 an
increasingly	 demanding	God	who	 is	 never	 quite	 satisfied.	But	 you	 always	 fall
short,	you	are	inadequate,	you	never	arrive,	but	you	must	never	stop	trying.

3.	 Anxiety.	 The	 oughts	 and	 self-depreciation	 produce	 an	 oversensitive
conscience	under	 a	 giant	 umbrella	 of	 guilt,	 anxiety,	 and	 condemnation.	Like	 a
great	cloud,	the	umbrella	hangs	over	your	head.	Once	in	a	while	it	lifts,	and	the
sun	 shines	 through,	 particularly	 during	 revivals,	 deeper	 life	 conferences,	 and
retreats,	when	you	go	forward	for	prayer	or	“to	make	a	deeper	surrender.”

Unfortunately,	 the	 sunshine	 lasts	 about	 as	 long	as	 it	 did	 the	 last	 time	you
made	 the	 same	 trip,	 went	 through	 the	 same	 process,	 and	 claimed	 the	 same
blessing.	 Soon	 you	 fall	 off	 spiritual	 cloud	 nine	 with	 a	 sickening	 thud.	 Those
same	dreaded	 feelings	 settle	 in	 again.	The	general	 sense	 of	 divine	 disapproval
and	comprehensive	condemnation	return,	nagging	and	knocking	at	the	back	door
of	your	soul.

4.	Legalism.	The	oversensitive	conscience	and	comprehensive	guilt	of	 the
perfectionist	are	usually	accompanied	by	a	great	scrupulosity	and	legalism	which
rigidly	overemphasize	externals,	do’s	and	don’ts,	rules	and	regulations.	Let’s	see
why	this	almost	inevitably	follows	the	first	three	symptoms.

The	perfectionist	with	his	 fragile	 conscience,	his	 low	self-esteem,	 and	his
almost	 built-in	 sense	 of	 automatic	 guilt	 is	 very	 sensitive	 to	what	 other	 people
think	 about	 him.	 Since	 he	 cannot	 accept	 himself	 and	 is	 quite	 unsure	 of	God’s
approval,	he	desperately	needs	the	approval	of	other	people.	Thus	he	is	easy	prey
to	 the	opinions	and	evaluations	of	other	Christians.	Every	 sermon	gets	 to	him.
He	introspects:	Ah-h,	maybe	that’s	what’s	wrong	with	me.	Maybe	if	I	give	this	up
.	.	.	add	that	to	my	life	.	.	.	maybe	if	I	stop	doing	this	or	I	start	doing	that,	I	will
experience	peace,	 joy,	 and	power.	Maybe	 then	God	will	 accept	me,	 and	 I	will
please	Him.

All	 the	 while,	 the	 do’s	 and	 don’ts	 are	 piling	 up;	 they	 keep	 adding	 up
because	more	and	more	people	have	to	be	pleased.	The	halo	has	to	be	adjusted
for	 this	person	and	 readjusted	 for	 that	one.	So	 the	perfectionist	keeps	 fitting	 it
this	way	 and	 that	way	 and,	 before	he	 realizes	what	 is	 happening,	 the	halo	has
turned	into	what	Paul	called	“the	yoke	of	bondage”	(Gal.	5:1).

The	 yoke	 was	 a	 very	 familiar	 farm	 implement	 in	 those	 days,	 put	 on	 an
animal	to	pull	the	plow	or	to	join	two	oxen	together.	But	the	word	was	used	in
another	way,	and	this	is	the	meaning	Paul	had	in	mind.	In	the	Old	Testament	the
yoke	was	 a	 symbol	of	 the	despotic	 authority	 laid	on	 the	necks	of	 a	 conquered
people	 as	 a	 symbol	 of	 their	 enslavement.	 It	 was	 something	 humiliating	 and
destructive.



The	Good	News	of	grace	had	broken	into	the	lives	of	the	Galatians,	freeing
them	from	that	kind	of	spiritual	yoke.	The	Good	News	is	that	the	way	to	God	is
not	the	path	of	perfect	performance.	No	matter	how	much	you	try,	you	can	never
win	 God’s	 favor.	Why?	 Because	 His	 favor,	 His	 being	 pleased	 with	 you,	 is	 a
love-gift	of	His	grace	through	Jesus	Christ.

After	a	while,	grace	seemed	too	good	to	be	true,	and	the	Galatians	began	to
listen	 to	 other	 voices	 in	 the	market-place—“another	 gospel”	 as	 Paul	 termed	 it
(Gal.	1:6).	Maybe	they	listened	to	the	Jerusalem	legalists,	who	said	you	had	to
keep	 all	 the	 law,	 including	 the	 ceremonial	 law.	 Maybe	 they	 listened	 to	 the
Colossian	 ascetics,	 who	 majored	 in	 observing	 special	 days,	 new	 moons,	 and
Sabbaths.	 They	 insisted	 on	 “self-abasement”	 and	 deliberate	 low	 self-esteem
(Col.	2:18	NASB).	They	stressed	what	Paul	called	regulations.	“Do	not	handle,	do
not	taste,	do	not	touch.”	Paul	said	they	had	“the	appearance	of	wisdom	in	self-
made	 religion	 and	 self-abasement”	 which	 was	 “of	 no	 value	 against	 fleshly
indulgence”	(vv.	21,	23	NASB).	How	accurate!

And	 so,	 the	 Jerusalem	 legalists	 and	 the	 Colossian	 ascetics	 produced	 the
Galatian	diluters,	the	Galatian	reversionists.	They	reverted	to	a	diluted	mixture
of	faith	and	works,	law	and	grace.	And	the	result	was	the	same	then	as	it	is	today
when	 we	 mix	 law	 and	 grace.	 Immature	 and	 sensitive	 believers	 can	 become
neurotic	 perfectionists	 who	 are	 guilt-ridden,	 tight-haloed,	 unhappy,	 and
uncomfortable.	 They	 are	 rigid	 in	 their	 outlook,	 frigid	 in	 their	 lovelessness,
conforming	to	the	approval	and	disapproval	of	others.	Yet,	in	a	strange	paradox,
they	critically	judge,	blame,	and	bind	those	same	others.

5.	Anger.	But	 the	worst	 is	yet	 to	come.	For	you	see,	 something	 terrible	 is
beginning	 to	happen	 to	 the	perfectionist.	He	may	not	 realize	 it,	but	deep	 in	his
heart	a	kind	of	anger	is	developing.	A	resentment	against	the	oughts,	against	the
Christian	 faith,	 against	 other	 Christians,	 against	 himself,	 but	 saddest	 of	 all,
against	God.

Oh,	not	that	it’s	really	against	the	true	God.	That’s	the	sadness	of	it;	that’s
what	breaks	my	heart.	The	perfectionist	is	not	against	the	gracious,	loving,	self-
giving	God	who	 has	 come	 to	 us,	who	 in	 Jesus	Christ	went	 all	 the	way	 to	 the
cross	 at	 such	 cost.	No,	 his	 resentment	 is	 against	 a	 caricature	 of	 a	 god	who	 is
never	satisfied.	A	god	whom	he	can	never	please	no	matter	how	hard	he	tries,	no
matter	what	he	gives	up	and	holds	on	 to.	This	cruel	god	always	ups	 the	ante	a
little,	 always	 demands	 a	 bit	 more	 and	 says,	 “Sorry,	 that	 wasn’t	 quite	 good
enough.”

Anger	 against	 this	kind	of	god	 seethes	up	 in	 the	perfectionist.	Sometimes
his	anger	is	recognized	and	the	whole	wretched	ought-tyranny	is	seen	for	what	it
is:	a	desperate	satanic	substitute	for	true	Christian	perfection.	And	sometimes	the



perfectionist	can	work	through	all	this,	find	grace,	and	marvelously	be	set	free.
6.	Denial.	 Too	 often,	 though,	 the	 anger	 is	 not	 faced	 but	 denied.	 Because

anger	is	considered	a	terrible	sin,	it	 is	pushed	down.	And	the	whole	mixture	of
bad	theology,	legalism,	and	salvation	by	performance	becomes	a	frozen	Niagara.
This	is	when	deep	emotional	problems	set	in.	Mood	changes	are	so	great	and	so
terrible	that	such	a	person	seems	to	be	two	different	people	at	the	same	time.

Under	the	stress	and	the	strain	of	trying	to	live	with	a	self	he	can’t	 like,	a
God	 he	 can’t	 love,	 and	 other	 people	 he	 can’t	 get	 along	 with,	 the	 strain	 can
become	 too	 much.	 And	 one	 of	 two	 things	 can	 happen:	 either	 there	 is	 a
breakaway	or	a	breakdown.

The	breakaway	 is	 so	sad.	Much	of	my	 time	 is	 spent	 in	counseling	people
who	 used	 to	 be	 active	 Christians	 but	 who	 have	 now	 broken	 away.	 The
breakaway	just	throws	the	whole	thing	over.	He	doesn’t	become	an	unbeliever.
He	believes	with	his	head,	but	he	can’t	believe	with	his	heart.	Perfectionism	is
impossible	 to	 live	 up	 to.	 He’s	 tried	 so	 many	 times,	 and	 it’s	 made	 him	 so
miserable	that	he	just	left	it	behind.

Others	suffer	a	breakdown.	The	 load	 is	 too	heavy	 to	bear,	and	 they	break
under	 the	 weight.	 That’s	 exactly	 what	 happened	 to	 Dr.	 Joseph	 R.	 Cooke,
professor	of	anthropology	at	the	University	of	Washington	in	Seattle.	A	brilliant
Ph.D.	and	well	 trained	 in	biblical	 theology,	he	became	a	missionary	 teacher	 to
Thailand.	 But	 after	 a	 few	 years,	 he	 left	 the	 mission	 field	 a	 broken	 man.	 A
nervous	breakdown	left	him	no	longer	able	to	preach	or	teach	or	even	to	read	his
Bible.	And	as	he	put	 it,	“I	was	a	burden	to	my	wife	and	useless	 to	God	and	to
others”	(Free	for	the	Taking,	Fleming	Revell,	1975).

How	did	this	happen?	“I	invented	an	impossible	God,	and	I	had	a	nervous
breakdown.”	Oh,	he	believed	 in	grace—he	even	 taught	 it.	But	his	 real	 feelings
about	the	god	he	lived	with	day	by	day	didn’t	correspond	with	his	teaching.	His
god	was	ungracious	and	unpleasable.

						God’s	demands	of	me	were	so	high,	and	His	opinion	of	me	was	so
low,	there	was	no	way	for	me	to	live	except	under	His	frown.	.	.	.	All
day	long	He	nagged	me:	“Why	don’t	you	pray	more?	Why	don’t	you
witness	more?	When	will	you	ever	learn	self-discipline?	How	can	you
allow	yourself	to	indulge	in	such	wicked	thoughts?	Do	this.	Don’t	do
that.	Yield,	confess,	work	harder.”	.	.	.	God	was	always	using	His	love
against	me.	He’d	show	me	His	nail-pierced	hands,	and	then	He	would
look	at	me	glaringly	and	say,	“Well,	why	aren’t	you	a	better	Christian?
Get	busy	and	live	the	way	you	ought	to.”
						Most	of	all,	I	had	a	God	who	down	underneath	considered	me	to	be
less	than	dirt.	Oh,	He	made	a	great	ado	about	loving	me,	but	I	believed



that	 the	 day-to-day	 love	 and	 acceptance	 I	 longed	 for	 could	 only	 be
mine	if	I	let	Him	crush	nearly	everything	that	was	really	me.	When	I
came	down	to	it,	there	was	scarcely	a	word	or	a	feeling	or	a	thought	or
a	decision	of	mine	that	God	really	liked.

Can	you	understand	why	a	sincere	Christian	who	feels	this	way	would	have
a	total	breakdown?	And	my	years	of	preaching	and	counseling	and	praying	with
evangelical	 Christians	 lead	me	 to	 believe	 that	 this	 disease	 of	 perfectionism	 is
very	common	among	church	people.

CURE

There	is	only	one	ultimate	cure	for	perfectionism;	it	is	as	profound	and	yet
as	simple	as	the	word	grace.	Grace	is	simply	our	anglicized	form	of	the	Greek
word	charis,	which	means	“gracefulness,	graciousness,	kindness,	a	 favor.”	But
in	 the	 New	 Testament	 this	 word	 has	 a	 special	 meaning:	 “freely	 given,
undeserved,	 unmerited,	 unearnable,	 and	 unrepayable	 favor.”	 God’s	 loving
acceptance	of	us	has	nothing	to	do	with	our	worthiness.	As	Dr.	Cooke	reminds
us,	grace	is	the	face	God	wears	when	He	meets	our	imperfection,	sin,	weakness,
and	failure.	Grace	is	what	God	is	and	what	God	does	when	He	meets	the	sinful
and	 undeserving.	 Grace	 is	 a	 pure	 gift,	 free	 for	 the	 taking.	 The	 healing	 of
perfectionism	does	not	begin	with	some	initial	experience	of	grace	in	salvation
or	 sanctification,	 and	 then	 move	 into	 a	 life	 lived	 by	 effort	 and	 perfect
performance.	The	healing	of	perfectionism	takes	place	in	day-by-day	believing,
living,	 and	 realizing	 this	 grace	 relationship	 with	 a	 loving,	 caring	 heavenly
Father.

But	 that’s	 the	 rub,	 for	 sometimes	 this	 cannot	 happen	 by	 itself.	 The
realization	 of	 grace	 cannot	 be	 maintained	 in	 some	 people	 without	 an	 inner
healing	 of	 the	 past.	 God’s	 care	 cannot	 be	 felt	 without	 a	 deep,	 inner
reprogramming	of	all	the	bad	conditioning	that	has	been	put	into	them	by	parents
and	family	and	teachers	and	preachers	and	the	church.

These	 perfectionists	 have	 been	 programmed	 to	 unrealistic	 expectations,
impossible	performance,	conditional	love,	and	a	subtle	theology	of	works.	They
can’t	 get	 rid	 of	 this	 pattern	 overnight.	 The	 change	 requires	 time,	 process,
understanding,	healing,	and	above	all,	reprogramming—the	renewal	of	the	mind
that	brings	transformation.

I	want	to	tell	you	how	it	happened	in	one	young	man’s	life.	Don	was	raised
in	a	strict	evangelical	home,	where	everything	they	believed	in	their	heads	was
right,	 but	 where	 everything	 they	 practiced	 in	 everyday	 interpersonal
relationships	was	wrong,	 Is	 that	possible?	Oh,	yes!	Very	possible.	And	parents
need	 to	 remember	 that	 it	 is	not	only	what	 is	 taught	 to	a	child	 that	matters,	but



also	 what	 is	 caught.	 Don	 was	 taught	 one	 thing,	 but	 he	 caught	 an	 opposite
message,	and	was	thus	in	great	conflict.

Don	 grew	 up	 with	 unpredictable	 and	 conditional	 love.	 From	 his	 earliest
childhood	 he	 was	 given	 to	 understand:	 “You	 will	 be	 loved	 if	 .	 .	 .”	 “We	 will
accept	and	approve	of	you	WHEN	.	.	.”	“You	will	be	loved	because	of	.	.	.	if	you
.	.	.”	He	grew	up	feeling	that	he	never	pleased	his	parents.

Don	came	to	see	me	as	a	young	adult	in	his	thirties	because	his	depressions
were	becoming	more	frequent,	lasting	longer,	and	were	more	frightening.	Some
well-meaning	Christian	friends	told	him	that	his	problem	was	entirely	spiritual.
“Truly	Spirit-filled	Christians	shouldn’t	have	such	feelings.	They	should	always
feel	 joyful.”	 This	 left	 Don	 with	 a	 double	 burden:	 his	 problem,	 and	 his	 guilt
because	he	had	the	problem.

Don	and	I	spent	many	hours	together.	It	wasn’t	easy	for	him	to	understand
and	 accept	God’s	 love	 and	 grace,	 let	 alone	 to	 feel	 it	 at	 the	 gut	 level.	Because
every	 experience	 of	 interpersonal	 relationships	 from	 childhood	 to	 adulthood
contradicted	 grace	 and	 love,	 it	 was	 very	 difficult	 for	 him	 to	 believe	 and	 feel
God’s	grace.

And	 Don	 had	 added	 to	 his	 problem.	 During	 those	 down	 times,	 he	 had
entered	into	wrong	relationships	with	the	opposite	sex.	Oh,	never	all	the	way,	but
far	enough	that	he	would	use	this	girl,	and	then	that	one,	to	help	him	pull	out	of
his	 depression.	 That	 was	 sin	 and	 he	 knew	 it.	 Such	 misuse	 of	 another	 person
added	to	his	guilt,	so	that	there	was	real	guilt	on	top	of	his	pseudo-guilt.	Again
and	again	he	had	gone	 through	 the	whole	cycle	of	 tears,	 repentance,	 salvation,
and	renewed	promises,	only	to	break	them	later.

Our	process	together	took	more	than	a	year.	But	during	this	time	there	was
healing	of	many	painful	memories	and	reprogramming	of	wrong	ways	of	coping.
He	 did	 his	 homework	 well,	 kept	 an	 honest	 journal	 of	 his	 feelings,	 read	 good
books	and	listened	to	tapes,	memorized	many	Scripture	passages,	and	spent	time
in	specific	and	positive	prayer.

Some	of	the	relearning	took	place	in	our	relationship.	He	tried	many,	many
times	to	maneuver	me	into	rejecting	him	and	withdrawing	my	loving	acceptance
of	him.	Don	was	trying	to	get	me	to	behave	the	way	his	mom	and	dad	did	and
the	way	he	thought	God	did.

Healing	didn’t	happen	overnight,	but	 thank	God,	 it	happened!	Slowly,	but
surely,	Don	discovered	grace	in	God’s	incredible	and	unconditional	acceptance
of	 him	 as	 a	 person.	His	 down	 times	 began	 to	 come	 less	 frequently.	He	 didn’t
work	at	getting	rid	of	them,	they	just	left—like	dead	leaves	fall	off	the	tree	in	the
springtime	when	the	new	leaves	come.	He	gained	more	control	over	his	thoughts
and	his	actions.	His	depression	began	to	lift,	until	now	he	has	the	normal	ups	and



downs	that	we	all	have.
Whenever	I	see	Don	alone	he	smiles	and	says,	“Doc,	it’s	still	too	good	to	be

true,	but	it’s	true!”	That’s	the	message.	The	trouble	with	the	perfectionist	is	that
he	has	been	programmed	to	think	it	is	too	good	to	be	true.	You	too	may	think,	Of
course,	I	believe	in	grace,	but	.	.	.

“Come	unto	me,”	said	Jesus,	“all	ye	that	labour	and	are	heavy	laden,	and	I
will	give	you	rest”	(Matt.	11:28).	Isn’t	that	good	news?	You	don’t	have	to	live
the	way	you	do,	for	there’s	a	better	way	to	live!	“I	will	give	you	rest.	Take	my
yoke	upon	you	.	.	.	for	my	yoke	is	easy,	and	my	burden	is	light”	(vv.	28–30).

