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 Christians and Mental Health  

August 20, 2017 * Langford Community Church * Graham Gladstone 

 

I know that I say this every Sunday, but the question before us this morning is a really good one – 

 

How should Christians think about mental health? 

 

I am so grateful for the opportunity to think with you about this question. 

 

Mental health affects all of us and the statistics about its prevalence are staggering.  

The Canadian Mental Health Association estimates that one in five Canadians will personally experience 

mental illness in their lifetime (http://globalnews.ca/news/3595395/commentary-this-is-why-people-

dont-speak-out-about-mental-illness/)  

and that number squares with a 2005 study  found in the Archives of General Psychiatry  that showed 

that mood disorders affected an estimated 20 percent of the population at least once in a their lifetime 

(in Stanford, 78).  1 in 5 – that’s 20%. 

 

Again, the CMHA estimates that by 40 years of age, 50% of the population will have or have had a 

mental illness (http://www.cmha.ca/media/fast-facts-about-mental-illness/#.WZRlTFGGOUk) and I saw 

one study this week that showed that up to 15% of individuals  with major depressive disorders die by 

suicide (in Stanford, 79). 

 

And yet… we are so reluctant to talk about it.   

 

We’ve come a long ways from the days of asylums and lobotomies but there is still a tremendous stigma 

attached to mental health in our culture.   

 

Back in June, Toronto Blue Jays pitcher Roberto Osuna revealed that he had missed a game because of 

anxiety issues and people praised him for having the boldness to come forward to say that something 

just wasn’t right.  ‘This has nothing to do with me being on the field, I feel great out there’ he said.  “It’s 

just when I’m out of baseball, when I’m not on the field, that I feel weird and a little bit lost.”  Mental 

health advocates applauded Osuna’s vulnerability and hoped that it would open the door for others to 

do the same and yet the stigma remains.  The tragic irony of it is that in the CBC article entitled ‘Quite 

remarkable: Roberto Osuna’s anxiety disclosure could encourage others who are struggling,’ I scrolled 

down and somebody had left this comment – ‘a lot of whining.  Be the guy they hired.’ 

 

That’s a biting comment and it reveals the stigma behind mental health – the assumption that mental 

illness is a sign of weakness; mental illness is an unwillingness to ‘get over it’ and move on.   

 

And the church can be just as guilty – there’s this feeling lurking below the surface that if we’re coming 

to church, we need to appear to be healthy and happy and trouble free and so we sometimes 

marginalize those who appear different. 

 

http://globalnews.ca/news/3595395/commentary-this-is-why-people-dont-speak-out-about-mental-illness/
http://globalnews.ca/news/3595395/commentary-this-is-why-people-dont-speak-out-about-mental-illness/
http://www.cmha.ca/media/fast-facts-about-mental-illness/#.WZRlTFGGOUk
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reflecting on the problem, one pastor observed ‘If we’re coming to church, there’s got to be a certain 

image, we’ve got to put on a certain façade.  (pretending to be healthy, happy and impervious to 

trouble).  So we have marginalized those who appear different” (in Simpson, 103).  

 

Every one of us is touched by mental health issues and so we really need to have this conversation.  

Especially because as Christians we believe in the God who specializes in taking brokenness, redeeming 

it and making it whole.   

 

So here’s our question this morning - how should Christians think about mental health?   

 

Now, of course, this is a tremendously complex question and so I want to organize my answers into 

three subquestions: 

 

First – what is mental health? 

Second – Is mental illness really an ‘illness’?   

Third – Is medicine a legitimate treatment for Christians? 

 

So let’s dig in – first, what is mental health? 

 

Right off the bat here we need to clarify our terms.  Sometimes when we hear ‘mental health,’ we 

immediately we think that that means mental illness.  Right?  Like, mental health is synonymous with 

mental illness.  We subconsciously think here’s the 80% of people without mental illness – the ‘normal 

people’ and then over here is the other group – the 20% that do experience mental illness and we think 

– oh, mental health is their issue.  If there’s some sort of mental issue, then they have a mental health. 

 

But the reality is that each of us has mental health, the same way that each of us has physical health.   

 

And where physical health enables our bodies to walk and breathe and function on a physical level, 

mental health enables our minds to function mentally, enabling us to think, feel and act in ways that 1. 

Enhance our ability to enjoy life and 2. Deal with the challenges we face (Canada.ca). 

 

So if you have ever had a rational thought, experienced anxiety over a deadline or felt an emotion, you 

have mental health.  We all have mental health.   

 

Now the government says that, but what about the Bible?  Does God’s Word reflect the notion that all 

of us have mental health?   

 

Sure.  It uses different words, but God’s Word totally reflects this reality that we are individuals who 

think and feel and deal with stressors on an everyday basis.  We are fearfully and wonderfully made 

Psalm 139 says and God made us to be an intricate intermingling of body, mind, spirit and soul. 

