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Chapter 3

Misunderstandings about 
Mental Illness

If we want to be the kind of people, churches, 
and communities who respond with compassion and 
dignity toward those with mental illness and their 
families—who really see them as precious human 
beings made in the image of God just as much as 
you and I are—then we need to start rethinking 
some popular assumptions. There are three common 
misunderstandings about mental illness that are 
particularly damaging. 
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MISUNDERSTANDING #1: Mental illness 
isn’t real. 
Some people think that mental illnesses are not real 
medical—or even psychological—conditions. 

“Depression is just normal grief.” 

“Eating disorders are teenagers acting out.” 

“ADHD is made up.” 

“Anxiety means you’re not trusting God enough.” 

Perhaps you’ve heard people say things like this. 
Perhaps you’ve said them yourself. But the truth is 
mental illness is real, and it must be taken seriously. 

Some people assume that mental illness simply reflects 
a spiritual problem, not an actual illness. Of course, 
we would never tolerate such a dismissal of other 
kinds of illnesses, like cancer or diabetes. Well, brain 
injuries, chemical imbalances, and disorders of the 
mind should also not be dismissed. They are just as 
real as other illnesses. They’re documentable, and 
they’re treatable. 

We are horrified (and rightly so) by people whose 
religious beliefs cause them to deny medical treatment 
to the sick, yet some people claim mental illness 
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should not be treated because such treatments are not 
found in the Bible. The Bible does not describe the use 
of chemotherapy, painkillers, antibiotics, or general 
anesthesia either, yet those treatments have helped 
millions of suffering people. 

Denying the reality of mental illness in our faith 
communities has the same effect as denying the reality 
of other illnesses. It hinders people from crying out in 
their pain, bringing their illness to Jesus, and finding 
the help they need to ease their suffering and find 
wholeness. It forces sick people and their families to 
choose between their church’s teachings and their 
own life and health. 

It doesn’t have to be this way. 

I like how Dwight L. Carlson explains this in his 
excellent book Why Do Christians Shoot Their 
Wounded? 

Most people consider it appropriate to call a 
roofer when the roof leaks, a plumber when 
the sink won’t drain, or a tow truck when a car 
won’t start. Though God could miraculously 
solve each of these problems, in most instances 
he doesn’t. It has nothing to do with his ability 
or his sufficiency for the task. He is able to, 

52

but he chooses not to use that means. Rather, 
his sufficiency enables me to deal with these 
problems and get whatever help is needed to 
solve them. There is no question that God is 
ultimately sufficient.20 

Did you catch that? Believing that mental illness is 
real and that it needs professional treatment doesn’t 
mean that God is not in the picture; nor does it mean 
that a person isn’t relying on God as they seek help. In 
fact, there’s a lot of research that shows that spiritual 
practices like praying, belonging to a church, and 
reading Scripture are very supportive to one’s mental 
health. It’s just that these alone don’t provide all the 
treatment that people with acute mental illness need. 
Many people also need medical help, and sometimes 
getting that treatment is a matter of life and death. 

When we discourage people from pursuing necessary 
treatment because of some kind of spiritual reason, 
we take a great risk with them and their lives. 

MISUNDERSTANDING #2: Christians can’t 
have mental illnesses. 
All sorts of places—workplaces, charities, churches, 
social clubs—have official rules and policies they 
operate by. But have you noticed how it’s often the 
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unspoken “rules” that are the most influential? In some 
faith communities, one unspoken rule is that no messes 
are allowed through the church doors—or at least not 
the kind of crippling, persistent messes that a few more 
prayers and more Bible reading can’t cure. In these 
spaces, people suffering from the “mess” of mental 
illness are given the impression that that’s just not 
something real Christians have to deal with. A friend 
observed, “One of the things I learned from therapy is 
there is nothing you need to be afraid to talk about, 
but that’s not the faith system that a lot of churches 
promote.” Another expressed it this way: “People think 
Christians aren’t supposed to get depressed, because 
they’re supposed to be joyful.”21 An overemphasis on 
victorious, joyful Christian living can leave little space 
for people to grapple with and talk about the very real 
and very painful reality of suffering. 
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It’s true that, as Christians, we do have victory in 
Christ Jesus. In fact, that’s the heart of the gospel. 
Consider what the apostle Paul says: 