“My	yoke	is	easy.”	What	does	that	mean?	His	yoke	is	comfortable	because
it	is	tailor-made	to	your	personality,	your	individuality,	and	your	humanity.	“My
burden	is	light”	means	that	the	Christ	who	fits	you	with	a	yoke	will	never	leave
you	alone,	but	will	always	be	yoked	with	you	in	 the	form	of	 the	Paraclete,	 the
One	who	comes	alongside	to	help	you	carry	that	comfortable	burden	and	yoke.

Notice	the	words	of	Charles	Wesley’s	hymn	as	he	traced	the	progression	of
God’s	healing	grace	in	a	guilt-ridden,	perfectionist’s	heart.

ARISE,	MY	SOUL,	ARISE

Arise,	my	soul,	arise;	shake	off	thy	guilty	fears;
The	bleeding	Sacrifice	in	my	behalf	appears:
Before	the	throne	my	surety	stands,
Before	the	throne	my	surety	stands,
My	name	is	written	on	His	hands.

He	ever	lives	above,	for	me	to	intercede;
His	all-redeeming	love,	His	precious	blood,	to	plead:
His	blood	atoned	for	all	our	race,
His	blood	atoned	for	all	our	race,
And	sprinkles	now	the	throne	of	grace.

Five	bleeding	wounds	He	bears,	received	on	Calvary;
They	pour	effectual	prayers;	they	strongly	plead	for	me:
“Forgive	him,	O	forgive,”	they	cry,
“Forgive	him,	O	forgive,”	they	cry,
“Nor	let	that	ransomed	sinner	die!”

The	Father	hears	Him	pray,	His	dear	anointed	One;
He	cannot	turn	away	the	presence	of	His	Son:
His	Spirit	answers	to	the	blood,



His	Spirit	answers	to	the	blood,
His	Spirit	answer	to	the	blood,
And	tells	me	I	am	born	of	God.

My	God	is	reconciled;	His	pardoning	voice	I	hear;
He	owns	me	for	His	child;	I	can	no	longer	fear:
With	confidence	I	now	draw	nigh,
With	confidence	I	now	draw	nigh,
And	“Father,	Abba,	Father,”	cry.



Surely	he	hath	borne	our	griefs,	and	carried	our	sorrows:	yet	we	did	esteem	him
stricken,	smitten	of	God,	and	afflicted.	But	he	was	wounded	for	our
transgressions,	he	was	bruised	for	our	iniquities:	the	chastisement	of	our	peace
was	upon	him;	and	with	his	stripes	we	are	healed.	All	we	like	sheep	have	gone
astray;	we	have	turned	every	one	to	his	own	way;	and	the	Lord	hath	laid	on	him
the	iniquity	of	us	all.

He	hath	poured	out	his	soul	unto	death:	and	he	was	numbered	with	the
transgressors;	and	he	bare	the	sin	of	many,	and	made	intercession	for	the
transgressors.

Isaiah	53:4–6,	12



Chapter	8

The	Process	of	Healing	for	Perfectionism

Perfectionism	 is	 a	 constant	 and	 all-pervading	 feeling	 of
never	 quite	 measuring	 up,	 never	 quite	 being	 or	 doing	 enough	 to	 please.	 To
please	 whom?	 Everyone—yourself,	 others,	 and	 God.	 Naturally,	 a	 lot	 of	 self-
belittling	and	self-contempt	goes	along	with	it,	together	with	a	supersensitivity	to
the	 opinions,	 to	 the	 approval,	 and	 the	 disapproval	 of	 others.	And	 all	 of	 this	 is
accompanied	by	a	cloud	of	guilt.	The	perfectionist	almost	has	 to	 feel	guilty,	 if
for	nothing	else,	not	feeling	guilty	about	something!

Perfectionism	produces	 a	 distorted	 picture	 of	God	with	 feelings	 of	 doubt,
rebellion,	and	anger	against	a	God	you	can	never	please.

There	is	a	cure	for	perfectionism	in	the	graciousness	of	God	who	comes	to
us	in	Jesus	Christ.	But	to	experience	this	cure	you	need	to	accept	the	prescription
for	the	process	of	healing.

HEALING	IS	A	PROCESS
The	 first	 step	 is	 to	 abandon	 all	 ideas	 of	 a	 quick	 cure.	 Don’t	 let	 anyone

delude	you	with	the	idea	that	a	crisis	cure	will	instantaneously	heal	you.	In	fact,
part	of	 the	disease	 itself	 is	 to	be	always	 looking	 for	 a	 solution	 just	 around	 the
corner.	For	perfectionism	specializes	in	if-onlys:	“If	only	I	could	____________
I	would	be	OK.”	How	did	you	fill	in	the	blank?	With	a	positive?	“If	only	I	could
.	.	.	read,	pray,	give,	witness?”	Or	with	a	negative?

“If	only	I	could	give	up	.	.	.
“If	only	I	could	stop	.	.	.
“If	only	I	could	quit	.	.	.

																		“If	only	I	could	follow	the	four	laws	or	the	three	steps,	or	receive	the
two	blessings,	or	get	the	one	gift;	surely	that	would	do	it!”

Every	such	desperate	grasp	for	quick	solutions	is	a	search	for	magic,	not	a
miracle.	Healing	is	a	process;	you	didn’t	get	to	be	a	perfectionist	overnight,	and
you	will	not	be	healed	overnight,	either.	 It	will	 involve	a	process	of	growth	 in
grace,	 of	 reprogramming,	 and	 of	 healing	 in	 every	 level	 of	 your	 life.	You	will



need	healing	of	your	mind	with	its	distorted	concepts,	healing	of	your	perception
with	its	downgrading	evaluations,	and	healing	of	your	relationships	with	all	their
disruptive	contradictions.	You	also	need	a	deep,	inner	healing	of	your	memories
to	 blot	 out	 the	 destructive,	 slow-motion	 video	 replays	 that	 interfere	with	 your
life.

You	may	 think	 this	 sounds	 like	 a	 pretty	 thorough	 overhauling.	 It	 is,	 and
your	submission	to	this	process	is	the	beginning	of	healing	for	perfectionism.

GOD	WILL	BE	PLEASED	WITH	YOU

Not	only	will	God	and	His	grace	be	with	you	 in	every	step	of	 the	healing
process,	 but	God	will	be	pleased	with	 you	 at	 every	 step	of	 the	process.	 In	 the
Bible	 the	word	grace	 is	always	woven	into	 the	presence	of	 the	Giver	of	grace.
We	 should	 never	 use	 the	 word	 grace	 as	 if	 we	 were	 describing	 some	 kind	 of
commodity	 that	 God	 dispenses.	 Grace	 means	 a	 gracious	 God	 coming	 to	 you.
“My	grace	is	sufficient”	(2	Cor.	12:9).	Not	grace	but	“My	grace.”	One	of	Paul’s
favorite	 phrases	was	 “the	 grace	 of	 our	 Lord	 Jesus	Christ”	 (1	Cor.	 16:23;	Gal.
6:18;	Phil.	4:23;	1	Thess.	5:28;	2	Thess.	3:18).	Grace	is	not	a	commodity	but	our
Lord	Himself,	coming	to	us	in	His	graciousness.	A	loving,	gracious	God	accepts
us	 as	we	 are,	 offers	Himself	 lovingly	 to	 us	 right	 here	 and	 now,	 not	when	we
shape	up.

God	is	as	pleased	with	you	when	you	are	in	this	healing	process	as	loving
parents	are	when	their	child	starts	learning	to	walk.	Those	are	exciting	days	in	a
home,	 especially	 with	 the	 first	 child—the	 child	 stumbles,	 knocks	 over	 the
furniture,	may	even	bend	the	lamp	a	bit.	But	do	the	parents	scold	him,	tell	him
how	displeased	they	are	because	he	isn’t	doing	a	perfect	 job?	Does	Dad	shout,
“You	ought	to	do	better	than	that,	kid”?	Does	Mother	chime	in	with,	“That	sure
was	a	stupid	step	you	took;	no	wonder	you	fell	and	hurt	yourself”?	Do	you	see
how	we	so	often	have	made	God	into	a	neurotic	parent?	If	Jesus	were	preaching
His	 Sermon	 on	 the	Mount,	 He	might	 paraphrase	 this	 idea:	 “If	 you	 being	 evil
know	how	 to	do	 that	well	when	 teaching	your	 child	 to	walk,	 how	much	more
will	the	heavenly	Father	be	pleased	with	every	step	in	your	healing	process”	(see
Matt.	7:11).	God	will	be	pleased	with	you,	every	step	of	the	way.

Let	me	 suggest	 a	 prayer	 to	 go	 along	with	 this,	 a	 prescription,	 to	 take	 as
often	as	needed.	“Thank	You,	Lord,	that	You	are	healing	me	according	to	Your
perfect	 schedule.”	 In	 this	 way	 you	 turn	 the	 process	 not	 into	 another	 form	 of
irritation	for	your	perfectionism,	or	anger	at	your	slow	progress,	but	into	a	prayer
of	thanksgiving	for	His	graciousness	every	step	of	the	way.

ROOT	CAUSES



Emotional	problems	often	result	from	the	kind	of	god,	 the	kind	of	people,
the	 kind	 of	 life	 we	 saw,	 as	 we	 looked	 through	 the	 relational	 windows	 of	 our
childhood.	Most	of	us	developed	our	concept/feelings	about	our	heavenly	Father
from	our	earthly	mothers	and	fathers,	and	these	feelings	become	so	intertwined
and	confused.	But	the	guilty	and	contradictory	feelings	are	not	the	voice	of	God.
They	are	often	 the	 continuing	voice	of	Mother	or	Dad	or	Brother	or	Sister,	 or
something	 internalized	 that	 puts	 pressure	 on	 us.	Remember,	most	 of	 our	 basic
patterns	for	relating	to	other	people	come	from	the	patterns	of	the	relationships
of	our	family.

1.	Unpleasable	parents.	One	of	the	most	common	parental	family	situations
which	 produces	 perfectionism	 and	 depression	 is	 unpleasable	 parents.	 Such
parents	 give	 only	 conditional	 love,	 which	 demands	 that	 certain	 standards	 are
lived	 up	 to,	 top	 grades	 achieved,	 or	 the	 highest	 kind	 of	 performance	 met	 in
athletics	 or	 in	 spiritual	 life.	 There	 is	 little	 or	 no	 affirmation	 and	 plenty	 of
criticism.	 Even	 approval	 is	 conditional.	 Encouragement	 is	 given	 but	 only	 to
stress	the	fact	that	“you	should	have	and	could	have	done	better.”	The	three	As
on	the	report	card	aren’t	mentioned,	but	the	B—“I	think	you	can	pull	the	B	up	to
an	A	 if	you	 try	harder.”	And	 then	when	you	do	 try	harder	 and	you	get	 that	B
pulled	up	to	an	A	and	you	show	the	report	card	to	Mother,	sure	she	is	going	to	be
pleased,	she	looks	at	you	for	a	moment	and	all	of	a	sudden	frowns	and	says,	“My
goodness!	Where	did	you	get	 that	 stain	on	your	 jacket!	You	must	have	spilled
catsup	on	yourself	at	the	cafeteria.	Have	you	been	going	around	all	day	looking
like	that?”	Which	really	translated	means,	“You	lousy,	ungrateful	kid.	What	kind
of	a	parent	are	you	making	me	look	like	before	the	community?”

Unpleasable	 parents	 and	 conditional	 love	 produce	 unreachable	 goals	 and
unattainable	standards.	Some	years	ago	a	lady	told	me	that	every	time	I	used	the
word	 obey	 or	 obedience	 in	 a	 sermon,	 she	 would	 feel	 uneasy	 and	 guilty.	 Her
mother	used	to	dress	her	up	in	the	morning	for	play,	in	very	fancy	clothing.	And
then	 she	would	 say,	 “Now,	when	you	go	out,	 don’t	 get	 any	dirt	 on	 that	pretty
dress	of	yours.	 I	worked	hard	 to	 iron	 all	 those	 ruffles.”	You	can	well	 imagine
what	 the	 dress	 looked	 like	 by	 afternoon	 and	 evening.	And	when	 the	 little	 girl
came	 in,	 her	mother	 would	 scold	 angrily,	 “You	 naughty	 girl,	 you	 never	 obey
me.”	 Absurd,	 unrealistic,	 unattainable	 demands	 were	 made.	 And	 when	 they
weren’t	achieved,	guilt	and	punishment	were	meted	out.	Since	this	was	a	deeply
religious	home,	are	you	surprised	that	the	child,	now	a	grown	woman,	struggles
with	wretched	concepts	of	God,	with	low	self-esteem,	and	a	cloud	of	guilt?

2.	 Unpredictable	 home	 situations.	 In	 one	 of	 his	 works,	 Charles	 Dickens
said,	 “In	 the	 world	 of	 little	 children,	 the	 greatest	 hurt	 of	 all	 is	 injustice.”
Unpredictable	home	situations	produce	injustice.	If	parents	cannot	control	 their



own	 emotions,	 a	 child	 never	 knows	what	 kind	 of	 response	 he	 is	 going	 to	 get
from	them.

Beth	had	a	terribly	up-and-down	Christian	life.	She	tried	hard,	but	faith	and
trust	were	so	difficult.	Her	feelings	of	condemnation	and	guilt	were	so	strong	at
times	 that	 she	 couldn’t	 bear	 to	 come	 to	 church.	Finally,	we	made	 a	 deal—she
would	 sit	 way	 back,	 close	 to	 one	 of	 the	 exits,	 so	 that	 if	 she	 couldn’t	 bear
something	from	my	sermon,	she	could	walk	out.	And	many,	many	times	in	the
midst	 of	 a	 sermon	 when	 I	 wasn’t	 talking	 about	 anything	 that	 I	 thought	 was
heavy,	I	would	see	Beth	get	up	and	walk	out.

What	 a	home	 she	had!	 It	was	 like	 living	on	eggshells	day	and	night.	Her
father	was	an	alcoholic.	Her	mother	was	one	of	those	quiet,	gentle	people—quiet
and	gentle	like	a	dormant	volcano	which	can	erupt	at	any	time.	I’ll	never	forget
Beth’s	statement:	“I	never	knew	if	I	would	get	hugged	or	slugged.	And	I	could
never	figure	out	the	reason	for	either	one.”	So,	of	course,	she	thought	God	was
as	unpredictable,	irrational,	and	unreliable	as	her	parents	were.

Besides	those	emotional	scars,	 there	were	some	literal	scars.	Surgery	once
was	 required	 on	 a	 dislocated	 jaw.	 And	 those	 scars	 had	 left	 deeply	 painful
memories	which	needed	healing	before	she	could	believe	in	the	God	from	whom
every	good	and	perfect	gift	comes,	 the	God	in	whom	there	 is	 light	without	 the
slightest	shadow	of	variation	or	change	(James	1:17).

It’s	not	hard	to	see	how	such	home	situations	are	the	breeding	grounds	for
emotional	 cripples	 and	 perfectionists.	 Unpleasable	 parents,	 unacceptable
selfhood,	 unrealistic,	 unattainable	 standards,	 unclear	 signals,	 unendurable
conflicts—all	program	people	to	the	wrong	kind	of	responses.

Do	you	understand	why	healing	is	a	process	that	needs	time,	effort,	ofttimes
the	help	of	a	counselor,	and	always	the	supportive,	loving	fellowship	of	the	body
of	 Christ?	 How	 we	 need	 the	 affirmation,	 the	 support,	 and	 the	 ministry	 from
fellow	members	 of	 the	 body	 of	 Christ!	 James	 implies	 that	 in	 many	 cases	 the
reprogramming,	 renewing,	 and	 healing	 process	 comes	 about	 only	 as	we	 share
with	and	pray	for	one	another	(James	5:16).

COWER	POWER

Countless	 hurts	 that	 come	 to	 us	 are	 hard	 to	 classify.	 They	 are	 part	 and
parcel	of	 living	 in	a	 fallen	world.	Ben	was	one	of	 the	most	 timid	 souls	 I	have
ever	counseled.	I	couldn’t	even	hear	him.	“What	did	you	say,	Ben?”	We	began
practicing	 to	 raise	Ben’s	 voice.	 I	would	 have	 him	 read	 things	 to	me.	 “A	 little
louder,	 Ben.	 Assert	 yourself.	 Speak	 up!”	 He	 was	 so	 afraid	 to	 be	 a	 burden	 to
people.	It	could	make	a	person	uncomfortable	to	be	around	him.	You	might	look
to	see	if	he	was	wearing	a	sandwich	board	that	read,	“Excuse	me	for	living,”



Have	you	ever	heard	of	 the	“Dependent	Order	of	Really	Meek	and	Timid
Souls”?	When	you	make	an	acrostic	of	its	first	letters	you	have	“Doormats.”	The
Doormats	have	an	official	insignia—a	yellow	caution	light.	Their	official	motto
is	“The	meek	shall	inherit	the	earth,	if	that’s	OK	with	everybody!”	The	society
was	 founded	by	Upton	Dickson	who	wrote	a	pamphlet	called	“Cower	Power.”
Well,	Ben	could	have	been	a	charter	member	of	the	Doormats.

Improvement	 for	Ben	began	 in	 the	process	of	 talking	 things	over,	but	 the
real	 healing	 opened	 up	 at	 a	 marriage	 enrichment	 weekend.	 Surrounded	 by	 a
loving,	 accepting,	 affirming	 group	 of	 couples,	 Ben	 began	 to	 recall	 a	 series	 of
painful	memories.	He	remembered	hearing	the	neighbors	 talk	about	his	family.
You	 see,	 his	 mother	 was	 a	 frail,	 hysterical	 woman.	 She’d	 had	 a	 nervous
breakdown	and	had	spent	many	years	as	a	semi-invalid.	And	he	remembered	the
neighbors	whispering	that	she	had	had	the	breakdown	because	her	little	boy	just
followed	her	around,	clinging	 to	her	apron	strings,	and	never	 letting	her	out	of
his	sight.	A	pretty	heavy	burden	to	lay	on	a	toddler	or	even	on	a	teenager—“You
are	 the	cause	of	your	mother’s	breakdown,	of	her	being	an	 invalid.”	Now	Ben
sobbed	 with	 release,	 and	 how	 beautifully	 the	 group	 loved	 and	 accepted	 him.
There	was	lifted	from	him	a	great	burden,	for	he	could	stop	the	inner	penance	he
had	done	all	these	years	for	an	unjust	accusation.

How	much	hurt	and	damage	have	been	done	from	chance	remarks	like	this
one	we’ll	never	know.	Seeds	of	hurt,	humiliation,	and	hate	are	sown	into	a	little
mind,	 to	 fester,	 to	 become	 gangrenous,	 and	 someday	 to	 infect	 an	 adult
personality.