 

And so the psalmist can say ‘bless the Lord’ oh my soul!  And then a few days later say ‘why are you 

downcast oh my soul?’  That’s a reflection of mental health – a person trying to make sense of their 

inner, emotional state.   
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Jesus addresses the same reality when He says ‘Be anxious for nothing – God will provide’ – He’s 

building into our mental health by saying – ‘you know the stressor of where your food comes from?  God 

will take care of that, so you don’t need to be worried about it.’ 

 

And Paul says something very similar in Philippians 4 – Don’t worry about anything but instead, pray 

about everything.  By prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God and the 

peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.   

 

Do you hear that?  God will guard your hearts and minds – God made us with an internal state of well-

being – that we call mental health - and God invites us to trust Him with our mental well-being. 

 

Now, where then does mental illness fit in?   

 

God works to guard our hearts and mind but what’s going on when people experience panic attacks, or 

just want to crawl into a hole and hide?  What about personality disorders and eating disorders, ADHD 

and schizophrenia?  What if you feel irritable and depressed and you know you shouldn’t because – 

you’ve got the joy of the Lord in your heart and you know that with all of your being and yet your mind 

just doesn’t let you feel that way emotionally? 

 

Doesn’t Philippians 4 mean that you should just trust God more, pray more fervently, study your Bible 

more frequently and then you’ll get better?   

 

There are some times when our mental health suffers for spiritual reasons – and there are some times 

when we really just need a friend to come along and say ‘I know you’re not feeling confident about this 

right now, but you can do it.  You can get through.’  That’s especially true for the 80%.  But for the other 

20% it can be a lot more complicated. 

 

Mental illness is called mental ‘illness’ for a reason. 

 

Just as our physical health can be hampered by illness, our mental health can be hampered by illness.  

For the 20%, something happens in our bodies that interferes with the normal processes of the mind 

and throws everything out of whack.   

 

Now what do I know about this, right?  I’m a pastor, not a doctor.  And it just so happens that I’m well 

acquainted with someone who IS a doctor, so I’m going to let her convince you that mental illness really 

is an illness – but since I AM a pastor, I want to take a minute and talk theologically about mental illness 

– specifically, where does it come from?  Because frankly, physical illness and mental illness have the 

same source.  Theologically speaking. 

 

Why do we get sick?  Why does cancer happen?  Why does mental illness cause so many to suffer?   

 

Theologically speaking, it’s the Fall.  God created humanity and gave Adam and Eve every good thing to 

enjoy and they enjoyed harmony with God and peace of mind like we can only dream of.  And then they 
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decided that their way was better than God’s way.  Eve took the apple and had a bite and Adam got on 

board and in an instant, corruption entered into God’s perfect Creation.  We often think about the 

spiritual implications of the Fall – the wages of sin is death – but there were physical effects too.     

 

Romans 8 tells us that in that moment, all of Creation began to decay – verse 20 says -  

 

20 For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who 

subjected it, in hope 

 21 that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay … 

 (Rom 8:20-21 NIV). and all of Creation groans as in the pains of childbirth, longing to be released from 

that corruption.   

 

We are part of God’s Creation.  That decay seeps into our bodies as pneumonia and diabetes and cancer 

and Alzheimer’s and depression and anxiety and PTSD.   

 

Sin caused corruption but the Son of God went to the Cross to reverse the curse.  To make us new 

creations, to transform us from the inside out and promise us that in eternity, we who trust him will 

have the perfect bodies that Adam and Eve forfeited.  In the meantime, we lean on Him for strength and 

healing as we deal with the realities of this world, like physical illness and mental illness.   

 

Which brings us to our second question – is mental illness really an illness? 

 

 Or maybe you could say, clinically speaking, does mental illness have biological causes? 

 

JULIE 

 

Neuro transmitter slide 

 

So now we need to answer our third question – is medicine a legitimate treatment for Christians with 

mental illness?   

 

For some people, it is probably enough to say –  

ok, mental health has biological causes;  

medicine can treat biological causes;  

I wouldn’t hesitate to take medicine for physical illnesses;  

why should I hesitate to take medicine for mental illnesses?   

 

Right?  If I said to you ‘does it show a lack of faith in God if you use Tylenol to treat a headache?’ you 

would probably say no. 

 

And if I said to you ‘does it show a lack of faith to use pencillin to deal with an infection?’ again you 

would probably say no.   
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So it follows then that using medicine to treat a mental illness does not reveal a lack of faith – it is simply 

using the tools that God has put at our disposal to deal with the issues of decay that came along with 

the Fall.   

 

Using medicine to treat mental illness is a legitimate way for Christians to seek God’s healing.   

 

Now, many of you are probably satisfied with that, but I want to dig a little deeper and think about the 

relationship between God and medicine in general.   

