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PREFACE


SINCE THE PUBLICATION of Grace for the Afflicted in 2008, significant changes have occurred both in my personal life and in the mental health care system. Ten years after its publication, I find myself in full-time ministry and part of a national conversation on the role of faith communities in mental health care. This has given me the opportunity to meet and talk with thousands of individuals around the country who live with mental illness and their families. Those conversations have given me greater insight into the topic and a better feel for the role that faith communities might play in the lives of those broken by mental health difficulties and disorders.

Within the mental health community, the publication of the fifth edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) in 2013 dramatically changed how mental disorders are classified and diagnosed. These two factors have led me to revise and expand Grace for the Afflicted.

This new edition is consistent with DSM-5 diagnoses and includes updated neurobiological and treatment information on all disorders. There is a new section on neurological disorders (e.g., dementia), more examples and discussion of madness and mental health problems in the Bible, and new chapters on suicide, bipolar disorders, and trauma. Finally, I have included step-by-step information for setting up a holistic mental health recovery plan and a detailed guide on equipping congregations to better serve those living with mental disorders and their families.

These changes have been made so that Grace for the Afflicted might continue to be helpful for those ministering to the “least of these.”







SECTION ONE

PSYCHOLOGY, PSYCHIATRY,
and FAITH
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FEARFULLY AND
WONDERFULLY MADE


The Spirit of God has made me,

And the breath of the Almighty gives me life.

JOB 33:4




“THE SCRIPTURES TELL US that in Christ we have everything we need for life and godliness, correct? So can you explain to me why Anna’s bipolar disorder and her dependence on medication is not an issue of weak faith or sin?”

Only two of us stayed after the church meeting that morning, talking over coffee. I was a deacon in the church at the time, and the man who asked the question was a friend and respected elder. The question took me by surprise, and initially I was speechless. If you have a loved one with a mental illness—or you yourself struggle with the debilitating symptoms—your first reaction to such a question may have been more along the lines of sadness, disgust, or anger.

But in my friend’s defense, he sincerely wanted to understand something he saw as alien and frightening. Was Anna sick, or was she spiritually weak? We know from 2 Peter 1:3 that we do have “everything we need for a godly life” (NIV). Yet, even though Anna professed Christ as Savior, her life was a mixture of family problems, shame, suffering, and strange behavior. How should the church respond?

Mental illness is a frightening experience, not only for the one afflicted but also for those who witness the individual struggling to control strange thoughts and behaviors. In the United States one out of every five adults (18.6 percent of the population) suffers with a mental disorder in a given year.1 The annual prevalence of mental illness in adolescents thirteen to eighteen years old is even greater, at 21.4 percent.2 I believe that the first step in understanding how to effectively minister to and support someone living with mental illness is to recognize how God has created us.


How Are We Created?

We are “fearfully and wonderfully made” (Psalm 139:14), created in the very image of God (Genesis 1:26). Humans are complex beings, unlike any other living creature: the union of a physical body with an immaterial (nonphysical) mind and spirit. Jesus himself describes the complexity of the self in Mark 12:30-31. When asked about the greatest of all the commandments, Jesus, quoting Deuteronomy 6:5, responds by saying, “LOVE THE LORD YOUR GOD WITH ALL YOUR HEART, AND WITH ALL YOUR SOUL, AND WITH ALL YOUR MIND, AND WITH ALL YOUR STRENGTH. . . . [AND] LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF.” In other words, love God with all aspects of your being (your whole self) and through your relationships.

The four facets of the self are clearly outlined in Luke 2:52. Describing the development of the young Christ, Luke writes, “Jesus kept increasing in wisdom [mental] and stature [physical], and in favor with God [spiritual] and men [relational].” So you and I, like the incarnate Christ, are a unity of physical, mental, spiritual, and relational facets, with each aspect affecting and being affected by all the others.

Physical. We exist in a physical body so we can interact with the material world around us. Our bodies have been specifically designed to take in information from the environment and relay it to our brains. We see, hear, taste, smell, and touch the world around us. The processing of sensory information by our brains produces thoughts, feelings, and emotions, which then result in some outward behavioral display. We are God’s creative masterpiece: a miracle of skin, bone, and blood formed from the dust of the ground (Genesis 2:7). But at the same time we are so much more. We reason, we love, and we pray.

Mental. Are our thoughts, feelings, and emotions merely the product of neurochemical changes and electrical discharges in our brain? Or is our mind something more—something immaterial, more than the sum of our parts? The truth is probably somewhere in the middle. While the functioning of our brain is integral to the existence of our mind, that alone is not sufficient to explain it. Similarly, to imagine our mind as completely separate and unrelated to the brain doesn’t seem correct either. Body and mind are intimately connected, each affecting the other. We retrieve a past memory of a fearful event in our mind, and our physiology reacts with a racing heart and sweaty palms. Our sensory receptors are activated by familiar stimuli in the environment and past thoughts, and feelings rush to consciousness.