Remarks	 like	 this	one:	“I’m	afraid	he’ll	grow	up	 to	be	 just	 like	his	Uncle
Ed.”	And	who	 is	 Uncle	 Ed?	Well,	 Uncle	 Ed	 just	 happened	 to	 have	 spent	 ten
years	in	the	pen;	he	died	in	a	mental	institution.

Or	 this	 one:	 “Boy,	 that	 kid,	 that	 face.	 Isn’t	 it	 a	 shame	 he	 couldn’t	 have
gotten	just	a	little	bit	of	his	brother’s	good	looks?”

Or	the	little	girl	with	the	more	beautiful	sister,	who	overheard	the	relatives
whispering	at	the	family	reunion,	“That’s	the	homely	one.”

And	what	can	we	possibly	say	about	all	the	hurts	and	agonies,	the	guilts	and
fears	and	the	hates	that	are	intertwined	with	the	American	obsession—sex?	All
the	 way	 from	 those	 childish	 curiosities	 where	 children	 explore	 each	 other’s
bodies,	 to	 older	 brothers	 and	 sisters	with	 threats	 or	 bribes	 taking	 advantage	of
younger	ones,	arousing	powerful	feelings—that	are	destructive	at	that	age—like
running	800	volts	through	110-volt	wire.	Move	on	to	fathers	and	stepfathers	who
treat	 their	 daughters	 not	 as	 daughters,	 but	 as	wives	 and	mistresses.	 Sex,	 being
what	it	is,	can	produce	the	deadliest	of	all	emotional	conflicts:	dread	and	desire,
fear	 and	 pleasure,	 love	 and	 hate,	 all	 combined	 into	 a	 violent	 emotional



earthquake	which	can	tear	a	person’s	guts	out.

RAGE

Speaking	 of	 hate—that’s	 the	 real	 problem,	 isn’t	 it?	 The	 anger,	 the
resentment,	the	hate	that	gets	buried	deep	down	inside.	Sometimes	I	ask	people
when	 I’m	 counseling	with	 them,	 “Would	 the	word	 rage	 be	 too	 strong?”	They
often	hang	their	heads	and	say,	“No.	That’s	right.”	Don’t	let	an	external	doormat
meekness	fool	you.	I	have	yet	 to	deal	with	a	person	troubled	by	perfectionistic
emotional	problems	who	was	not	very	angry	about	something.	The	anger	may	be
buried	underneath	layers	of	timidity,	meekness,	and	spiritual	piety,	but	it’s	there.

The	healing	process	must	include	the	courage	to	unmask	the	anger,	bring	it
out	 before	 God,	 and	 put	 it	 on	 the	 Cross	 where	 it	 belongs.	 There	 will	 be	 no
healing	 until	 it	 is	 acknowledged,	 confronted,	 and	 resolved.	 Resolution	 means
forgiving	 every	 person	 involved	 in	 that	 hurt	 and	 humiliation;	 it	 means
surrendering	 every	 desire	 for	 a	 vindictive	 triumph	 over	 that	 person;	 it	 means
allowing	God’s	forgiving	love	to	wash	over	your	guilt-plagued	soul.

I	was	 surprised	 to	get	 a	phone	call	many	years	 ago	 from	a	professor	 in	 a
Christian	 college.	 He	 remembered	 a	 statement	 I	 had	 made	 while	 preaching	 a
revival	 at	 his	 school.	 He	 said,	 “I	 remember	 you	 saying,	 ‘Whenever	 you
experience	a	response	on	your	part	that	is	way	out	of	proportion	to	the	stimulus,
then	 look	 out.	 You	 have	 probably	 tapped	 into	 some	 deeply	 hidden	 emotional
hurt.’	I	guess	that	is	what	has	happened	to	me.”	So	he	came	to	our	town,	and	we
spent	almost	a	week	together.	He	was	a	learned	man	and	highly	spiritual,	with	a
deep	knowledge	of	Scripture.	But	there	had	been	a	confrontation	on	that	college
campus,	 and	 all	 of	 a	 sudden	 this	 controlled,	 Christian	 scholar	was	 reacting	 in
violent	anger.	Rage	was	 really	 the	word	 for	 it.	He	was	shocked	at	himself	and
felt	so	guilty.	He	didn’t	know	what	to	do,	and	no	amount	of	Scripture	reading	or
praying	or	trying	to	leave	the	whole	situation	with	God	seemed	to	help.	He	was
really	on	the	brink	and	in	agony	confessed	to	me,	“I	can’t	believe	it,	but	when
this	happened,	I	actually	felt	as	if	I	wanted	to	go	out	and	kill	somebody.”

It	wasn’t	hard	to	find	the	roots	of	the	problem,	but	he	had	trouble	accepting
them.	As	he	told	me	about	it	he	kept	saying,	“Oh,	but	that’s	so	silly	.	.	.	it	can’t
be	that!”

He	had	been	a	bright,	precocious	child,	an	egghead	almost	from	birth.	You
know	the	kind—six	years	old,	going	on	fifteen.	He	was	so	bright	that	it	wasn’t
easy	for	him	to	live	with	the	ones	who	weren’t	as	smart.	He	was	always	first	in
the	classroom	but	last	on	the	playground.	Every	recess	was	a	hell	for	him.	There
were	 those	 unforgettable	 scenes,	 as	 the	 intelligent	 but	 uncoordinated	 little	 boy
was	teased	and	made	fun	of.	The	rougher	and	tougher	boys	and	girls	bullied	him,



tortured	him,	knocked	him	down,	hurt	him	physically.	But	more	than	that,	they
made	an	emotional	cripple	out	of	him.	He	was	amazed	at	 the	sensitivity	of	his
memory.	He	remembered	all	the	children	by	name,	and	even	what	they	wore.	It
was	all	there,	though	years	had	elapsed,	and	he	tapped	into	this	fountain	of	rage.
As	we	went	through	every	incident,	he	called	each	youngster	by	name.	We	put
every	one	under	his	forgiveness.	“Will	you	forgive	Dan?	Will	you	forgive	Sally?
And	will	 you	 forgive	 .	 .	 .”	Does	 this	 sound	 trivial?	Quite	 the	 contrary,	 it	was
incredibly	painful.	But	in	prayer	he	found	grace	to	forgive	each	one	of	those	kids
who	had	made	life	so	intolerable	for	him.	The	Holy	Spirit	took	the	sting	out	of
those	memories	and	defused	their	compulsive	power.	That	was	the	beginning	of
an	 in-depth	 change,	 and	 it	 took	 time	 until	 the	 healing	 power	 of	God	 filled	 in
those	torturous,	hurtful	holes	in	his	heart.

THE	JUSTIFICATION	OF	GOD

Such	basic	inner	resentment	is	really	an	anger	against	injustice	and	it	cries
out,	“I	was	a	victim.	I	had	no	choice.	I	didn’t	chose	to	be	born.	I	didn’t	choose
my	brothers	 and	 sisters.	 I	didn’t	 choose	my	handicaps	and	my	 illness.	 I	was	a
victim,	 and	my	 hurts	 and	my	 humiliations	 and	my	 scars	 are	 unjust.”	 And	we
often	 see	 this	 hidden	 anger	 coming	 out	 in	 perfectionists	 who	 want	 to	 correct
every	mistake	they	see	and	set	right	all	the	wrongs	of	the	world.

The	place	of	healing	for	this	damaged	person	is	the	Cross—the	very	peak	of
all	 injustice.	 In	 P.T.	 Forsythe’s	 profound	 book,	 he	 calls	 the	 Cross	 “the
justification	of	God”	(The	Justification	of	God,	London,	Independent	Press).	In
the	Cross	God	demonstrated	His	 total	 identification	with	us	 in	our	undeserved
suffering,	as	well	as	in	our	deserved	punishment.	Never	was	there	more	injustice
than	 in	 that	 cross.	 No	 one	 ever	 received	 more	 rejection	 than	 our	 Lord.	 His
accusations,	His	trial,	His	crucifixion	were	all	vastly	unjust.

Never	 say,	 “God	doesn’t	 know	what	 it	 is	 like	 to	 suffer,”	 and	 never	 think
that	God	allows	us	to	suffer	things	that	He	has	not	been	willing	to	bear	Himself.
He	was	 led	as	a	 lamb	to	 the	slaughter;	all	His	 rights	were	 taken	from	Him;	all
His	powers	were	 suspended.	The	 support	 of	His	 friends	was	 removed,	 as	 they
forsook	Him	and	fled,	while	He	was	humiliated,	stripped,	mocked,	ridiculed.	“So
You’re	the	Son	of	God,	huh?	Well,	come	down	and	prove	it	if	You	are	so	great.”

As	we	look	at	the	Cross,	we	begin	to	see	how	deeply	Christ	is	the	truth,	and
not	 just	 the	 bright,	 shiny,	 beautiful	 truth	 of	God	 for	 all	 of	 us.	His	 cross	 is	 the
ghastly,	revolting	truth	about	all	of	us—the	truth	about	the	envy	and	the	hate	and
the	lust	and	the	selfishness	and	the	rage	that	permeate	this	fallen,	sinful	world	of
human	beings.	The	truth	of	life	in	this	world	came	out	in	the	crucifixion	of	the
Son	of	God.	Now	we	know	that	God	understands	what	 it	 is	 like	 to	 live	 in	 this



kind	of	a	world.	He	is	the	Wounded	Healer,	He	is	our	High	Priest	who	is	touched
with	the	feelings	of	our	infirmities.

Here	 is	 the	 unbelievable,	 too-good-to-be-true	 good	 news	 for	 every
perfectionist—for	you	who	cannot	face	all	those	conflicting	feelings	inside	you
which	you	think	you	can’t	possibly	share	with	God.	I’ve	heard	a	thousand	times
in	my	office,	“How	can	I	tell	these	things	to	God?	How	can	I	express	my	hurt,
my	 humiliation,	 my	 anger,	 my	 resentment	 against	 people;	 yes,	 against	 Him?
How	can	 I	 share	 that	with	Him?”	Don’t	you	understand?	On	 the	cross	He	has
already	experienced	all	of	that	and	far	more.

On	the	cross,	God	in	Christ	has	absorbed	all	these	kinds	of	painful	feelings
into	 His	 love.	 They	 have	 entered	 into	 His	 heart,	 pierced	 His	 soul,	 and	 been
dissolved	in	the	ocean	of	His	forgiveness	and	the	sea	of	His	forgetfulness.

The	 apostle	Paul,	 formerly	 the	 bitterest	 enemy	of	 the	Christian	 faith,	was
the	one	who	hated	Jesus	Christ,	the	one	who	hurled	insults	at	Him,	the	one	who
vented	his	 rage	by	being	at	 the	killing	of	 the	 first	martyr,	Stephen.	When	Paul
discovered	that	all	that	rage	had	been	absorbed	into	the	gracious	heart	of	God,	he
wrote,	“God	was	in	Christ,	reconciling	(let’s	make	it	personal),	reconciling	me	to
Himself,	not	counting	my	trespasses	against	me”	(see	2	Cor.	5:19).

There	 is	nothing	you	can	share	out	of	 the	agonizing	hurts	and	depths	and
hates	and	rages	of	your	soul	that	God	has	not	heard.	There	is	nothing	you	take	to
Him	that	He	will	not	understand.	He	will	receive	you	with	love	and	grace.

Because	Jesus	knew	that	we	would	all	think	this	was	too	good	to	be	true,	on
the	 night	 before	 He	 went	 to	 the	 cross,	 He	 instituted	 the	 communion	 supper.
Taking	 bread	 and	 wine,	 simple	 things	 we	 could	 feel	 and	 touch	 and	 taste	 and
smell	and	receive	into	ourselves,	He	said,	“Eat	and	drink	this	to	remind	you	of	it
all”	(see	Matt.	26:26–28).

As	we	 take	 and	 eat	 of	 the	body,	 from	His	brokenness	we	 receive	healing
and	wholeness	 for	 our	 brokenness.	 As	we	 partake	 of	 the	 cup,	we	 receive	His
forgiving	and	healing	love	into	our	souls	and	bodies.

“Oh	Wounded	Healer,	Broken	One,	we	give	You	all	 the	broken	pieces	of
our	lives	and	ask	that	You	put	them	all	together	and	make	us	whole.	Amen.”



For	we	dare	not	make	ourselves	of	the	number,	or	compare	ourselves	with	some
that	commend	themselves:	but	they	measuring	themselves	by	themselves,	and
comparing	themselves	among	themselves,	are	not	wise.	But	we	will	not	boast	of
things	without	our	measure,	but	according	to	the	measure	of	the	rule	which	God
hath	distributed	to	us.

He	that	glorieth,	let	him	glory	in	the	Lord.	For	not	he	that	commendeth
himself	is	approved,	but	whom	the	Lord	commendeth.

2	Corinthians	10:12–13,	17–18

Behold,	thou	desirest	truth	in	the	inward	parts:	and	in	the	hidden	part	thou	shalt
make	me	to	know	wisdom.

Psalm	51:6



Chapter	9

Super	You	or	Real	You?

The	perfectionist	needs	to	learn	to	be	his	true	self	in	Christ.
Yet	 it’s	 in	being	his	 real	 self	 that	 the	perfectionist	 runs	 into	his	biggest	 snags,
and	needs	his	deepest	healing	and	most	drastic	reprogramming.	Perhaps	the	most
terrible	consequence	of	perfectionism	is	alienation	from	the	 true	self.	Let’s	see
where	this	tragic	loss	begins	and	how	it	takes	place.

Somewhere	in	the	process	of	growing	up,	the	child	receives	messages	about
himself,	about	God,	about	other	people,	and	about	relationships.	These	messages
can	be	taught	or	caught.	They	can	come	through	what	is	directly	said	or	done,	or
what	 is	 not	 said	 and	 not	 done.	 Usually	 it	 is	 a	 combination	 of	 many	 factors.
Slowly	but	surely,	and	quite	unconsciously	to	the	youngster,	the	messages	come
through.	The	child	who	has	received	negative	messages	 then	knows:	“I	am	not
accepted	and	 loved	as	I	am.	I’ve	 tried	every	way	 to	get	 this	approval	by	being
the	way	I	am.	Now	I	can	only	be	accepted	and	loved	if	I	become	something	else
and	someone	else.”

This	 youngster	 doesn’t	 sit	 down	 and	 figure	 this	 all	 out.	He	doesn’t	 know
what	is	happening	in	his	life—that	he	is	not	receiving	fulfillment	of	deep,	God-
given	needs	which	are	basic	 to	 the	development	of	a	human	being.	Some	very
necessary	feelings	never	come	across	to	him,	feelings	like	security,	acceptance,
belongingness,	and	value.	His	needs	to	be	loved	and	to	learn	to	give	love	are	not
met.	 Instead	 there	develops	a	growing	deep	anxiety,	and	feelings	of	 insecurity,
unworthiness,	and	undesirableness.	And	the	youngster	begins	to	climb	the	long,
torturous	trail	of	trying	to	become	someone	else.

The	tragedy	is	 that	 the	person’s	God-designed	selfhood	doesn’t	ever	get	a
chance	to	grow.	His	unique	talents	are	not	developed.	His	true	self	is	denied	or
squelched,	 and	 a	 kind	 of	 pseudo-self	 takes	 its	 place.	 All	 the	 emotional	 and
spiritual	energies	which	ought	 to	go	 into	 the	development	of	his	God-intended
self	are	used	to	create	a	false	and	idealized	picture	of	himself.

Unfortunately,	when	 this	person	becomes	a	Christian,	 this	 self-destructive
process	is	not	automatically	stopped.	Forgiveness,	loving	acceptance,	and	God’s



grace	 penetrate	 some	 outer	 layers	 of	 his	 unreal	 self,	 bringing	 a	 new	 spirit	 of
honesty	to	his	life.

But	 if	 the	 distortion	 is	 serious	 and	 the	 emotions	 are	 badly	 damaged,	 a
deeper	kind	of	healing	is	needed.	For	all	too	often,	the	pseudo-self	transfers	over
into	the	Christian	life	itself	and	reorganizes	around	the	new	religious	experience.

SUPER	YOU	VS.	REAL	YOU

What	 are	Super	You	 and	Real	You?	Super	You	 is	 a	 false	 idealized	 image
you	 think	 you	 have	 to	 be	 in	 order	 to	 be	 loved	 and	 accepted.	 Super	You	 is	 an
imaginary	picture	of	yourself.	Since	you	have	been	programmed	to	believe	that
no	one	will	love	you	if	he	gets	to	know	the	real	you,	you	strive	to	become	Super
You	to	gain	love	and	acceptance.

This	 distortion	 extends	 even	 to	 God	 who	 is	 Absolute	 Perfection,	 who
demands	perfection,	 and	 to	whom	you	must	 somehow	present	 only	 your	 good
side.	You	must	let	God	see	only	Super	You,	not	Real	You.

Let	me	ask	you	a	very	personal	question.	When	you	come	into	the	presence
of	God	in	meditation	or	prayer,	which	of	the	two	do	you	present	to	Him?	I	asked
that	 once	 of	 a	 successful	 evangelist	 who	 had	 come	 seeking	 help	 for	 some
emotional	 and	 spiritual	 problems.	 I	 said	 to	 him,	 “In	 your	 dealings	 with	 God,
when	you	go	 to	Him	in	prayer,	which	self	do	you	present	 to	Him?	What’s	 the
picture	of	yourself,	 in	your	 imagination,	 that	you	are	bringing	 to	God?”	I	said,
“Don’t	answer	quickly.	Take	your	time.	We’ll	just	sit,	and	you	think	about	it.”

Well,	he	was	silent	for	an	unusually	 long	time.	Then	he	said	 to	me,	“You
know,	I’ve	never	really	thought	of	it	that	way	before.	But	I’ve	got	to	be	honest
with	 you.	 I’m	 afraid	 that	 I	 always	 got	 into	 the	 presence	 of	God	with	my	 best
spiritual	foot	forward	and	my	finest	halo	on.	I	would	have	to,	in	honesty,	admit
that	 when	 I	 imagine	myself	 in	 the	 presence	 of	 God,	 I’m	 always	 Super	Me.	 I
don’t	 think	I	have	ever	gone	as	Real	Me,	just	as	I	am.”	And	then	he	shook	his
head	and	said,	“And	I’ve	sung	that	song	a	thousand	times,	‘Just	As	I	Am,’	but	I
have	never	lived	it	out	when	I	came	to	God.”

