
℗ 2019 Christian Counseling and Educational Foundation. All rights reserved. For personal use only. No 
part of this document may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means except with the 
prior written consent of CCEF. 

1 
 

Scrupulosity: When Doubts Devour 
Michael R. Emlet 

 
I. What is scrupulosity? 
 

a. Examples 
 

b. Intrusive (spontaneous, unwanted) and obsessive (persistent, recurring) thoughts 
and doubts about moral-spiritual issues, which produce distressing levels of 
anxiety and the quest to rid oneself of that anxiety, usually by engaging in 
compulsive behaviors or mental rituals or by avoiding trigger situations. 

 
c. Descriptively is understood as a subtype of OCD 

 
d. The scrupulous cycle: 

 

 
 
 

Trigger situation 
Distorted views of God,  
self, and the Christian  
life 

Temperamental 
predisposition Other? 

Intrusive thought 

Evaluation of  
the thought 

Appraisal of the  
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Compulsive behavior  
or mental ritual 

Decreased anxiety 

Increased perceived control 
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II. Components of the struggle (correspond to the biblical reality that we are physically 

embodied, relationally and situationally embedded image-bearing worshipers of the 
living God whose thoughts, emotions, and actions find their ultimate reference point 
in him) 

 
a. Distorted views of God, self, Scripture, and the Christian life 

 
1. Distorted views of God as distant, harsh, and punitive 

 
2. Distorted views of self  

 
a. Need for certainty 
b. Perfectionism and over-responsibility 
c. Over-valuation of thoughts 
d. Intolerance of anxiety 

 
3. Distorted views of Scripture 

a. Wanting the Bible to say more than it does 
b. Acting like the Bible says less than it does 

 
4. Distorted views of the Christian life 

a. Law > Grace 
b. Focus on potential sin 

 
b. Brain-based dysfunction 

 
1. Patterns run in families 

 
2. Some cases of OCD have clear biological causal elements—viral brain 

infections, stroke, traumatic brain injury, carbon monoxide poisoning, 
even strep throat in rare cases 

 
3. Brain scanning shows increased activity in the basal ganglia 

 
c. Relational influences 

 
d. Societal-cultural and situational influences 

 
 

III. Helping the scrupulous person 
 

a. A word of caution regarding the use of Scripture 
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b. Begin with suffering 
 

 
c. Understand the contours of the struggle 

1. Should you call it “OCD”? 
 

2. Is scrupulosity a spiritual or a physical (body/brain) issue? 
 

3. The nature of intrusive thoughts 
 

d. Doubt your doubts 
 

e. Learn to live with ambiguity/uncertainty 
1. Living by faith = entrusting yourself to God rather than living by the  

“sight” of your own certainty 
 

2. John Calvin—“With all true faith there is an admixture of doubt” 
 

f. “Look up”  
1. Focus on the objective actions and character of God in Scripture 

 
2. It’s not the strength of faith but the direction of faith that is important 

 
3. Engage with God—turn to Jesus today 

 
4. Look for creation-based markers of God’s love 

 
g. “Look out”—love those around you 

 
h. Do the opposite of what fear is telling you to do 

1. Face your fears, drawing courage from your faithful and ever-present God 
 

2. “Exposures” help build tolerance for risk, ambiguity, and uncertainty 
 

i. The role of medications 
 