 

And this book has been really helpful to me on this – the author asks very pointedly ‘Is God in control of 

all things, or can a physical remedy somehow override His authority?  Who is the ultimate agent of 

healing – God or medicine?’   

 

When I first read those words, they hit me right between the eyes – of course!  All of us will say ‘it’s 

God.  GOD is the ultimate agent of healing – that’s why we spend so much time praying that God would 

bring healing to our friends and family.  That’s why we could say in our call to worship – Bless the LORD 

oh my soul and forget not His benefits – HE heals all our diseases. 

 

And of course, we realize that God is working through medicine and surgery and rehabilitation to make 

healing happen – medicine and surgery and rehab play their part – but it is ultimately God mediating His 

healing to us through medicine and surgery and rehab. 

 

God consistently mediates His healing to us through medication and so medication to deal with mental 

illness is totally appropriate.   

 

 

We’ve covered a lot of ground here, so let’s bring it back around to our main question for today – how 

should Christians think about mental health?  And I think it’s probably more specific to say ‘how should 

we think about mental illness?’ 

 

Here’s a few thoughts.   

 

First, we need to break down the stigma.  Mental illness is not weakness.  Mental illness is not self-pity.  

Mental illness causes such internal pain as it is that those who deal with it don’t need further pressure 

on them to ‘get their act together’ they need help, and unless we are willing to talk graciously about 

mental health, then they’ll be scared away from admitting they need help.   

 

And second, we as Christians need to see mental illness less as a spiritual issue and more as a health 

issue.  I mean, in a sense, ALL illness, physical or mental, is a spiritual issue – and we take it to the Lord in 

prayer.  We need to not OVERspiritualize mental health and instead seek God’s healing through the 

physical remedies that He has put at our disposal.   

 

And third, if you are part of the twenty percent, it’s ok.  God loves you the same way that He loves 

someone with pneumonia, diabetes or Parkinson’s disease – don’t let the stigma break you down.  You 
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are His child; Jesus died for you to make you a new creation and that is what you are – a brand new 

person – Jesus in you, working against the decay of the Fall – and He can use medicine and He can use 

counselling to do it.  You don’t have to be ashamed.   

 

So in the interest of transparency and breaking down the stigma, I have to say this – Martin Luther was 

part of the twenty percent.  Charles Spurgeon was part of the twenty percent.  I’m part of the twenty 

percent.  God has used medicine in my life to deal with mental illness and I can’t even begin to tell you 

how grateful I am for the ways that He has worked.   

 

I would have days where I had to force myself to get out of bed, where the best part of my day was 

going to bed at night.  I have felt an anxiety that ate away at my soul and made me irritable and sick to 

my stomach and then I’d feel terrible because I shouldn’t feel anxious – ‘don’t worry about anything, 

pray about everything!’ Well, I’d pray about everything and then I’d feel anxious and then worry about 

feeling anxious.   

 

But listen – through that time, I know that God kept me rooted on this foundation – mental illness does 

not define me; the God of the universe defines me.  The Father has lavished His love upon me, so that I 

might be called a child of God.  And that is what I really am – a beloved child of God – not a basket case, 

not a nut job – I am a child of God, redeemed by the precious blood of the Lamb, and no mental illness 

will ever take that away.   

 

And God has used medicine and counselling in my life to make such a huge difference that I would never 

even believe it was possible.  Night and day.  I can tell you from experience that what Julie said is true – 

manually adding neurotransmitters to my body has had a positive impact on my mental health and I 

know that it is God doing a healing work in me. 

 

So, now that I’ve said that, does it mean you should treat me any different?  No – you should treat me 

the same way that you would treat someone with diabetes or high blood pressure or arthritis.  It’s just a 

reality that I deal with.   

 

And if we apply the statistics in this room that means that there’s probably another 12 people sitting in 

here in a similar boat.  To you, I say, you don’t have to hide in the shadows.  You don’t need to pressure 

yourself saying ‘if only I was a better Christian, God would heal this feeling.’  Sure, examine your heart – 

that’s something we all need to do – but depression, anxiety, mental illness generally isn’t a sure fire 

sign that you are weak in faith.  It may just be that the effects of decay caused by the Fall have affected 

you mentally, rather than physically. 

 

I need you to hear this – the Son of God loved YOU and died for YOU.  If you have committed yourself to 

Him, then mental illness doesn’t define you, the love of God defines you.  And that loving God is there to 

help in times of need.   

 

So invite Jesus to walk with you on this road.  And let’s be a safe place where God can take the 

brokenness of mental illness, redeem it, and make people whole.   
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Benediction 

 

1 Th. 5:23-24 - Now may the God of peace himself sanctify you completely, and may your whole spirit 

and soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. He who calls you is faithful; 

he will surely do it. 