He’s	 not	 alone	 in	 this.	 There	 are	 subtle	ways	 of	 presenting	Super	 Self	 to
God	 and	 hiding	Real	 Self.	One	 is	 the	 futuristic	way.	 “Well,	God,	 of	 course,	 I
haven’t	 achieved	 Super	Me	 yet.	 You	 know	 that	 and	 I	 know	 that.	 I’m	 not	 the
picture	of	Super	Me	yet,	but	someday	I	will	be.	Someday	I’m	going	 to	be	 that
perfect	Christian.	 Someday	 I’ll	 pray	 enough,	 read	 enough,	witness	 enough,	 do
enough	 sensational	 things	 for	You.	Someday	 I	will	 be	 the	 idealized	 picture	 of
myself.	 I’ll	 be	Super	Me.	So	don’t	 pay	 any	 attention	 to	Real	Me	now,	God—
that’s	just	temporary.	Get	Your	eyes	on	what	I	am	going	to	be.”

Then	 there’s	 the	 penitential	 way.	 And	 this	 is	 where	 so	 much	 low	 self-



esteem	and	even	 self-contempt	 comes	 into	 the	perfectionist’s	 life.	 “Well,	God,
don’t	look	at	Real	Me,	with	all	my	sins	and	failures	and	my	shortcomings.	Don’t
look	at	that	because	You	can	see	how	much	I	despise	Real	Me,	can’t	You?	And	I
presume,	 of	 course,	 that	 You	 too	 hate	 Real	 Me	 with	 all	 my	 failures	 and
shortcomings.	But	You	know	what	my	goals	are,	Lord.	Since	You	hate	Real	Me
and	I	hate	Real	Me,	You	can	see	 I’m	really	on	Your	side,	 so	 I’m	really	Super
Me.”

In	 these	 subtle	ways,	 self-belittling	 becomes	 a	 perpetual	 inner	 penance	 to
impress	God.	You	hope	He	doesn’t	 see	your	Real	Self,	but	only	 looks	at	your
Super	Self.	Since	God	can’t	 stand	 that	 ugly,	 unacceptable	Real	You	and	 since
you	keep	telling	Him	you	can’t	stand	it,	either,	He	must	be	impressed	with	your
very	high	standards,	realize	what	you	really	are,	and	therefore,	accept	and	love
you.

The	 tragedy	 of	 this	 is	 that	 Real	 You	 got	 stuck	 emotionally	 at	 some
childhood	level.	And	this	explains	some	of	the	utterly	childish	things	that	come
out	of	your	personality.	You	stayed	in	the	past	somewhere;	you	never	grew.	You
obviously	have	the	chronological	body	of	a	man	or	a	woman,	but	spiritually	and
emotionally	you	live	on	an	immature	level.

SUPER	YOU	AND	FEELINGS
It’s	 in	 the	 area	of	 feelings	 that	 the	perfectionist	 has	his	biggest	 problems,

because	 the	 image	of	Super	Self	 is	a	person	who	never	admits	 to	experiencing
certain	kinds	of	feelings.	Usually	he	has	an	unbiblical	mental	picture	of	Jesus	as
“gentle	 Jesus,	meek	 and	mild.”	 This	 Jesus	 is	 sissified,	 passive,	 a	 stoic	 person
whose	emotions	are	never	expressed.	He’s	under	 the	 tightest	emotional	control
and	usually	doesn’t	express	emotions	at	all.

However,	 there	 are	 no	 such	 things	 as	 bad	 feelings	 and	 good	 feelings.
Feelings	are	just	feelings.	They	are	consequences	of	a	whole	range	of	things	that
come	out	of	your	personality.	No	emotions	are	 in	 themselves	sinful.	What	you
do	with	them	will	determine	whether	they	are	wrong	or	right.	How	you	handle
them	will	determine	whether	they	lead	you	to	righteousness	or	to	sinfulness.	The
emotions	 themselves	 are	 a	 very	 important	 part	 of	 your	 God-given	 personality
equipment.

One	emotion	that	Super	You	generally	considers	bad	is	anger.	I	grew	up	on
some	unbiblical,	 inhuman,	and	destructive	preaching	about	anger	always	being
an	 unsanctified	 emotion.	 It	 took	 me	 years	 to	 get	 over	 these	 attitudes.	 They
almost	destroyed	my	Christian	life	and	nearly	wrecked	my	marriage,	because	I
had	to	learn	how	to	properly	express	my	anger	to	my	wife.	Every	good	husband
or	wife	has	to	learn	how	to	do	that	in	acceptable	ways.



In	Mark	3:5	we	read	that	Jesus	looked	around	at	them	in	anger.	While	this
is	the	only	place	in	the	New	Testament	that	actually	says	Jesus	got	angry,	I	think
we	 can	 safely	 presume	 that	 Jesus	 was	 angry	 when	 He	 whipped	 the
moneychangers	 out	 of	 the	 temple	 and	 when	 He	 called	 certain	 people	 “blind
fools,”	“whitewashed	 tombs,”	“murderers,”	“serpents,”	and	“miserable	frauds.”
(See	Matt.	23	PH.)	Never	was	Jesus	more	divine	than	at	those	moments	when	He
was	expressing	white-hot	anger.	Many	times,	perfect	love	and	anger	go	hand	in
hand;	indeed,	the	anger	is	the	result	of	perfect	love.

We	Christians	have	a	semantic	trick	that	sounds	good	but	confuses	people.
“Oh,	that’s	not	anger;	it’s	‘righteous	indignation.’”	Why	don’t	we	just	come	out
and	say	 that	 there	 is	a	 right	use	of	anger	and	 that	anger	 in	 itself	 is	not	a	sinful
emotion?	It	would	be	a	lot	less	confusing.

What	 matters	 is	 your	 use	 of	 anger—how	 you	 express	 it	 and	 how	 you
resolve	it.	But	when	you	have	this	unreal,	false	image	of	Super	You	who	must
never	experience	or	never	express	any	feelings	of	anger,	you	become	a	perfect
setup	for	emotional	wreckage	and	depression.

Don’t	confuse	anger	and	resentment,	for	they	are	entirely	different.	Anger,
controlled	and	properly	expressed,	is	one	thing;	out-of-control	anger,	improperly
expressed,	 is	 another.	 The	 apostle	 Paul	 made	 a	 plain	 distinction	 between	 the
right	 kind	 of	 anger	 and	 resentment.	 He	 carefully	 contrasted	 anger	 with	 hate,
malice,	bitterness,	and	all	the	rest	of	it.	Interestingly	enough,	his	statement,	“Be
ye	angry,	and	sin	not”	(Eph.	4:26),	is	in	the	imperative.	Paul	didn’t	say,	“It’s	all
right;	I	will	allow	you	to	get	angry	once	in	a	while	as	a	concession.”	Paul	said,
“Get	angry!	Be	angry!”	He	was	quick	to	add,	“But	be	careful.”	Paul	knew	that
anger	 can	 lead	 to	 resentment,	 malice,	 bitterness,	 if	 it	 is	 not	 handled	 very
carefully.	Paul	was	saying,	“Express	your	anger,	but	be	sure	that	it	doesn’t	lead
you	into	any	form	of	bitterness,	resentment,	or	hatred.”	Now	the	strange	fact	of
the	matter	is	that	unless	you	and	I	learn	proper	ways	of	expressing	and	resolving
anger,	we	will	become	resentful	and	bitter.	Many	marriages	are	being	destroyed
because	partners	have	not	learned	how	to	properly	express	their	anger.	They	are
keeping	the	lid	on	a	lot	of	deep	feelings,	doing	a	slow	burn,	and	getting	even	in	a
thousand	and	one	subtle	ways.

Be	 angry,	 but	 be	 careful.	 Anger	 becomes	 resentful	 and	 bitter	 when	 you
don’t	 know	 proper	 ways	 to	 express	 it.	 This	 is	 exactly	 what	 happens	 to	 the
perfectionist	 who	 can	 never	 even	 allow	 himself	 to	 express	 anger,	 who	 won’t
even	allow	himself	to	be	aware	that	he	is	angry.	He	denies	it	and	pushes	it	down
deep	 into	his	 inner	self	where	 it	 simmers	and	 festers	and	comes	out	 in	various
kinds	of	disguised	emotional	problems,	marital	 conflicts,	 and	even	 in	 forms	of
physical	illness.



Anger	is	a	divinely	implanted	emotion,	part	of	God’s	 image	in	 the	human
personality,	and	is	to	be	used	for	constructive	purposes.

SUPER	YOU	AND	CONFLICT

Super	 You	 has	 the	 notion	 that	 you	 ought	 to	 always	 get	 along	 with
everybody,	be	 liked	by	everybody,	and	 that	 there	 should	never	be	any	conflict
between	Christians.

A	brief	visit	to	a	mission	station	is	a	shock	for	the	perfectionist,	because	it
doesn’t	take	him	long	to	realize	that	the	missionaries	often	have	more	problems
in	 getting	 along	with	 one	 another	 than	with	 the	 unbelievers	 they	 are	 trying	 to
minister	 to.	We	see	 this	 in	our	own	churches.	But	still	 the	perfectionistic	myth
persists:	“This	is	what	I	ought	to	be.”

Does	such	an	idea	come	from	Scripture?	Not	even	two	greats	like	Paul	and
Barnabas	 could	 work	 together.	 Very	 wisely	 they	 parted	 company,	 and	 very
wisely	 the	 early	 church	 laid	 hands	 on	 them	 both,	 blessed	 them	 both,	 and	 sent
them	in	opposite	directions.

God	used	 their	humanness	 to	establish	 two	mission	works	 instead	of	one.
God	also	used	their	disagreement	to	help	John	Mark	to	mature	and	become	the
great	writer	of	the	Gospel	of	Mark.

While	 you	 cannot	work	with	 everybody,	 that	 doesn’t	mean	 you	 have	 the
right	 to	 resent	 anyone.	 That	 doesn’t	mean	 you	 have	 the	 right	 to	 hate	 or	 to	 be
bitter.	 It	 does	mean	 you	 may	 not	 necessarily	 like	 or	 feel	 comfortable	 around
everybody.	And	don’t	 let	Super	You	become	your	Screwtape	who	says,	“Well
now,	 if	you’re	not	getting	along,	you	 are	 the	one	at	 fault.	The	problem	 is	you,
and	if	only	you	would	take	care	of	something,	you’d	get	along	OK.”	Paul	never
said,	 “If	 you	 are	 filled	 with	 the	 Holy	 Spirit,	 you	 will	 live	 peacefully	 and
smoothly	with	all	people.”	What	he	did	say	is,	“If	possible,	so	far	as	it	depends
on	you,	be	at	peace	with	all	men”	(Rom.	12:18	NASB).	The	problem	may	lie	in	the
other	 person.	 Paul	 did	 not	 add,	 as	 Super	You	 does,	 “Yes,	 and	 that	 problem	 is
also	 your	 problem	 and	 you	 are	 responsible	 for	 fixing	 the	 other	 guy	 up	 too.”
There	is	a	little	rhyme	that	says	it	well:

To	live	above	with	saints	in	heaven,
Oh,	that	will	be	glory:
But	to	live	below	with	saints	on	earth—
Now	that’s	a	different	story.
Real	You	faces	real	differences,	real	conflicts,	and	loves	and	cares	enough

to	confront	persons	in	a	spirit	of	love.	But	Real	You	also	knows	that	sometimes
the	best	solution	and	the	only	solution	is,	to	use	Stanley	Jones’s	great	phrase,	“to
agree	to	disagree	agreeably.”



SUPER	YOU	AND	HAPPINESS

Super	You	believes	the	myth:	“I’ve	always	got	to	be	super-happy.”	But	are
you	always	happy?	Never	depressed?	Bubbling	over	with	“Praise	the	Lord”?	Is
there	 never	 a	 time	 of	 struggle?	 Is	 there	 never	 a	 time	when	 the	 heavens	 seem
brass?	When	you	do	things	out	of	sheer	duty,	without	happy	feelings?

In	 the	Garden	of	Gethsemane,	our	Lord	said	 to	His	disciples,	“My	soul	 is
exceedingly	troubled,	even	unto	death.”	He	was	writhing	on	the	ground;	He	was
sweating	profusely	and	undergoing	a	terrific	struggle	between	His	emotions	and
His	will.	His	 emotions	were	 saying,	 “Father,	You	 can	 do	 everything;	 take	 the
cup	away	from	Me	if	it’s	possible.”	But	His	will	was	as	fixed	as	the	magnet	to
the	 North	 Pole,	 and	 His	 will	 kept	 saying,	 “Not	 My	 will,	 but	 Yours.”	 And
sometimes	that	same	kind	of	struggle	gives	us	an	exceedingly	troubled	soul.

The	 word	 happiness	 has	 its	 roots	 in	 the	 word	 happenings.	 Happiness
depends	on	happenings,	on	what	happens	to	us,	externals	that	we	can’t	control.
Joy	is	the	right	word	for	what	we	Christians	are	to	expect.	For	joy	is	an	internal
word	which	has	to	do	with	relationships,	not	circumstances,	happenings.	Joy	is
the	inner	calm	at	the	eye	of	the	storm;	feelings	can	be	stormy,	but	there	can	also
be	an	inner	sense	of	rightness	to	the	will	of	God.	But	this	does	not	mean	that	we
have	 to	go	about	with	Super	Self	masks	on,	with	 smiling	 lips,	 sparkling	 teeth,
and	a	“Praise	the	Lord!”

REAL-YOU	REALISM

As	a	Christian,	you	can	be	a	realist.	This	means	you	don’t	need	to	be	afraid
to	 face	 the	worst,	 the	ugliest,	 the	most	painful.	You	don’t	have	 to	be	afraid	 to
express	your	feelings	of	grief,	sorrow,	hurt,	loneliness,	struggle,	even	depression.
Sometimes	you	may	even	experience	depressive	feelings	like	Elijah	had	after	his
greatest	moment	of	triumph:	“Oh,	Lord,	it	is	enough.	Let	me	die.”

There	 is	 a	 rugged	honesty	about	 the	 life	of	 Jesus—every	kind	of	emotion
was	 so	 clearly	 recorded	 and	 freely	 expressed,	 without	 any	 sense	 of	 shame	 of
guilt	 or	 imperfection.	 Take	 your	 pattern	 from	 Jesus,	 not	 from	 some	 mythical
Super	Self.	You	need	never	be	afraid	to	express	your	real	feelings	and	be	your
real	self	in	Jesus	Christ.

When	you	waste	time	and	energy	trying	to	be	Super	Self,	your	rob	yourself
of	 growth	 and	 the	 friendship	 of	God.	And	 you	 never	 let	God	 accept	 and	 love
Real	You	for	whom	Christ	died.	This	is	the	only	you	that	God	really	knows	and
sees.	Super	You	 is	an	 illusion	of	your	 imagination,	a	 false	 image,	an	 idol.	 I’m
not	sure	that	God	even	sees	Super	You.	You	can	be	yourself	 in	Jesus,	and	you
need	not	compare	yourself	 to	anyone	else.	He	wants	to	heal	you	and	to	change
you	in	order	that	Real	You	can	grow	up	to	be	the	person	He	intended	you	to	be.



Super	Self	dies	very	hard,	and	the	religious	super	self	dies	the	hardest	of	all.
If	you	find	that	you	cling	to	it	tenaciously,	I	hope	you	will	hear	the	Holy	Spirit
saying,	 “Abandon	 it!	 Give	 it	 up!	 Then	 you	 and	 I	 can	 start	 the	 whole	 healing
process	of	making	Real	You.”

When	you	stop	wasting	your	spiritual	energies	to	maintain	this	false	Super
You	and	start	using	 those	energies	 in	cooperating	with	 the	Holy	Spirit	 for	 true
growth,	you	will	 find	yourself	 free	 in	 Jesus	Christ,	 liberated	 from	false	oughts
and	shoulds,	freed	from	the	approval	and	disapproval	of	other	people,	freed	from
that	awful	condemnation	of	the	performance	gap	between	what	you’re	trying	to
be	and	what	you	really	are.

What	 is	 it	 that	 fills	 in	 the	 performance	 gap?	 I	 have	 good	 news	 for	 you:
From	the	cross	of	Jesus	Christ,	all	the	perfections	of	Jesus,	God’s	true	Superman,
are	given	to	you	as	a	free	gift	of	His	grace,	and	these	more	than	fill	in	the	gaps	of
your	life.

Paul	said	it	so	well:	“But	of	him	are	ye	in	Christ	Jesus,	who	of	God	is	made
unto	us	wisdom,	and	righteousness,	and	sanctification,	and	redemption”	(1	Cor.
1:30;	italics	added).



Why	art	thou	cast	down,	O	my	soul?	And	why	art	thou	disquieted	in	me?	Hope
thou	in	God:	for	I	shall	yet	praise	him	for	the	help	of	his	countenance.	O	my
God,	my	soul	is	cast	down	within	me	.	.	.	Deep	calleth	unto	deep	at	the	noise	of
thy	waterspouts:	all	thy	waves	and	thy	billows	are	gone	over	me.

My	tears	have	been	my	meat	day	and	night,	while	they	continually	say	unto
me,	Where	is	thy	God?

Psalm	42:5–7,	3



Chapter	10

Myths	and	Truths	About	Depression

Depression	is	a	common	experience	among	Christians.	You
may	 ask,	 “How	 can	 that	 be?	 A	 depressed	 Christian?	 The	 very	 words	 are
contradictory;	 they	 are	 incompatible.	 If	 a	 person	 has	 been	 truly	 born	 of	 the
Spirit,	 and	 certainly	 if	 he	 has	 been	 filled	 with	 the	 Spirit,	 then	 shouldn’t	 it	 be
impossible	 for	him	 to	be	depressed?	Surely,	 the	 fact	 that	 a	Christian	would	be
suffering	 from	depression	at	all	 should	be	a	sign	 that	 something	 is	wrong,	 that
something	needs	to	be	straightened	out	with	the	Lord.	It	must	a	sign	of	sin	in	that
person’s	life.”

Now	all	of	that	may	sound	very	good	and	very	simple,	but	it	does	not	stand
the	 test	 of	 Scripture,	 the	 facts	 of	 Christian	 experience,	 or	 the	 truths	 about
psychology.	And	it	certainly	does	not	square	with	the	biographies	of	the	saints.

CHRISTIANS	CAN	BE	DEPRESSED

Have	you	read	some	of	David’s	psalms	recently?
“Why	art	thou	cast	down,	O	my	soul?”	(Ps.	42:5).
“O	my	God,	my	soul	is	cast	down	within	me”	(Ps.	42:6).
“Why	 art	 thou	 cast	 down,	O	my	 soul?	 .	 .	 .	 Hope	 in	God:	 for	 I	 shall	 yet

praise	him,	who	is	the	health	of	my	countenance”	(Ps.	43:5).
Or	listened	to	Elijah?	“O	LORD,	take	away	my	life”	(1	Kings	19:4).
Or	Jonah?	“It	is	better	for	me	to	die	than	to	live”	(Jonah	4:3).
Or	heard	Jesus’	words	in	the	Garden,	as	He	was	in	pain	and	in	prayer?	“My

soul	is	exceeding	sorrowful,	even	unto	death”	(Matt.	26:38).
Can	you	find	better	descriptions	of	depression—a	despression	in	which	the

person	almost	despaired	of	 life	 itself?	Many	of	 the	depressive	psalms	speak	of
the	 countenance,	 the	 person’s	 face,	 and	 how	 accurate	 those	 psalms	 are!	 The
person	who	 is	 depressed	 and	 dejected	 has	 a	miserable	 countenance.	 He	 looks
troubled,	worried,	 unhappy,	 as	 if	 he	 is	 bearing	 the	weight	 of	 the	world	 on	 his
shoulders.