But thank God! He gives us victory over sin 
and death through our Lord Jesus Christ.  
(1 Corinthians 15:57) 

I can do everything through Christ, who gives me 
strength. (Philippians 4:13) 

Despite all these things, overwhelming 
victory is ours through Christ, who loved us.  
(Romans 8:37) 

God has promised to remove us from this world 
someday and to replace these imperfect bodies with 
new bodies (including, I believe, new brains) perfectly 
suited for life in a world without decay and suffering 
(see 1 Corinthians 15:12–57). In the meantime, 
however, life on this side of heaven is far from perfect. 
We’re all broken and flawed. The Bible clearly tells 
us that our bodies, minds, and souls are impacted by 
sin, sickness, and decay, and we should not expect 
complete victory in this present life. We are all affected 
by the world around us and the brokenness within us. 
This, too, is Christian doctrine at its most basic. But 
we sometimes forget to walk in the humility of the 
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knowledge that we’re all scarred, broken, and will 
face many sorrows. We forget the “not yet” part of 
“already and not yet.” 

Jesus said: 

I have told you all this so that you may have 
peace in me. Here on earth you will have many 
trials and sorrows. But take heart, because I have 
overcome the world. (John 16:33) 

Peter wrote to suffering believers: 

Dear friends, don’t be surprised at the fiery trials 
you are going through, as if something strange 
were happening to you. Instead, be very glad—
for these trials make you partners with Christ in 
his suffering, so that you will have the wonderful 
joy of seeing his glory when it is revealed to all 
the world. (1 Peter 4:12–13) 

We are not immune to suffering from illnesses—and 
that includes mental illnesses. We are affected as much 
as anyone else by the curse on this fallen world. There’s 
no reason for us to assume that people who trust in 
God, follow Christ, and repent of their sin won’t have 
the trouble that is part of the human experience in this 
world. Those who are truly effective in ministering to 
others in need are the ones who are aware of the need 
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in themselves. If you’re approaching others as though 
“You have problems, and I don’t,” then you won’t be 
a safe person for people to turn to. 

When we don’t make space for the truth that people 
in our faith communities can and do suffer from 
illnesses that affect the brain, then, on top of the 
initial crisis of dealing with a mental illness, we set 
them up for a secondary crisis. We send them the 
unspoken message that their mental health problems 
must mean that they’re not real Christians, that they 
don’t belong here, or that God has walked away from 
them. Nothing could be further from the truth. 

Christ does redeem our suffering, and one day he will 
make us new, with new bodies that don’t decay, minds 
that don’t get sick, and spirits that don’t lose heart. 
We have great hope in this life and for the next, but 
our hope is not in the avoidance of suffering in the 
here and now. 

All creation is waiting eagerly for that future day 
when God will reveal who his children really 
are. Against its will, all creation was subjected 
to God’s curse. But with eager hope, the creation 
looks forward to the day when it will join God’s 
children in glorious freedom from death and 
decay. (Romans 8:19–21) 
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Christians live in the light of this future hope, even 
while walking in a shadowy world where sin and pain 
are present. Only when we embrace both these aspects 
of life on earth can we help bring lifesaving hope to 
hurting people. 

MISUNDERSTANDING #3: The person with 
the mental illness must be to blame. 
Some people believe that mental illness is essentially 
a spiritual problem that can be fixed by the sufferer 
through spiritual means. Perhaps because brain 
disorders affect an individual’s cognitive abilities and 
emotional processing and because this in turn affects 
a person’s behaviors and spiritual expression, there is 
a lot of confusion about what causes mental illness. 
Some people believe it’s caused by demon possession 
or demonic attack. Others think it’s caused by a lack 
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of faith. Some see the root cause as unconfessed sin. 
As one woman put it, “The first thing about church 
was, if you’ve got a problem, you must not be walking 
with the Lord.” Another woman, who had depression 
and sought counseling, was told by her pastor that she 
must have undealt-with sin in her life that was making 
her depressed.22  

Individuals with mental illness and their families 
often feel condemned for what they’re experiencing. 
And sometimes when they go to their church leaders, 
instead of finding the no-condemnation grace of 
Jesus, they find an assumption that they must have 
done something wrong to deserve their suffering. 
It’s sometimes even implied that they’d better fix 
themselves and their family’s problems if they want to 
be part of the faith community. 