Another	very	common	symptom	of	depression	is	tears.	“My	tears	have	been



my	 meat	 day	 and	 night”	 (Ps.	 42:3),	 says	 the	 psalmist.	 This	 is	 an	 amazingly
accurate	 psychological	 statement!	 Depression	 often	 brings	 a	 loss	 of	 appetite.
You	just	don’t	feel	like	eating.	Because	food	seems	repulsive,	you	begin	to	live
on	tears	instead	of	food.	“My	tears	have	been	my	meat,”	and	some	of	us	could
add,	 “Yes,	 and	my	 vegetables,	 salad,	 dessert,	 and	 drink	 too.”	What’s	 wrong?
Unable	 to	 stop	 crying,	 you	 feed	 on	 despair,	 and	 that,	 of	 course,	 increases	 the
depression.

The	Scriptures	are	much	more	realistic	and	kind	to	us	than	some	Christians
are,	as	 they	clearly	show	that	 it	 is	possible	for	Christians	to	be	very	depressed.
The	 biographies	 of	 the	 saints	 also	 deal	 with	 this.	 We	 often	 quote	 from	 John
Wesley’s	great	Aldersgate	conversion	experience,	but	I	could	show	you	several
quotations	 that	 follow	which	almost	seem	to	nullify	 it,	as	Wesley	spoke	out	 in
depression,	doubt,	and	dejection.

Samuel	Logan	Brengle,	Portrait	of	a	Prophet	is	the	story	of	a	great	saint	of
the	 Salvation	 Army	 (Clarence	W.	 Hall,	 The	 Salvation	 Army,	 Inc.).	 Brengle’s
classic	 works	 on	 holiness	 have	 been	 translated	 into	 scores	 of	 languages,	 and
have	been	the	means	of	leading	millions	of	believers	into	a	deeper	life	in	Christ.

Speaking	 of	 Brengle,	 Hall	 wrote,	 “Then	 would	 come	 a	 battle	 with	 his
feelings	 with	 the	 descent	 upon	 his	 mind	 of	 a	 constitutional	 melancholia”	 (p.
213).	 In	 a	 letter,	Brengle	wrote,	 “My	nerves	were	 ragged,	 frazzled,	 exhausted.
And	such	gloom	and	depression	fell	upon	me	as	I	have	never	known,	although
depression	is	an	old	acquaintance	of	mine”	(p.	214).	In	later	life	he	suffered	an
injury	to	his	head,	when	at	a	street	meeting	a	drunk	threw	a	brick	at	Brengle	and
hit	him	on	the	head.	Complications	from	this	injury	increased	the	depression	that
had	been	a	lifelong	struggle,	an	“old	acquaintance,”	as	he	called	it.	Yet	was	there
ever	a	more	sanctified	saint	than	Samuel	Logan	Brengle?

Before	 a	 person	 can	 deal	 with	 depression,	 he	 must	 acknowledge	 it.	 And
many	a	Christian,	if	he	were	completely	honest	about	his	emotions,	would	have
to	admit:	“Yes,	depression	is	an	acquaintance	of	mine	too.	I	know	what	you	are
talking	about.”

By	 denying	 their	 depression,	many	Christians	 add	 to	 their	 troubles.	 They
add	guilt	on	top	of	the	depression	and	thereby	double	the	problem.	Let’s	say	that
a	 severe	 depression	 is	 equal	 to	 carrying	 one	 ton	 of	 emotional	 weight.	 That’s
about	what	it	feels	like,	doesn’t	it?	To	carry	a	ton	on	your	back	is	bad,	but	you
may	 have	 the	 strength	 for	 it.	 However,	 when	 you	 then	 add	 guilt	 by	 saying,
“There’s	 something	wrong	with	me	because	 I	 have	 this	 depression,”	you	have
doubled	the	weight,	and	that’s	an	impossible	load	for	anyone	to	carry.

Depression	 is	 not	 necessarily	 a	 sign	 of	 spiritual	 failure.	 In	 the	 Scripture
stories,	some	of	the	greatest	depressions	came	as	emotional	letdowns	following



the	 greatest	 spiritual	 successes.	 This	 was	 true	 in	 the	 life	 of	 Elijah.	 After	 that
greatest	 moment	 in	 his	 life,	 the	 triumph	 over	 the	 prophets	 of	 Baal	 on	 Mt.
Carmel,	what	happened?	The	next	time	we	see	him	he	is	sitting	alone	under	the
juniper	tree,	asking	God	to	take	his	life.	Abraham	had	a	similar	experience	(Gen.
15).	 And	 many	 of	 us	 have,	 too.	 Depression	 seems	 to	 be	 nature’s	 emotional
kickback.	It	is	a	reaction	like	the	wallop	from	firing	a	gun	of	heavy	caliber.	It	is
nature’s	recoil,	or	perhaps	the	balance	wheel	in	what	C.S.	Lewis	calls,	“the	law
of	undulation”	in	the	human	personality.”

Unfortunately,	 some	of	our	Christian	 friends	can	be	our	worst	 enemies	 at
this	point,	offering	us	false	and	unrealistic	advice.	There	are	Christians	who	have
little	 understanding	 about	 depression.	 Because	 their	 own	 personalities	 are	 not
very	subject	to	it,	they	fail	to	understand	people	who	suffer	depression.	This	can
be	 especially	 cruel	 when	 two	 such	 people	 are	 married	 to	 one	 another.	 If	 a
husband	does	not	suffer	much	from	depression,	but	his	wife	does,	he	may	have	a
difficult	time	appreciating	her	emotions	and	her	moods.	It	can	be	a	doubly	cruel
situation	 if	he	uses	her	depressed	 time	 to	place	“spiritual”	guilt	on	her.	Or	 the
wife	on	the	husband,	if	the	situation	is	reversed.

You	can’t	assume	 that	because	you	never	 suffer	 from	depression,	you	are
therefore	more	spiritual.	C.S.	Lewis	once	said	that	about	half	the	times	when	we
credit	 ourselves	 with	 virtue,	 it’s	 really	 just	 a	 matter	 of	 temperament	 and
constitution,	and	not	of	spirituality.

DEPRESSION	AND	GUILT

There	 is	 a	 depression	 that	 can	 come	 from	 the	 guilt	 of	 sin,	 from	 known
disobedience	 and	 transgression.	 However,	 that	 kind	 is	 not	 what	 I	 am	 writing
about.	You	may	wonder,	“How	do	I	 recognize	 the	depression	 that	comes	 from
sin?”	 And	 that’s	 a	 good	 question,	 especially	 if	 you	 are	 a	 perfectionist	 who
suffers	from	an	oversensitive	conscience,	from	the	tyranny	of	the	oughts	and	the
shoulds,	 or	 from	 a	 constant	 feeling	 of	 uneasiness,	 anxiety,	 and	 condemnation.
Let	me	give	you	a	general	principle	that	I	think	can	be	very	helpful.	A	concrete,
specific	 feeling	 of	 guilt	 which	 can	 be	 related	 to	 a	 particular,	 precise	 act	 or
attitude	 is	 generally	 a	 true	 and	 reliable	 feeling	of	 guilt.	And	 the	 emotions	 that
follow	can	be	real	guilt	and	real	depression	for	a	real	transgression.

However,	 a	 vague,	 all-inclusive	 umbrella	 of	 systematic	 self-accusation,
general	 overall	 feelings	 of	 anxiety	 and	 condemnation	 which	 cannot	 be
pinpointed—these	 are	 generally	 signs	 of	 pseudo-guilt	 or	 just	 plain	 depression
that	 has	 come	 from	 emotional	 sources.	 Sin	 may	 lead	 to	 depression,	 but	 all
depression	does	not	come	from	sin.	The	roots	of	depression	often	run	deep	and
are	very	complicated,	as	complicated	as	many	of	 the	childhood	hurts	and	scars



that	people	carry	into	adulthood.

DEPRESSION	AND	PERSONALITY
Depression	 is	 related	 to	 personality	 structure,	 physical	 makeup,	 body

chemistry,	glandular	functions,	emotional	patterns,	and	learned	feeling-concepts.
As	Christians	we	must	realize	and	accept	this.	If	all	of	us	had	the	good	common
sense	found	in	one	of	our	most	ancient	nursery	rhymes,	we	would	be	better	off.

Jack	Sprat	could	eat	no	fat,
His	wife	could	eat	no	lean;
And	so	between	them	both,
They	licked	the	platter	clean.
Now	this	is	an	amazingly	profound	analysis	of	personality	structure,	believe

it	or	not.	Constitutionally,	Jack	Sprat	and	Mrs.	Sprat	are	entirely	different.	Don’t
try	to	make	them	both	eat	the	same	way,	or	live	the	same	way.	That	would	be	a
violation	 of	 their	 personalities.	 They	 are	 both	 valuable	 human	 beings,	 and	we
presume	that	they	love	each	other	very	much,	though	they	are	totally	different	in
their	 makeup.	 I	 wish	 more	 preachers,	 teachers,	 evangelists,	 and	 especially
parents	would	master	the	sound	good	sense	of	that	nursery	rhyme.

“Wait	 a	 minute,”	 someone	 says,	 “You’ve	 forgotten	 that	 when	 we	 are	 in
Christ,	we	are	new	creatures,	and	old	things	pass	away.	Don’t	regeneration	and
sanctification	 do	 away	with	 old	 differences?”	To	 this	 I	must	 say,	 “No!	Thank
God,	they	do	not!”

The	new	birth	does	not	change	your	basic	 temperament.	 It	can	put	within
you,	as	Oswald	Chambers	loves	to	say,	“the	disposition	of	Jesus	Christ,”	but	it
does	 not	 change	 your	 basic	 temperament.	 The	 fact	 that	 you	 have	 become	 a
Christian	 does	 not	mean	 that	 from	 now	 on	 you	 cease	 to	 live	with	 yourself	 as
yourself.	Paul	was	still	very	much	Paul	after	his	conversion.	Peter	was	still	very
much	Peter,	 and	 John	was	 John.	They	 did	 not	 become	other	 people.	 In	God’s
plan,	 no	 two	 things	 are	 ever	 identical.	 No	 two	 snowflakes	 are	 alike.	 Through
great	 variety	 within	 unity,	 God	 shows	 the	 wonder	 of	 His	 ways.	We	 are	 each
different,	in	temperament	and	personality	structure.	We	see	and	feel,	react	to	and
interpret	things	individually.

The	apostle	Paul	reminds	us:	“We	have	this	treasure	in	earthen	vessels”	(2
Cor.	4:7).	By	nature	and	temperament,	some	people	are	nervous,	apprehensive,
or	easily	frightened.	They	are	oversensitive,	and	their	feelings	are	easily	touched
and	changed.	I	sometimes	wonder	 if	Paul	wasn’t	one	of	 these.	As	strong	as	he
was,	he	went	 to	Corinth	 in	“weakness,	 and	 in	 fear,	 and	 in	much	 trembling”	 (1
Cor.	 2:3).	 He	 was	 a	 high-strung	 young	 man,	 “without	 were	 fightings,	 within
were	fears”	(2	Cor.	7:5).	Certainly	this	was	true	of	young	pastor	Timothy.	The



entire	 Second	 Epistle	 to	 Timothy	 seems	 to	 have	 been	written	 by	 Paul	 to	 pull
Timothy	 out	 of	 depression.	 Brengle’s	 biographer	 called	 him	 a	 “constitutional
melancholic.”	People	who	are	extremely	 introspective	and	sensitive	often	have
the	worst	problems	with	depression.

Our	 failure	 to	deal	 realistically	with	ourselves	 regarding	depression	 is	 the
root	 cause	 of	 much	 of	 our	 depression.	 If	 we	 have	 the	 idea	 that	 there	 is	 no
connection	between	the	natural	(our	temperament	and	personality	structure)	and
the	 supernatural	 (our	 spiritual	 lives),	 we	 are	 seriously	 mistaken.	 Both	 our
feelings	and	our	faith	operate	through	the	same	personality	equipment.	God	does
not	 come	 to	 us	 in	 special	ways	which	 bypass	 or	 short-circuit	 or	 sidetrack	 our
personality	equipment.	He	doesn’t	drill	a	hole	in	the	tops	of	our	skulls	and	with
some	magical,	mystical	 funnel	pour	His	grace	 into	us.	The	mechanisms	of	our
personalities	which	we	use	in	faith	are	the	same	instruments	through	which	our
feelings	operate.

Maybe	 we	 can	 understand	 it	 if	 we	 can	 think	 of	 one	 of	 these	 great	 big,
expensive,	 home	 entertainment	 centers	 with	 a	 TV	 in	 the	 middle,	 CD	 player,
DVD,	and	stereo.	It’s	a	beautiful	piece	of	furniture.	But	if	something	goes	wrong
with	some	of	the	circuits	 in	that	vast	assemblage,	 the	whole	audio	system	goes
out.	Why?	All	 the	 components	 are	working	 through	 the	 same	mechanism.	 If	 a
connection	burns	out	over	here,	or	a	condenser	and	some	 transistors	go	wrong
over	 there,	all	 three	of	 the	operations	are	going	 to	be	affected.	Why?	They	are
operating	through	the	same	system.

Depression	can	come	from	sources	outside	the	purely	spiritual.	They	come
because	something	has	gone	wrong	with	the	equipment—perhaps	in	the	physical
or	 in	 the	 balance	 of	 emotions	 and	 personality.	 Circuits	 have	 been	 affected,	 a
connection	has	burned	out,	and	it	has	affected	even	the	spiritual	life.

Let’s	 return	 to	Brengle,	 that	very	saintly	man,	as	he	writes	about	himself:
“Such	 gloom	 and	 depression	 fell	 upon	 me	 as	 I	 have	 never	 known	 .	 .	 .	 God
seemed	nonexistent.	The	grave	seemed	my	endless	goal.	Life	lost	all	of	its	glory,
charm,	and	meaning	.	.	.	Prayer	brought	me	no	relief;	indeed,	I	seemed	to	have
lost	the	spirit	of	prayer	and	the	power	to	pray”	(Hall,	Portrait	of	a	Prophet,	214).

To	apply	our	previous	illustration,	there	was	nothing	wrong	with	the	sender;
the	 love	 of	 God	was	 still	 coming	 through.	 The	 radio	 station	 was	 sending	 out
beautiful	music,	 the	 TV	 transmitter	was	 sending	 out	 the	 right	 images,	 but	 the
only	sound	was	static	and	the	sight	was	TV	“snow.”	Why?	Because	something
had	gone	wrong	with	the	receiving	set.

That’s	what	happened	to	Brengle.	And	notice	how	wise	he	was.	In	spite	of
his	feelings,	he	realized	God	was	still	 there.	In	every	sentence	he	use	the	word
seemed.	“It	seemed	 like	God	was	nonexistent	 .	 .	 .	 It	seemed	 like	 the	grave	was



my	goal.”	And	Brengle	himself	underlined	the	word	seemed.
Have	you	ever	experienced	a	complete	change	in	your	feelings?	You	go	to

bed	 one	 night	 and	 everything’s	 fine.	 You	 wake	 up	 the	 next	 morning,	 and
nothing’s	 fine.	 Nothing	 you	 can	 think	 of	 accounts	 for	 it.	 Yesterday	 you	were
happy.	You	were	looking	forward	to	a	great	day.	But	something	happened,	and
your	 responses	 are	different.	Your	 feelings,	 actions,	 interpretations	of	 the	very
same	thing	 that	 took	place	yesterday	are	very	different	 today.	And	you	are	not
alone.	God	is	there,	but	so	is	Screwtape.	Satan	is	sitting	there	on	the	side	of	the
bed,	 for	 he	 sees	 an	opening	 to	 ride	 right	 into	your	personality.	Why?	Because
Satan	is	of	the	spirit	world,	he	already	knows	what	you	and	I	need	to	learn—that
the	same	equipment	which	affects	the	natural	also	affects	the	spiritual.	So	Satan
tries	 to	 turn	 temperamental	 depression	 into	 spiritual	 depression.	 Satan	 always
wants	 to	 turn	 emotional	 depression	 into	 spiritual	 defeat.	 He	 wants	 to	 take	 a
burned-out	emotion	in	your	receiving	set	and	turn	it	into	burned-out	trust.	He’s
aware	of	your	infirmities;	he	knows	the	depths	of	your	spirit	and	he	comes	riding
that	monorail	right	into	the	heart	of	your	personality.

Do	you	know	how	Satan	wants	to	win?	He	tries	to	get	you	to	foul	yourself
out	of	the	game.	He	wants	to	turn	the	natural	mood	of	depression	into	spiritual
defeat,	doubt,	and	despondency.

ACCEPTANCE	OF	YOUR	PERSONALITY
I	urge	you	to	accept	your	personality	and	acknowledge	your	temperament.

Having	truth	 in	 the	 inward	parts	means	you	no	longer	resist	who	you	are.	You
stop	fighting	your	temperament	as	an	enemy	and	begin	to	accept	it	as	a	gift	from
God.

I	personally	 spent	many	years	 fighting	myself,	 trying	 to	be	 someone	else,
battling	my	nervous,	high-strung	temperament,	always	feeling	a	bit	angry	about
that,	and	trying	to	be	someone	else.	The	turning	point	came	when	I	could	accept
myself	as	I	am.	For	one	day	the	Lord	said,	“Hey,	this	is	all	you’ve	got!	You’re
not	going	 to	get	 another	personality.	You’d	better	 settle	down	and	 live	with	 it
and	learn	to	do	something	with	it.

“And,	furthermore,	if	you’ll	just	give	Real	You	into	My	hands—not	Super
You,	which	you	are	not—if	you’ll	turn	that	over	to	Me,	then	you	and	I	are	going
to	get	along	fine,	and	I’ll	be	able	to	use	you	as	you	are.”

The	 first	 step	 in	 learning	 to	 live	above	depression	 is	 to	accept	yourself	as
you	are.	This	does	not	mean	you	are	to	be	controlled	by	your	temperament.	After
conversion,	the	Holy	Spirit	is	to	be	in	control.	But	the	Holy	Spirit	can	only	fill
and	 control	 that	 which	 you	 acknowledge	 and	 surrender	 to	 Him.	 While	 you
cannot	change	your	temperament,	you	can	allow	it	to	be	controlled	by	the	Holy



Spirit.
We	left	Brengle	in	deep	depression,	and	I	don’t	want	to	leave	him	there—or

you	either.	He	said,
						Prayer	brought	no	relief.	Indeed,	I	seem	to	have	lost	the	spirit	of
prayer	and	the	power	to	pray.	Then	I	remembered	to	give	thanks	and	to
praise	God,	though	I	felt	no	spirit	of	praise	and	thanksgiving.	Feeling,
except	that	of	utter	depression	and	gloom,	was	gone.	But	as	I	thanked
God	 for	 the	 trial,	 it	 began	 to	 turn	 to	 blessing,	 light	 glimmered,	 grew
very	slowly,	and	then	broke	through	the	gloom.	The	depression	passed
away,	and	life	was	beautiful	and	desirable	again,	and	full	of	gracious
incomings	once	more	(Hall,	Portrait	of	a	Prophet,	p.	214).

That’s	it!	Brengle	said,	“I	remembered.”	Paul	wrote	to	Timothy,	“I	put	you
in	 remembrance.”	 Tomorrow	morning,	 remember	 that	 the	 love	 of	 God	 is	 not
grounded	 in	your	feelings,	nor	 in	your	performance,	and	not	even	 in	your	 love
for	Him.	His	love	is	grounded	in	His	own	faithfulness.	“The	steadfast	love	of	the
Lord	 never	 ceases;	 His	 mercies	 never	 come	 to	 an	 end.	 They	 are	 new	 every
morning:	great	 is	 thy	 faithfulness.	The	LORD	 is	my	portion	 .	 .	 .	 therefore	will	 I
hope	in	him”	(Lam.	3:23–24).



This	priceless	treasure	we	hold,	so	to	speak,	in	common	earthenware—to	show
that	the	splendid	power	of	it	belongs	to	God	and	not	to	us.	We	are	hard-pressed
on	all	sides,	but	we	are	never	frustrated;	we	are	puzzled,	but	never	in	despair.
We	are	persecuted,	but	are	never	deserted:	we	may	be	knocked	down	but	we	are
never	knocked	out!

This	is	the	reason	why	we	never	lose	heart.	The	outward	man	does	indeed
suffer	wear	and	tear,	but	every	day	the	inward	man	receives	fresh	strength.

2	Corinthians	4:7–9,	16	(PH)



Chapter	11

Dealing	with	Depression

By	honestly	acknowledging	your	feelings	about	depression,
you	 are	 not	 adding	 to	God’s	 information	 about	 you.	He	 knows	 those	 feelings.
Through	His	Son	He	experienced	them	as	He	walked	in	your	moccasins,	and	He
is	 with	 you	 to	 understand	 and	 to	 help.	 As	 you	 admit	 and	 examine	 your
depression,	you	can	go	on	to	take	positive	steps	toward	healing.

ARE	YOU	LIVING	BEYOND	YOUR	MEANS?

You	 have	 physical,	 emotional,	 and	 spiritual	 limitations,	 and	 you	 need	 to
stay	within	them.	Have	you	been	getting	enough	sleep?	Occasionally,	we	all	are
called	 upon	 to	 go	 without	 sufficient	 rest;	 we	 have	 reserves	 on	 which	 we	 can
draw.	 But	 to	 make	 the	 exception	 the	 rule	 means	 you	 will	 live	 regularly	 with
fatigue.	 If	 you	 do	 so,	 I	 can	 guarantee	 that	 you	 will	 suffer	 from	 chronic,	 and
perhaps	 even	 clinical	 and	 pathological	 depression.	You	will	 feel	 like	 the	man
who	said	he	not	only	had	an	identity	crisis,	but	also	an	energy	crisis.	He	didn’t
know	who	he	was,	and	he	was	just	too	tired	to	find	out!

Let	me	answer	one	question	before	you	ask	it—no,	it	makes	no	difference	if
you	are	in	the	Lord’s	service!	God	does	not	suspend	His	laws	and	make	cosmic
pets	 of	 preachers,	 missionaries,	 high	 achievers,	 and	 overcommitted	 church
workers.	 They	 still	 come	 under	 the	 laws	 He	 has	 built	 into	 our	 bodies	 and
emotions.	And	you	cannot	regularly	violate	those	laws	and	expect	to	get	by	with
it.	What	 kind	 of	 load	 are	 you	 carrying?	Who	 do	 you	 think	 you	 are,	 anyhow?
God?	That	is	one	of	the	perfectionist’s	problems,	you	know.

Are	you	eating	properly	and	 regularly?	My	niece,	who	 is	a	doctor,	at	one
time	 specialized	 in	 emergency-room	 treatment.	 I	 asked	 her,	 “What	 do	 you	 do
when	 depressed	 people	 who	 have	 attempted	 suicide	 are	 brought	 into	 the
emergency	room?”

She	surprised	me	when	she	said,	“Well,	sometimes	the	first	thing	we	do	is
to	feed	them,	often	a	steak	dinner.	They	are	generally	low	in	protein.	We	often
discover	 that	 they	have	not	eaten	properly	 for	 two	or	 three	days.	Their	protein



level	is	very	low;	therefore,	their	energy	level	is	low,	and	their	depression	level
is	high.	There	are	Christians	who	consistently	neglect	the	physical	area	of	their
lives	and	then	wonder	why	they	are	depressed.”

Did	 you	 ever	 think	 that	 perhaps	 your	 depression	 is	 God’s	 built-in	 cruise
control	 for	 your	 life?	 Trying	 to	 slow	 you	 down,	 trying	 to	 balance	 out	 your
emotions,	 because	 you	 regularly	 try	 to	 live	 above	 realistic	 possibilities?	When
the	 slave	 driver	 of	 perfectionism	 propels	 you	with	 that	 sense	 of	 “ought,”	 you
overstrain	your	emotional	motor	and	pay	the	price	for	it	in	chronic	depression.

WHAT	ABOUT	YOUR	REACTIONS?

The	things	that	happen	to	you	are	not	as	important	as	the	ways	you	respond
to	those	events.	And	there	are	certain	responses	that	can	produce	a	chain	reaction
leading	to	emotional	and	spiritual	depression.

Has	something	happened	which	has	been	a	blow	to	your	ego?	Has	someone
disappointed	you	badly?	When	you	tried	so	hard,	did	you	get	a	B+	instead	of	an
A?	You	may	have	had	a	deep	experience	of	hurt	or	loss,	a	home	broken	by	death
or	divorce.	Or,	on	a	lesser	level,	but	just	as	hurtful	at	a	youthful	stage	in	life,	is	a
breakup	with	a	boyfriend	or	a	girlfriend.	I’ve	had	many	depressed	young	persons
come	to	me	and	say,	“My	friends	are	all	jumping	on	me,	saying,	‘You	shouldn’t
feel	 this	way	 if	you	are	 a	 real	Christian.’”	How	cruel	we	can	be	 to	our	young
people	 with	 such	 unrealistic	 standards!	 Leaving	 familiar,	 safe,	 comfortable
places,	roots,	and	faces,	coming	into	strangeness	and	newness—these	are	blows
which	can	lead	to	depression.

Sometimes	it	is	an	unusual	blow	to	our	selfhood	that	catches	us	off	guard!
We	won	the	major	battle,	we	took	on	the	tanks,	the	heavy	artillery,	but	then	we
got	picked	off	by	some	little	sniper	in	the	bushes.	That’s	the	way	it	was	with	the
prophet	Elijah.	He	confronted	400	priests	in	one	of	the	most	dramatic	showdown
battles	 in	all	of	history.	And	then,	a	caustic,	snippy	remark	by	Jezebel,	Ahab’s
wife,	got	 to	him:	“You	go	 tell	 that	prophet	 that	 I’ll	make	his	 life	 so	miserable
that	by	sunset	he	will	wish	he	were	dead!”	(see	1	Kings	19:2).

That’s	where	it	all	began:	“If	you’re	not	out	of	town	by	sunset	.	.	.”	Elijah
was	 feeling	 so	 good	 that	 the	 sniper’s	 bullet	 caught	 him	 off	 guard.	 He	 was
drained	from	hours	of	prayer,	struggle,	and	fatigue.	When	Jezebel’s	sniping	hit
him,	 he	 went	 into	 suicidal	 depression.	 Then	 God	 used	 the	 emergency	 room
technique	on	him.	First,	he	sent	the	ravens	to	feed	Elijah	some	protein;	this	was
followed	by	some	much-needed	sleep.	Then	God	reoriented	Elijah’s	perception:
“You’re	 not	 the	 only	 one,	my	 friend;	 there	 are	 7,500	who	 are	with	 you.	 You
forgot	 that.”	 Before	 long,	 Elijah’s	 emotions	 and	 spirit	 had	 been	 restored	 to
normal.



I	 see	 three	primary	 reactions	 that	 lead	 to	depression.	They	are	 indecision,
anger,	and	a	sense	of	unfairness	or	injustice.

1.	 Indecision.	 When	 a	 decision	 is	 needed,	 do	 you	 consistently	 put	 off
making	 it?	 Is	 this	 your	 standard	 way	 of	 coping?	 If	 it	 is,	 you	 have	 a	 built-in
depressor	that	will	destroy	your	peace	of	mind	and	increase	your	feeling	of	being
trapped.	Many	depressed	people	 feel	a	sense	of	powerlessness:	“I’m	 trapped.	 I
don’t	see	any	way	out.”	You	could	be	using	the	same	energy,	not	to	postpone	the
decision,	 but	 to	 make	 it	 and	 carry	 it	 out.	 Using	 your	 energy	 to	 make	 a
constructive	decision	is	a	good	way	to	avoid	depression.

Do	you	postpone	decisions	because	you	are	afraid	to	say	no?	Because	you
are	afraid	to	hurt	someone?	There	are	some	situations	you	can	never	get	out	of
without	 hurting	 someone.	When	 you	 postpone	 dealing	with	 them,	 you	 end	 up
hurting	people	twice	as	much	and	become	depressed	yourself.	Are	you	afraid	to
say	yes?	Afraid	of	responsibility	or	of	risk?	If	you	sit	and	look	at	the	two	roads
and	 go	 back	 and	 forth,	 you	 literally	 end	 up	 being	 double-minded.	 And	 the
double-minded	person,	said	James,	is	unstable	in	all	his	ways.	(See	James	1:8.)
Indecision	is	often	the	precursor	of	depression.

2.	 Anger.	 The	 most	 concise	 definition	 of	 depression	 I	 know	 is	 this:
“Depression	 is	 frozen	 rage.”	 If	 you	 have	 a	 consistently	 serious	 problem	 with
depression,	you	have	not	resolved	some	area	of	anger	in	your	life.	As	surely	as
the	 night	 follows	 the	 day,	 depression	 follows	 unresolved,	 repressed,	 or
improperly	expressed	anger.

3.	Injustice.	Perfectionists	have	a	very	disproportionate	sense	of	justice	and
injustice.	 They	 feel	 a	 deep	 need	 to	 right	 the	 wrongs	 of	 the	 world,	 to	 correct
things,	to	pull	up	the	weeds	that	are	growing	with	the	wheat.	Now,	that	feeling	is
valuable;	 it	 exists	 in	 every	 reformer,	 in	 every	preacher	 and	missionary,	 and	 to
some	degree	it	should	be	in	every	Christian.	That	sense	of	injustice	surrendered,
cleansed,	 and	 controlled	 by	 the	 Holy	 Spirit	 can	 be	 a	 useful	 instrument	 in	 the
hands	 of	God	 “for	 spreading	 scriptural	 holiness	 and	 reforming	 the	 nation,”	 as
John	Wesley	said.	But	out	of	hand,	out	of	balance,	with	the	basic	anger	problem
behind	 it	 unresolved,	 the	 sense	 of	 injustice	 is	 very	 destructive,	 producing
depression	and	disrupting	good	personal	relationships.

I	have	rarely	met	a	depressive	perfectionist	who	didn’t	have	a	terrific	sense
of	 injustice	 and	 unfairness.	 The	 only	 answer	 to	 this	 deep	 anger	 against	 the
injustices	of	 life	 is	 forgiveness.	Who	most	often	needs	 to	be	 forgiven?	Parents
and	family	members.	So	often,	the	roots	of	depression	are	buried	in	the	subsoil
of	early	family	life.	And	unless	you	learn	to	deal	honestly	with	those	angry	roots,
to	 face	 your	 resentment	 and	 forgive,	 you’ll	 be	 living	 in	 a	 greenhouse	 where
depression	is	sure	to	flourish.



A	STORY	OF	FORGIVENESS
Two	sisters,	Mary	and	Martha,	were	opposites.	Mary	was	an	outgoing	and

vivacious	blonde.	Martha	was	a	quiet	and	very	talented	brunette.	Martha	came	to
talk	because	a	dating	relationship,	the	best	in	her	life	so	far,	was	developing.	It
was	also	bringing	out	a	whole	parcel	of	emotional	problems,	a	lot	of	depression,
and	an	angry,	 faultfindingness	 toward	 the	young	man.	She	wanted	 to	 love	him
and	was	learning	to,	but	was	shocked	to	realize	she	also	wanted	to	pick	him	to
pieces	and	hurt	him.	As	 she	 looked	back,	 she	 realized	 that	 this	was	her	dating
pattern	from	years	past,	and	it	scared	her.

As	we	talked,	a	lot	of	deep	resentments	came	to	the	surface,	and	she	began
to	deal	with	them.	Some	were	feelings	toward	Mother	and	Dad,	and	those	were
forgiven	so	that	love	could	replace	the	anger.

But	one	day	it	became	very	obvious	that	Martha’s	real	problem	was	Mary.
And	 all	 of	 the	 sudden	 the	 angry	 memories	 marched	 across	 the	 screen	 of	 her
imagination.	 As	 far	 back	 as	 she	 could	 remember,	 life	 was	 comparisons—
comparisons	by	parents,	teachers,	friends,	preachers,	and	neighbors.

As	we	 began	 praying	 for	 the	 healing	 of	 those	memories,	 and	 as	 she	 told
God	 she	was	willing	 to	 forgive	 and	 to	 be	 forgiven	 and	 to	 let	God	 change	 her
feelings,	it	was	as	if	the	Holy	Spirit	pulled	back	a	curtain,	revealing	to	Martha	a
whole	chain	of	insights.	And	in	her	praying	she	began	to	cry	out,	“Oh,	Lord!	I
realize	that	everything	I	have	ever	said	or	thought	or	done	or	aimed	at	has	been
in	 reference	 to	Mary.	She	has	 ruled	by	 life;	 she	has	 been	my	obsession;	 she’s
almost	taken	over	Your	place	in	my	life!”

Martha	had	never	chosen	a	dress	or	a	course	in	college	or	a	boyfriend	or	set
a	 goal,	 or	 made	 any	 choice	 without	 feeling	 that	 she	 was	 in	 competition	 with
Mary.	And	all	 the	hidden	hurts	and	anger	had	emotionally	enslaved	her	 to	her
older	sister.	What	a	struggle	 it	was	 to	 let	go,	 to	 forgive	what	she	 felt	were	 the
injustices	 of	 the	 comparisons	 and	 the	 favoritisms	which	may	or	may	 not	 have
been	shown.	Martha	had	a	prayer	battle	 that	went	on	for	well	over	an	hour.	At
the	 end,	 she	 was	 exhausted,	 and	 so	 was	 I.	 But	 after	 that	 time	 of	 struggling
prayer,	Martha	was	able	to	truly	forgive;	she	was	released	and	set	free	from	the
hateful,	competitive,	angry	little	girl	inside	of	her	who	had	never	grown	because
she	had	been	frozen.

The	best	 part	 of	 the	 story	 came	months	 later	when	 she	 said,	 “You	know,
I’ve	 been	 born	 all	 over	 again.	My	 depressions	 are	 just	 normal	mood	 changes
now;	none	of	 those	black	pits	 I	 used	 to	have.	And	best	 of	 all,	 I’ve	discovered
myself	to	be	a	totally	different	person	than	I	thought	I	was.	I’m	free!	I’ve	got	my
own	ideas,	my	own	tastes.	I	make	my	own	choices	now,	and	set	my	own	goals.
I’m	just	so	happy	being	me!”



Even	 her	 facial	 expression	 had	 changed,	 and	 in	 time	 Martha	 became	 a
whole	person,	free	to	love.	Why?	Because	she	had	faced	her	hurt	and	her	anger
and	her	sense	of	unfairness,	and	had	let	God’s	love	wash	them	all	out.

Is	 there	 frozen	 anger	 somewhere	 in	 your	 life?	 Toward	 parents?	 Family
members?	 Are	 you	 angry	 at	 God?	 So	 many	 people	 need	 to	 forgive	 God,	 not
because	 He	 has	 ever	 done	 anything	 wrong,	 but	 because	 they	 have	 held	 Him
responsible.	 It	 is	 time	 to	 face	 up	 to	 your	 true	 feelings	 and	 resolve	 them	 in	 an
understanding	of	His	love.

You	may	need	 to	 forgive	 your	marriage	 partner	 for	 past	mistakes.	But	 to
forgive	is	also	a	present	extension	of	grace	to	the	person	himself.	Forgive	your
partner	for	just	being	the	way	he	or	she	is—unable	to	meet	some	of	your	needs.
Some	 of	 the	most	 serious	marital	 depressions	 arise	when	 a	 husband	 or	 a	wife
thinks,	But,	God,	I	have	a	right	to	feel	this	way!	I	ought	to	feel	this	way	because
she/he	.	 .	 .	And	when	we	say	we	have	a	right	 to	feel	cheated	and	resentful	and
betrayed,	we	are	on	the	road	to	depression!

You	may	be	depressed	because	you	hold	on	to	anger	and	refuse	to	forgive
people	 who	 have	 authority	 over	 you.	 Granted,	 they	 may	 have	 misused	 their
authority.	They	may	have	done	wrong.	But	you	need	to	forgive	those	whom	God
in	His	providence	has	allowed	to	have	authority	over	you.	If	you	refuse,	don’t	be
surprised	if	you	and	depression	become	close	companions.

When	Paul	wrote	 to	 the	 church	at	Rome,	he	 said,	 “Never	 take	vengeance
into	your	own	hands,	my	dear	friends:	stand	back	and	let	God	punish	if	he	will.
For	it	is	written:	‘Vengeance	belongeth	unto	Me:	I	will	recompense	.	.	.	If	thine
enemy	 hunger,	 feed	 him;	 if	 he	 thirst,	 give	 him	 to	 drink.’	 .	 .	 .	 Don’t	 allow
yourselves	 to	 be	 overpowered	 with	 evil.	 Take	 the	 offensive—overpower	 evil
with	 good!”	 (Rom.	 12:19–21	 PH).	 The	 correcting	 of	 the	 injustices	 and	 the
unfairnesses	and	the	hurts	of	this	world	is	God’s	business,	and	He	warns,	“Keep
out	of	MY	business!”