Spiritualizing mental illness translates into blaming 
sick people for their illness. This kind of thinking 
traps people in working harder and harder to achieve 
enough righteousness to make themselves well. This is 
not the gospel message. It’s a message that discourages 
people from acknowledging their mental health 
struggles and from seeking help. 

I’m not saying that this means our physical self and 
spiritual self are somehow independent of each other. I 
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believe our minds, bodies, and spirits are in fact more 
interrelated than we can understand. Just as physical 
pain affects our spirits, spiritual problems can lead 
to problems in our brains and bodies. Reckless and 
sinful behaviors can have a devastating impact on a 
person’s mental health. But this fact doesn’t justify 
the assumption that all mental illnesses lead back 
to an individual’s spiritual failures. We must guard 
against being like Job’s friends in the Bible, who, 
when they saw a suffering person, reacted by accusing 
Job of causing his own problems. Nor do we want 
to make assumptions like Jesus’s disciples who, when 
they encountered a man with blindness, immediately 
asked, “Why was this man born blind? Was it because 
of his own sins or his parents’ sins?” (John 9:2). Listen 
to Jesus’s reply: “It was not because of his sins or his 
parents’ sins.… This happened so the power of God 
could be seen in him” (John 9:3). Then Jesus, the 
Great Healer, restored the man’s sight, and the man 
went forth as a living testimony to the miraculous 
power of God. 

Mental illness can happen to any of us. If you pay 
attention, you can find countless examples of faithful 
people whose families have been affected by mental 
illness. Many are pastors or missionaries. Some have 
been the most highly admired Christians in history. 
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Mental illness strikes all kinds of people, and being a 
Christian will not ensure that mental illness doesn’t 
strike you or your family. 

Over the decades, I have struggled with many spiritual 
questions about my mom’s illness. Why did God allow 
my mom—the one who prayed with me and taught 
me about Jesus—to suffer from a mental illness that 
regressed her own spiritual maturity? Why didn’t God 
answer my prayers to miraculously heal her from it 
all? Why didn’t he protect her from all the dangers 
she encountered as an extremely vulnerable person? 
Today, I still don’t have all the answers to these 
questions. But what I do know is that throughout my 
family’s journey with our mother, God has given us 
several powerful reminders of his presence with her 
and with us. God has shown us that even when her 
illness pulled her away from him, he never abandoned 
her. No one is beyond God’s reach. 
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Mental illness doesn’t mean that God doesn’t love 
you or that you haven’t done enough for him. We live 
in a world that’s deeply and pervasively damaged by 
rebellion against God. Good behavior and serving God 
are not magical charms that will make our problems 
go away. We don’t hold the remedy for our infirmity; 
Christ does. But he has not fully unleashed his healing 
upon the world. God loves every single one of us and 
he grieves with us in our suffering. The apostle Paul 
assures us in Romans 8:35–38 that having trouble—
even the very worst kind of trouble—does not mean 
God’s love has left us: 

Can anything ever separate us from Christ’s 
love? Does it mean he no longer loves us if we 
have trouble or calamity, or are persecuted, or 
hungry, or destitute, or in danger, or threatened 
with death?… No, despite all these things, 
overwhelming victory is ours through Christ, 
who loved us. And I am convinced that nothing 
can ever separate us from God’s love. Neither 
death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither 
our fears for today nor our worries about 
tomorrow—not even the powers of hell can 
separate us from God’s love. 

And I would add to that list: not even mental illness. 
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