However,	 He	 does	 invite	 you	 to	 join	 Him	 in	 His	 work	 of	 forgiving	 and
loving.	 “Be	 ye	 kind	 one	 to	 another,	 tenderhearted,	 forgiving	 one	 another,”	 as
God	would	say	it—“even	as	[I]	for	Christ’s	sake	hath	forgiven	you”	(Eph.	4:32).
Get	out	of	the	setting	right	and	getting	even	business,	and	into	the	forgiving	and
the	loving	business.

When	 you	 surrender	 your	 anger	 and	 oversensitivity	 to	 injustice	 and
unfairness,	 you	 won’t	 have	 trouble	 with	 self-pity,	 and	 your	 depressions	 will
lessen	immediately.

LUTHER	AND	SEAMANDS

It	may	 surprise	 you	 to	 know	 that	Martin	Luther	wrote	 a	 great	 deal	 about



depression.	 Because	 of	 his	 unhappy	 childhood,	 because	 of	 an	 overbearingly
strict,	 religious	 upbringing,	Martin	Luther	 had	 a	 constant	 battle	with	 low	 self-
esteem	and	depression.	He	offered	 a	 lot	 of	wonderfully	up-to-date	 suggestions
about	meeting	 this	problem.	Let	me	 share	 a	 few	of	his,	 and	 some	of	my	own,
which	I	have	found	to	be	most	helpful.

1.	Avoid	being	alone.	When	you	are	depressed	you	don’t	want	to	be	around
people.	You	want	 to	withdraw.	But	withdrawing	means	 isolation,	and	 isolation
during	depression	means	alienation.	Force	yourself	to	be	with	people.	This	is	one
of	the	major	areas	where	you	have	a	definite	choice	in	your	depression.

2.	 Seek	 help	 from	 others.	 During	 depression	 your	 perceptions	 change.	 A
little	 hill	 becomes	 a	 great	mountain.	But	 real	 friends	 can	help	 you	 see	 its	 true
height	in	perspective.	You	can	no	more	pull	yourself	out	of	depression	than	you
get	yourself	out	of	quicksand	by	pulling	at	your	own	hair.	Seek	out	people	and
situations	which	generate	joy.	Here	again	your	choice	is	definitive.

3.	 Sing!	 Make	 music.	 This	 was	 the	 only	 cure	 for	 King	 Saul’s	 moods	 of
depression.	The	harmony	and	beauty	of	David’s	music	lifted	King	Saul’s	spirit
of	depression	(1	Sam.	16:14–23).

4.	Praise	and	give	thanks.	All	the	saints	of	the	centuries	agree	on	this	one.	It
was	Brengle’s	way	out.	When	he	couldn’t	feel	God’s	presence	or	really	pray,	he
would	 thank	God	 for	 the	 leaf	 on	 the	 tree	 or	 the	 beautiful	wing	 of	 a	 bird.	 For
simple,	 everyday	 things.	 In	 essence	 Paul	 told	 Timothy:	 “Remember,	 and	 be
thankful”	 (2	 Tim.	 1).	 To	 the	 Thessalonians	 he	 didn’t	 say,	 “Feel	 thankful	 for
everything,”	but,	“In	everything	give	thanks”	(1	Thess.	5:18;	italics	added).

5.	Lean	heavily	on	 the	power	of	God’s	Word.	God	can	use	any	portion	of
the	scriptures	to	minister	to	you	during	times	of	depression,	but	throughout	the
centuries	His	 people	 have	 found	 the	 Psalms	 to	 be	 the	most	 beneficial.	 This	 is
because	the	psalmist	is	the	one	most	familiar	with	and	open	to	the	whole	range
of	depressive	emotions.	Out	of	the	150	psalms,	there	are	48	which	can	speak	to
your	condition.	Here	is	a	list	I	often	give	out:	6,	13,	18,	23,	25,	27,	31,	32,	34,
37,	38,	39,	40,	42,	43,	46,	51,	55,	57,	62,	63,	69,	71,	73,	77,	84,	86,	90,	91,	94,
95,	103,	104,	107,	110,	116,	118,	121,	123,	124,	130,	138,	139,	141,	142,	143,
146,	and	147.

The	most	 profitable	 procedure	 is	 to	 read	 them	 out	 loud.	 This	 allows	 the
psalmist	to	become	your	contemporary,	expressing	both	his	and	your	feelings	of
abandonment,	despair,	and	melancholy,	and	his	(and	I	trust,	your)	affirmation	of
faith	and	hope	in	God.

6.	Rest	confidently	in	the	presence	of	God’s	Spirit.	The	psalmist	repeatedly
affirmed	 the	 secret	 of	 deliverance	 from	 depression.	 He	 encouraged	 himself,
“Hope	thou	in	God;	for	I	shall	yet	praise	him	for	the	help	of	His	countenance”



(Ps.	 42:5).	 It	 is	 the	 assurance	 of	 God’s	 “countenance”—His	 face—that	 is	 the
guarantee	of	His	personal	presence.

Jesus	used	this	same	basic	concept	when	comforting	His	deeply	depressed
disciples	 on	 the	 eve	 of	 His	 departure.	 “I	 shall	 ask	 the	 Father	 to	 give	 you
Someone	else	to	stand	by	you,	to	be	with	you	always	.	.	.	I	am	not	going	to	leave
you	alone	in	the	world—I	am	coming	to	you.	In	a	very	little	while	.	.	.	you	will
see	me,	because	I	am	really	alive”	(John	14:16,	18–19	PH).

I	read	the	experience	of	a	man	who	underwent	open-heart	surgery.	He	said,
						The	day	before	the	surgery	an	attractive	nurse	came	into	my	room
to	visit.	She	took	hold	of	my	hand,	and	told	me	to	feel	it	and	hold	it.	I
thought	that	was	a	great	idea!
	 	 	 	 	 	 “Now,”	 she	 said,	 “during	 surgery	 tomorrow	 you	 will	 be
disconnected	from	your	heart	and	you	will	be	kept	alive	only	by	virtue
of	 certain	machines.	And	when	your	heart	 is	 finally	 restored	and	 the
operation	is	over	and	you	are	reconnected,	you	will	eventually	awaken
in	a	special	recovery	room.	But	you	will	be	immobile	for	as	long	as	six
hours.	You	may	be	unable	move,	or	speak,	or	to	even	open	your	eyes,
but	 you	 will	 be	 perfectly	 conscious	 and	 you	 will	 hear	 and	 you	 will
know	everything	that	is	going	on	around	you.	During	those	six	hours	I
will	be	at	your	 side	and	 I	will	hold	your	hand	exactly	as	 I	 am	doing
now.	I	will	stay	with	you	until	you	are	fully	recovered.	Although	you
may	feel	absolutely	helpless,	when	you	feel	my	hand,	you	will	know
that	I	will	not	leave	you.”
		 	 	 	 	It	happened	exactly	as	the	nurse	told	me;	I	awoke,	and	could	do
nothing.	But	I	could	feel	the	nurse’s	hand	in	my	hand	for	hours.	And
that	made	the	difference!

Jesus’	 favorite	 word	 for	 His	 promised	 presence	 in	 the	 Holy	 Spirit	 is
Paraclete—“the	 One	 called	 alongside.”	 Engrave	 the	 words	 of	 Jesus	 on	 your
mind	until	they	will	be	such	a	part	of	you	that	during	the	lowest	depression	you
will	know,	regardless	of	how	you	feel,	that	He	is	with	you.

						Jesus	knew	that	[his	disciples]	wanted	to	ask	him	what	he	meant,
so	he	said	to	them,	“Are	you	trying	to	find	out	from	each	other	what	I
meant	when	I	said,	‘In	a	little	while	you	will	not	see	me,	and	again,	in
a	little	while	you	will	see	me’?	I	tell	you	truly	that	you	are	going	to	be
both	 sad	 and	 sorry	while	 the	world	 is	 glad.	Yes,	 you	will	 be	 deeply
distressed,	 but	 your	 grief	will	 turn	 into	 joy.	 .	 .	 .	Now	you	 are	 going
through	pain,	but	I	shall	see	you	again	and	your	hearts	will	thrill	with
joy—the	joy	that	no	one	can	take	away	from	you—and	on	that	day	you
will	not	ask	me	any	questions”	(John	16:19–20,	22–23	PH).



For	we	know	that	the	whole	creation	groans	and	suffers	the	pains	of	childbirth
together	until	now.	And	not	only	this,	but	also	we	ourselves,	having	the	first
fruits	of	the	Spirit,	even	we	ourselves	groan	within	ourselves,	waiting	eagerly	for
our	adoption	as	sons,	the	redemption	of	our	body.

In	the	same	way	the	Spirit	also	helps	our	weakness;	for	we	do	not	know
how	to	pray	as	we	should,	but	the	Spirit	Himself	intercedes	for	us	with	groanings
too	deep	for	words;	and	He	who	searches	the	hearts	knows	what	the	mind	of	the
Spirit	is,	because	He	intercedes	for	the	saints	according	to	the	will	of	God.	And
we	know	that	God	causes	all	things	to	work	together	for	good	to	those	who	love
God,	to	those	who	are	called	according	to	His	purpose.

Romans	8:22–23,	26–28	(NASB)



Chapter	12

Healed	Helpers

We	come	now	 to	 an	 important	 part	 of	 the	 healing	 process,
perhaps	the	most	important	of	all,	because	it	reveals	God’s	healing	power	at	its
greatest	triumph—His	ability	to	take	the	human	hurts	and	turn	them	to	our	good
and	His	glory.

We	have	dealt	with	various	kinds	of	grace.	Let	us	now	look	at	what	I	like	to
call	recycling	grace.	I	once	visited	a	city	where	they	had	a	great	recycling	plant
for	garbage.	 In	 this	 recycling	plant	 the	garbage	was	 turned	 into	useful	 fuel	 for
energy.	 In	 a	 similar	 way	 God’s	 recycling	 grace	 takes	 our	 infirmities,	 our
damaged	emotions,	and	the	garbage	of	our	lives	and	turns	them	from	curses	that
cripple	into	means	for	growth	and	instruments	to	be	used	in	His	service.

There	 is	 no	 place	 in	 Scripture	 that	 deals	 with	 this	 more	 profoundly	 or
beautifully	 than	 Romans	 8:18–28.	 While	 this	 passage	 certainly	 has	 a	 wider
application,	 I	want	 to	 apply	 it	 particularly	 to	 the	way	God	 can	 change	 people
who	are	hurting	into	healed	helpers.

Paul	began	by	recognizing	the	fact	 that	we	live	 in	a	fallen,	 imperfect,	and
suffering	world.	Immediately,	someone	may	object:	“I	get	tired	of	you	preachers
always	 falling	 back	 on	 this.	 Why	 does	 there	 have	 to	 be	 so	 much	 pain	 and
suffering	in	this	world?”

The	 important	words	 in	 that	protest	 are	 this	world,	 and	 they	are	precisely
Paul’s	point.	We	suffer	because	it	 is	 this	world,	not	some	dream	world	that	we
would	like	to	have,	some	utopia	that	we	may	fantasize	about	and	wish	to	live	in.
We	live	in	this	world—after	the	Fall,	this	side	of	Eden,	this	paradise-lost	world
where	 sin	 entered	 by	 the	 choices	 of	 God’s	 children.	 In	 this	 world	 where	 evil
spoiled	 God’s	 original	 perfect	 blueprint:	 marred	 it,	 scarred	 it,	 defaced	 and
disfigured	it.	In	this	world,	where	now,	instead	of	God’s	perfect	and	intentional
will,	 we	 often—perhaps	 always—have	 to	 settle	 for	 His	 permissive	 and
conditional	will.	Paul	was	really	saying,	“Face	reality!	You	cannot	push	history
back	before	the	Fall;	you	cannot	live	in	a	dream	world.”	He	then	said	that	all	of
this	world,	the	total	creation	from	the	inanimate	to	the	human,	is	defective.	The



world	 is	 suffering,	 hoping	 for	 a	 new	 birth,	 a	 final	 redemption	 for	 nature	 and
humanity,	 in	which	we	will	 be	 new	 persons	with	 new	 bodies	 and	minds,	 and
everything	set	right.

Paul	was	not	saying	that	God	needs	our	sins	and	our	infirmities,	our	failures
and	our	blunders,	to	work	out	His	designs	and	His	will	in	this	world.	But	in	this
fallen	world,	these	are	just	about	the	only	materials	through	which	He	can	work
out	 His	 providential	 and	 permissive	 will.	 If	 we	 were	 able	 to	 trace	 all	 human
damages	 and	 hurts,	 we	 would	 find	 that	 ultimately	 they	 are	 the	 result	 of
someone’s	 sin,	 perhaps	 even	 generations	 back.	 If	 we	 could	 trace	 a	 hurt	 far
enough,	 we	 would	 see	 that	 what	 comes	 through	 as	 infirmities	 and	 damaged
emotions	was	passed	along	through	imperfect	genes	and	imperfect	parenting	and
imperfect	performance.

So	often	when	someone	in	my	office	has	been	pouring	out	a	fearful	story	of
hurts,	he	will	stop	and	say,	“But	one	of	the	things	that	helped	is	that	later	I	got	to
know	 his	 or	 her	 parents	 or	 grandparents,	 the	 family.	 I	 found	 out	 what	 had
happened	 to	 him	 and	 how	 damaged	 and	 destroyed	 he	 was.	 Then	 I	 began	 to
understand	 and	 even	 to	 feel	 compassion.”	 I	 am	always	 glad	 to	 hear	 that,	 for	 I
know	 that	 compassion	 can	 bring	 acceptance,	 and	 acceptance	 can	 give	 birth	 to
love.

THE	ONE	ALONGSIDE

Paul	 applied	 this	 profound	 theology	 to	 a	 very	 practical	 area—the	 place
where	we	live	with	our	damaged	emotions	and	hang-ups.	“The	[Holy]	Spirit	also
helpeth	our	infirmities,”	in	our	weaknesses	(Rom.	8:26).	Thank	God!	He	doesn’t
leave	 us	 alone;	 we	 are	 not	 abandoned	 to	 our	 paltry	 resources	 to	 somehow
struggle	 through	 all	 this	 mess,	 to	 live	 defeated	 lives.	 No!	 For	 our	 Wounded
Healer,	 our	 High	 Priest,	 Jesus	 Christ,	 is	 “touched	 with	 the	 feelings	 of	 our
infirmities.”	Jesus,	the	Son	of	God,	identified	with	us	humans	when	He	became
the	 Son	 of	Man.	He	 not	 only	 knows	 our	 infirmities,	 but	 also	 our	 feelings.	He
understands	 the	 pain	 of	 rejection,	 the	 anxiety	 of	 separation,	 the	 terror	 of
loneliness	 and	 abandonment,	 the	 dark	 clouds	 of	 depression.	 These	 infirmities,
these	cripplings	and	weaknesses,	He	knows,	He	understands,	He	feels.	He	is	our
Wounded	 Healer,	 the	 One	 “wounded	 for	 our	 transgressions,”	 who	 “bore	 our
iniquities	and	our	infirmities.”

Because	Christ	 is	the	Wounded	Healer,	because	He	does	fully	understand,
when	He	got	ready	to	leave	this	world,	He	promised	that	He	would	not	leave	His
friends	alone,	but	would	come	to	them	by	sending	the	Comforter,	the	Paraclete.
(See	John	14:16–18.)	Para	means	“alongside,”	and	kaleo	means	“to	call.”	“I	will
send	you	One	whom	you	can	call	upon	who	will	come	alongside	and	help	you



with	your	infirmities.”
We	must	take	a	look	at	the	Greek	word	for	help.	It’s	a	combination	of	three

words:	sun—“along	with,	together”;	anti—“on	the	opposite	side”;	and	lumbano
—“to	take	hold	of.”	When	you	put	them	together,	sunantilambanotai	means	“to
take	hold	of	 together	with	us	over	on	the	other	side.”	Did	you	ever	get	excited
over	a	Greek	word?	You	should	when	you	think	of	this	one!	“I	will	send	you	a
Paraclete	who	comes	alongside	when	you	call,	who	will	 take	hold	of,	 together
with	you,	on	the	other	side.”

It	helps	to	get	even	more	technical	in	our	word	analysis,	for	this	word	is	in
the	 indicative	mood	 and	 represents	 a	 fact.	 It	 is	 in	 the	middle	 voice,	 indicating
that	the	Holy	Spirit	is	doing	the	action;	it	is	in	the	present	tense,	that	speaks	of
habitual,	continuous	action.	He	is	always	there!

Here	is	one	of	the	great	works	of	the	comforting,	counseling	Paraclete—He
is	always	available	to	take	hold	on	the	other	side	of	our	crippling	infirmity,	our
damaged	 emotion,	 our	 painful	 hang-ups.	 He	 doesn’t	 leave	 us	 because	 we	 are
damaged	or	 imperfect	 in	our	performance.	He	 is	exactly	 the	opposite	 from	 the
misconceived	caricature	of	 the	God	which	the	perfectionist	 imagines—the	God
who	is	always	whispering,	“Come	on	now!	Try	a	little	harder!	You	can	do	better
than	 that!	 Measure	 up	 and	 I	 will	 love	 you!”	 The	 Paraclete	 is	 the	 God	 who
understands,	who	sees	we	are	carrying	a	burden	too	heavy	for	us,	who	realizes
we	cannot	make	it	on	our	own,	who	comes	alongside	and	takes	hold	of	the	heavy
burden	 and	 its	 pain	 and	 helps	 us	 to	 lift	 it,	 enabling	 us	 to	 carry	 our	 crippling
infirmity.	What	a	beautiful	picture!

This	verb	is	found	in	only	one	other	place	in	the	New	Testament,	in	Luke
10:40.	Mary	was	sitting	at	the	feet	of	Jesus,	enjoying	His	love	and	His	teachings.
Martha	was	 scurrying	 about	 in	 the	kitchen,	 doing	 all	 the	work	by	herself.	She
was	 also	 doing	 a	 slow	 burn,	 getting	madder	 by	 the	minute.	 Finally,	 she	 burst
through	 the	 door	 onto	 the	 front	 porch	where	 Jesus	 and	Mary	were	 sitting	 and
blurted	out,	“Jesus,	will	You	please	speak	to	Mary	and	tell	her	come	in	here	and
sunantilambano	me?	Tell	her	to	come	in	here	and	do	her	share	and	get	hold	of
the	other	side.	I	can’t	do	it	all	myself.”	That’s	the	picture	in	this	word:	the	Holy
Spirit	helping	us,	taking	hold	of	the	other	side.

Here	is	the	good	news	of	the	Gospel	for	people	with	damaged	emotions:
•	God	loves	us,	not	because	we	are	good,	but	because	we	need	His	love	in

order	to	be	good.
•	Christ,	our	High	Priest,	bore	our	sins	and	our	infirmities,	not	because	we

are	good,	but	because	we	need	his	love	and	acceptance	in	order	to	be	good.
•	The	Holy	 Spirit	 offers	 us	His	 continuous	 enabling	 presence	 and	 power,

not	because	we	are	good,	but	because	we	need	Him	in	order	 to	be	good.	What



good	news!
Here	 is	 the	 complete	 provision	 of	 the	 grace	 of	 God.	 The	 Father’s

unconditional	and	accepting	love,	the	Son’s	complete	identification	as	our	High
Priest	 and	Wounded	Healer	with	 our	 sins	 and	 our	 infirmities,	 and	 the	Spirit’s
daily	loving,	lifting	help.

And	how	does	the	Holy	Spirit	help	us	with	these	crippling	infirmities?	“For
we	do	not	know	how	to	pray	as	we	should,	but	the	Spirit	Himself	intercedes	for
us”	 (Rom.	8:26	NASB).	Only	 the	Holy	Spirit	 truly	knows	 the	mind	of	God.	And
only	the	Holy	Spirit	truly	understands	the	inside	of	the	heart	of	God.	He	knows
how	to	get	those	two	together.	And	so	the	Spirit	Himself	intercedes	for	us	with
groanings	too	deep	to	be	uttered.	He	intercedes	for	us	in	agreement	with	the	will
of	God.

“He	who	searches	 the	hearts	knows	what	 the	mind	of	 the	Spirit	 is”	 (v.	27
NASB).	 If	 you	will	 take	 the	word	 hearts	 and	 roughly	 translate	 it	 “subconscious
minds,”	I	think	you	will	understand	what	Paul	was	saying.	In	this	deep	inner	self
—this	great	storehouse	of	our	memories	where	our	hurts	and	pains	lie	buried	too
deep	 for	 ordinary	 prayer,	 sometimes	 too	 deep	 for	 any	 audible	 prayer—this	 is
where	 emotional	 healing	 takes	 place	 by	 the	 work	 of	 the	 Holy	 Spirit.	 This	 is
where	 the	 soothing	Balm	of	Gilead	cleans	out	old	wounds,	brings	 forgiveness,
repairs	damages,	and	pours	in	the	love	of	God	to	bring	healing.	The	Paraclete	not
only	comes	alongside,	but	He	also	comes	inside.

The	best	is	yet	to	be!	Too	often	we	quote	Romans	8:28	out	of	context.	It	is
the	final	step	in	this	whole	corrective	sequence:	“And	we	know	that	God	causes
all	 things	 to	work	 together	 for	good	 to	 those	who	 love	God”	 (NASB).	The	older
version	of	this	verse	can	be	misleading:	“All	things	work	together	for	good	.	.	.”
Unfortunately	the	things	do	not;	they	may	even	work	against	us.	But	God	works
in	 and	 through	 the	 things,	 causing	 circumstances	 to	 work	 out	 for	 our	 good.
That’s	different,	for	it	turns	the	emphasis	from	fate	to	a	Father!	From	things	and
happenstance	to	God,	a	Person	of	love	and	design.	That	God	causes	all	things	to
work	together	for	good	is	the	greatest	part	of	the	entire	healing	process;	that	He
can	change	hurtful	insights	to	helpful	outreach	is	the	greatest	miracle	of	all.

Without	this,	 the	healing	could	not	be	considered	total,	for	total	healing	is
more	than	soothing	painful	memories,	more	than	forgiving	and	being	forgiven	of
harmful	resentments,	even	more	than	the	reprogramming	of	our	minds.	Healing
is	 the	miracle	of	God’s	 recycling	grace,	where	He	 takes	 it	all	and	makes	good
come	 out	 of	 it,	 where	 He	 actually	 recycles	 our	 hang-ups	 into	 wholeness	 and
usefulness.

This	doesn’t	mean	that	all	of	the	harmful	things	we’ve	been	describing	were
God’s	intentional	will	for	our	lives.	God	is	not	the	Author	of	all	events,	but	He	is



the	Master	of	all	events.	This	means	that	nothing	has	ever	happened	to	you	that
God	cannot	and	will	not	use	for	good	if	you	will	surrender	it	into	His	hands	and
allow	Him	to	work.

God	 does	 not	 change	 the	 actual,	 factual	 nature	 of	 the	 evil	 which	 occurs.
Humanly	speaking,	nothing	can	change	this;	it	is	still	evil,	tragic,	senseless,	and
perhaps	unjust	and	absurd.	But	God	can	change	the	meaning	of	it	for	your	total
life.	God	can	weave	it	into	the	design	and	purpose	of	your	life,	so	that	it	all	lies
within	the	circle	of	His	redeeming	and	recycling	activity.

God	 is	 the	 great	Alchemist	who,	 if	 you	will	 let	Him,	will	 turn	 it	 all	 into
spiritual	gold.	He	is	the	Master	Weaver	who	can	take	every	damage,	every	hurt,
every	crippling	infirmity	and	weave	them	all	into	His	design—yes,	even	though
their	threads	were	spun	by	evil,	ignorant,	and	foolish	hands!

When	you	cooperate	with	the	Holy	Spirit	in	this	process	of	deep	prayer	and
inner	healing,	 then	God	will	not	only	remake	and	recondition	you,	He	will	not
only	 reweave	 the	 design,	 but	 he	 will	 also	 recycle	 it	 into	 a	 means	 of	 serving
others.	Then	you	will	be	able	 to	 look	at	 it	and	say,	“It	 is	 the	Lord’s	doing	and
marvelous	in	our	eyes.”

BETTY

Betty	and	her	husband	came	 to	counsel	with	me.	 I	knew	 that	 they	were	a
deeply	committed	Christian	couple	preparing	for	Christian	service,	and	that	they
had	 a	 solid	 marriage.	 However,	 recently	 there	 had	 been	 some	 relational
difficulties	between	them	and	an	increasing	sense	of	depression	on	Betty’s	part.
Her	 tears	 flowed	 freely	 that	 first	 time	we	met	 together—tears	which	 surprised
her.	She	thought	she	had	turned	them	off	many	years	ago,	but	now	they	seemed
to	turn	themselves	on,	uncontrollably	and	embarrassingly.

When	Betty	came	back	the	next	time,	she	began	to	share	her	story	with	me.
Her	 parents	 had	 been	 forced	 to	 get	married	 because	 her	mother	was	 pregnant
with	her.	It	was	an	undesired	marriage	and	Betty	had	been	unwanted.	(May	I	just
say	 parenthetically	 that	 if	 this	 is	 true	 of	 your	 life,	 then	 sometime	 you	 need	 to
come	to	peaceful	terms	with	it.)

When	 Betty	 was	 three	 and	 a	 half,	 her	 mother	 became	 pregnant	 again.
However,	 her	 father	 had	 impregnated	 another	woman	 at	 about	 the	 same	 time.
This	led	to	serious	conflict	and	finally	to	divorce.	Betty’s	memory	of	all	this	was
incredibly	clear.	She	vividly	remembered	that	final	day	when	her	father	walked
out	the	door	and	left	home.	She	remembered	being	in	her	own	little	crib-bed	in
the	 room	 when	 it	 happened;	 hearing	 the	 vicious	 quarrel	 and	 the	 terrifying
moment	when	he	left.	It	was	while	we	were	in	the	midst	of	reexperiencing	that
incident	during	a	 time	of	prayer	for	 the	healing	of	her	memories,	 that	 the	Lord



took	us	right	back	into	that	crib.
Jesus	can	do	that,	you	know,	because	all	time	is	present	with	Him.	He	is	the

One	who	said,	“Before	Abraham	was,	I	am”	(John	8:58).	Our	memories	are	all
there	before	Him	who	is	the	Lord	of	time.	During	that	healing	time,	Betty	uttered
a	wracking,	wrenching	cry	of	pain	which	had	been	buried	for	many	years.	I	said
to	her,	“Betty,	if	you	could	have	said	something	to	your	father	from	your	crib	at
that	 moment—what	 would	 you	 have	 said?”	 And	 suddenly	 the	 Holy	 Spirit
brought	back	up	 into	her	memory	exactly	what	 she	had	 felt	 in	 that	moment	of
total	desolation.	And	she	cried	out,	not	in	the	voice	of	a	young	adult,	but	with	the
sobs	of	a	three-and-a-half-year-old,	“Oh,	Daddy,	please	don’t	leave	me!”	And	all
the	 terror	 and	 the	pain	of	 that	moment	 came	out,	 “with	 sounds	 too	deep	 to	be
uttered.”

Later,	as	we	prayed	together,	it	dawned	on	me	that	if	we	were	to	translate
Christ’s	 cry	of	dereliction	 from	 the	 cross	 (“My	God,	My	God,	why	hast	Thou
forsaken	 Me?”)	 into	 paraphrase	 for	 a	 child,	 we	 couldn’t	 improve	 on	 Betty’s
words:	“Daddy,	please	don’t	leave	me!”	And	suddenly,	I	realized	that	because	of
what	Jesus	experienced	on	that	cross,	He	understands	the	cries	heard	so	often	in
our	 day,	 the	 cries	 of	millions	 of	 little	 children,	 “Daddy,”	 or	 “Mommy,	 please
don’t	leave	me!”	But	they	do	leave.	And	the	Wounded	Healer	understands	those
cries	and	is	touched	with	the	feelings	of	those	children.

This	was	 the	 beginning	 of	 a	 profound	 healing	 in	Betty’s	 life.	However,	 I
wanted	her	to	experience	the	ultimate	wholeness	promised	in	Romans	8:28.	So
we	 talked	 about	 trying	 to	understand	 the	meaning	of	her	 life.	Where	was	God
when	she	began	 life	 itself?	Had	she	made	peace	with	 the	circumstances	of	her
birth	through	an	unwanted	pregnancy?	She	said	she	hadn’t.

I	 felt	 led	 to	give	her	 a	 strange	assignment,	one	 I’ve	given	out	only	a	 few
times	 in	 all	my	counseling	years.	 I	 said,	 “Betty,	 I	 am	going	 to	give	you	 some
homework,	and	I	want	you	to	spend	time	meditating	and	praying	about	it.	I	want
you	to	imagine	the	very	moment	of	your	conception.	Imagine	that	particular	time
when	one	cell	of	life	from	your	father	broke	into	the	living	cell	of	your	mother,
and	you	came	into	existence.	That’s	when	you	broke	into	human	history.	As	you
think	about	that,	ask	yourself	one	question:	Where	was	God	at	that	moment?

Betty	took	her	assignment	seriously.	When	we	met	one	week	later,	she	told
me	what	had	happened:	“You	know,	the	first	two	or	three	days,	I	really	thought
this	 whole	 thing	 was	 crazy.	 The	 only	 thing	 I	 could	 think	 of	 was	 a	 verse	 of
Scripture	which	kept	coming	to	my	mind,	‘In	sin	did	my	mother	conceive	me.’
But	about	the	third	day	when	I	was	reluctantly	meditating	on	it,	I	began	to	cry.
But	it	was	a	different	cry	than	usual.	A	prayer	was	welling	up	from	way	down
inside	me,	and	I	wrote	it	down.”



She	handed	it	to	me,	and	with	permission	I	share	it	with	you:
	 	 	 	 	 	Oh,	God,	my	heart	 leaps	with	 the	 thought	 that	You,	my	 loving
Father,	have	never	forsaken	me.	You	were	there	when	I	was	conceived
in	 earthly	 lust.	You	 looked	upon	me	with	 a	Father’s	 love	 even	 then.
You	 were	 thinking	 of	 me	 in	 my	 mother’s	 womb,	 planning	 in	 Your
divine	 knowledge	 the	 person	 I	was	 to	 become,	molding	me	 in	Your
image.
						You	were	there	when	my	mother	gave	birth	to	me,	looking	on	in
tenderness,	standing	in	the	vacant	place	of	my	father.	You	were	there
when	I	cried	the	bitter	tears	of	a	child	whose	father	has	abandoned	her.
You	were	holding	me	in	Your	arms	all	the	while,	rocking	me	gently	in
Your	soothing	love.
						Oh,	why	did	I	not	know	of	Your	presence?	Even	as	a	child	I	was
blind	to	Your	love,	unable	to	know	it	in	its	depth	and	breadth.
	 	 	 	 	 	God,	my	dear,	dear	Father,	my	heart	had	turned	to	frost,	but	 the
light	of	Your	love	is	beginning	to	warm	it.	I	can	feel	again.	You	have
begun	to	work	in	me	a	healing	miracle.	I	trust	You	and	I	praise	You.
Your	goodness	and	mercy	have	been	with	me	always.	Your	 love	has
never	left	me.	And	now	the	eyes	of	my	soul	have	been	opened.	I	see
You	 for	who	You	 really	 are,	my	 true	 Father.	 I	 know	Your	 love	 and
now	I	am	ready	to	forgive.	Please	make	the	healing	complete.

Betty	had	found	the	final	stage	of	healing,	when	God	took	all	the	hurts	she
gave	Him	and	healed	them	by	His	recycling	and	healing	love.	But	then	God	put
the	frosting	on	the	cake—He	used	Betty	as	a	healed	helper.

One	Sunday	morning	I	did	something	in	my	sermon	that	I	rarely	do.	With
Betty’s	express	permission	I	used	the	above	story.	I	disguised	details	that	would
identify	her,	 since	 I	knew	she	would	be	 in	 the	congregation.	At	 the	end	of	 the
service	I	invited	people	to	come	forward	to	the	front	altar	if	they	desired	prayer
for	 emotional	 healing.	 A	 large	 number	 responded.	 Betty	was	 seated	 next	 to	 a
friend	who	began	 to	weep	profusely	during	 the	 time	of	 invitation,	but	who	did
not	 go	 forward.	 Betty	 moved	 closer,	 and,	 putting	 her	 arm	 around	 her	 friend,
asked	if	she	would	like	her	to	go	with	her	and	pray	for	her.	The	lady	was	very
hesitant	and	protested	that	her	problems	were	too	deep	and	that	Betty	wouldn’t
really	understand.

Now	 there	 took	 place	 within	 Betty	 a	 real	 struggle:	 she	 knew	 what	 she
thought	 God	was	 asking	 her	 to	 do,	 and	 she	 thought	 it	 was	 asking	 a	 little	 too
much!	But	within	minutes	she	knew	what	she	had	to	do.	So	she	leaned	over	and
whispered	 in	 her	 friend’s	 ear,	 “Don’t	 be	 shocked:	 I	 gave	 Dr.	 Seamands
permission	to	tell	that	story	this	morning;	you	see,	I’m	Betty!”	Her	friend	looked



at	her	incredulously.
“Yes,”	she	said	again,	“I’m	Betty,	and	I	think	I	can	understand	and	maybe

help.”	They	came	forward	 together	and	spent	a	 long	 time	sharing	and	praying.
This	was	 the	 beginning	 of	 a	 healing	 in	 the	 life	 of	Betty’s	 friend.	When	Betty
related	it	to	me,	she	had	the	glow	of	a	healed	helper.	God	had	truly	recycled	her
hurts	into	healing	and	helpfulness!

THE	OTHER	ALONGSIDE

Too	many	of	us	think	that	we	can	only	minister	out	of	strength—that	only	when
we	are	victorious	and	can	 impress	people	with	our	strong	points	will	we	bring
God	the	most	glory.	But	Paul	claimed	that	there	are	only	two	things	we	can	glory
in.	The	first	is	the	cross	of	Christ	(see	Gal.	6:14),	perhaps	the	ultimate	place	of
weakness	in	all	human	history,	the	last	word	in	injustice,	which	God	turned	into
the	salvation	of	the	whole	world.	The	other	thing	in	which	we	can	glory	is	our
infirmities,	or	weaknesses	(see	2	Cor.	12:9–10).	Why?	Because	God’s	strength	is
made	perfect	in	our	weakness.	As	Christians	we	are	called	to	be	healed	helpers,
moving	not	out	of	strength,	but	out	of	weakness.

Often	 in	 the	 counseling	 room	 someone	will	 share	 very	 deep	 problems	 or
perplexities.	 There	 is	 always	 the	 temptation	 to	 impress	 him,	 to	 be	 the	 wise
counselor,	to	move	from	strength	and	give	good	advice.

But	then	the	Holy	Spirit	whispers,	“David,	share	yourself	with	this	person.
This	 is	 not	 a	 ‘client,’	 not	 a	 ‘case’	 (I	 hate	 that	 term!);	 this	 is	 a	 hurting	 human
being.	Let	him	in	on	your	infirmities,	your	damaged	emotions,	and	your	struggle.
Share	with	him	how	the	Spirit	has	helped	you	in	your	weaknesses.”

Often	I	inwardly	resist	and	argue	with	the	Spirit:	“But	Lord,	I	can’t	do	that,
because	 he	 has	 come	 to	 see	me	 as	 the	 pastor.	He	 respects	me;	 he	 sees	me	 as
strong	and	wise	and	having	all	the	answers.”

In	 time,	I	usually	yield	 to	His	gentle	pressure	and	follow	His	 instructions.
And	every	time	I	do,	this	promise	of	2	Corinthians	12:9–10	comes	alive,	as	God
has	a	chance	to	exercise	His	power,	and	as	His	strength	is	made	perfect	in	and
through	my	weakness.

Again	and	again	I	have	been	part	of	this	deep	healing	as	God	recycles	the
damages,	the	pains,	and	the	infirmities	and	then	uses	them	for	someone’s	good
and	His	glory.

What	I	have	experienced	in	my	own	life,	I	have	seen	take	place	in	the	lives
of	many	others.	I	dare	to	believe	it	can	also	happen	in	your	life!
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Whether	 through	 our	 own	 fallen	 temperament,	 willful	 disobedience,	 or	 as
victims	 of	 the	 hurtful	 actions	 of	 others,	 many	 of	 us	 struggle	 with	 crippling
emotions,	among	them	perfectionism,	depression,	and	low	self-worth.	The	pain
is	often	present	with	us	even	though	the	incidents	and	relationships	that	caused	it
may	be	long	past.

Healing	for	Damaged	Emotions,	 first	published	in	1981	and	since	translated	in
15	 languages,	 has	 helped	 hundreds	 of	 thousands	 of	 readers	 worldwide	 deal
honestly	 and	 successfully	 with	 their	 inner	 hurts.	 Through	 David	 Seamands’
realistic,	scriptural	approach,	you	too	can	find	healing	and	then	become	an	agent
of	healing	for	fellow	strugglers.

Dr.	 David	 A.	 Seamands	 was	 a	 missionary,	 pastor,	 and	 Professor	 Emeritus	 of
Pastoral	Ministries	and	Counselor	in	Residence	at	Asbury	Theological	Seminary
in	Wilmore,	Kentucky.	His	other	books	 include	Putting	Away	Childish	Things,
Healing	 of	Memories,	 Freedom	 from	 the	 Performance	 Trap,	 If	 Only,	 Healing
Meditations	 for	 Life,	 and	 a	 workbook	 for	 Healing	 for	 Damaged	 Emotions
(coauthored	with	Beth	Funk).
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