We think and choose with our mind. Our mind controls our actions. And God changes our mind through the process of sanctification, conforming us ever closer to the image of his Son (Romans 8:29). A physical body formed by the hands of the Maker in union with an immaterial mind that controls and plans our behavior is a truly miraculous concept, though a difficult one to grasp. The Scriptures go further and teach us that we have an even more amazing level of being, a spirit (1 Thessalonians 5:23; Hebrews 4:12).

Spiritual. It is not uncommon for neuroscientists to talk and debate about the mind. They might use fancy words like consciousness or self-awareness to make it sound more “scientific,” but they are still talking about an immaterial, invisible aspect of our being. Things that can’t be seen make scientists uncomfortable. They don’t like to say something is beyond their understanding or can’t be measured. They may admit that they don’t understand something presently but qualify that admission by saying that with enough study and the continued advancement of science they will one day. So to describe us as having a spirit, in addition to a mind and a body, seems almost heretical from a scientific perspective.

God created us as a unity of parts, much like himself. In our inmost being we are spirit, the very breath of God placed into a shell of dust (Genesis 2:7; Ecclesiastes 12:6-7). That is how we differ from the other living creatures: both were created from the ground (Genesis 2:7, 19), but only humanity is created in the image of God (Genesis 1:26). I like the way Paul Brand and Philip Yancey describe it in their book In His Image:

“And the Lord God formed man from the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and man became a living being” (2:7). When I heard that verse as a child, I imagined Adam lying on the ground, perfectly formed but not yet alive, with God leaning over him and performing a sort of mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. Now I picture that scene differently. I assume that Adam was already biologically alive—the other animals needed no special puff of oxygen, nitrogen, and carbon dioxide to start them breathing, so why should man? The breath of God now symbolizes for me a spiritual reality. I see Adam as alive, but possessing only an animal vitality. Then God breathes into him a new spirit, and infills him with His own image. Adam becomes a living soul, not just a living body. God’s image is not an arrangement of skin cells or a physical shape, but rather an inbreathed spirit.3


As a spirit being, it is possible for us to be in an intimate spiritual union (Proverbs 20:27; Romans 8:15-16) with our Creator, who is also Spirit (John 4:24). No other living creature, not even the angels, has been given such an opportunity.

Relational. We were created to be in relationship. God himself said that it is not good for us to be alone (Genesis 2:18). While our first and greatest relational need is to know God, we should never underestimate the importance of being in fellowship with other believers. The topic of relationship is common throughout the Scriptures. The Bible offers us guidance on a variety of relationships, including marriage (Ephesians 5:22-33), parenting (Psalm 127:3-5), siblings (Proverbs 17:17), friendships (Proverbs 27:9), and with those who are not so friendly (Matthew 5:25). Relationship is one of the reasons why Jesus gave us the church, so that we might be together and never be alone (Acts 2:42; 1 John 1:7).




Bringing It All Together

So how does all this work together—physical, mental, spiritual, and relational? Let’s look at a simple visual representation that I use with clients to help them understand how mental illness affects our whole being. Figure 1.1 shows the spiritual, mental, physical, and relational facets of our being, each separate but interacting with the others. Our physical body interacts with stimuli and individuals (relationships) in the environment outside and the mind within. The mind, connected to the body through the functions of the brain and nervous system, is also in contact with our immaterial spirit.

Our body senses and reacts to the external environment, and our mind uses that information to perceive, understand, and interpret our surroundings. The mind forms our thoughts and plans out our actions. Our spirit, when connected to God, works to transform the mind into the very image of Christ (2 Corinthians 3:18). This interaction within our being allows us to be involved in healthy, meaningful relationships with others.
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Figure 1.1. The holistic self


Since we were created as a unity, dysfunction or disorder in one aspect of the self negatively affects all levels of our being. For example, in individuals diagnosed with a mental illness, a neurochemical dysfunction in the brain (physical) results in abnormal thoughts and feelings (mental) leading to broken relationships (relational) and difficulty connecting with God and other believers (spiritual).




How Have We Been Affected by the Fall?

After the shock had worn off, I thought for a minute about how to respond to my friend’s question about Anna. I asked him, “Do you know anyone who has heart disease and regularly takes medication?”

He said that he did, but before I could continue, he asked me whether I was trying to say that Anna’s bipolar disorder and heart disease were somehow the same. Throughout this book, I will try to answer that question. How are they the same? How do they differ? But first we need to answer a more foundational question: What are the results of human sin on the four aspects of our being?

When a follower of Jesus Christ is asked that question, they will often quote Romans 6:23: “The wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.” Such a response correctly points out that spiritual death, or separation from God, is the result of sin. As children of Adam, we are sinful by nature and therefore spiritually dead and separated from God at birth (Romans 5:12).

I have always thought it strange, however, that the answer to the question rarely goes beyond the spiritual. Clearly, spiritual death resulted from our sin. But what about the other aspects of our being, particularly our bodies and minds? How were they affected by the fall? I have suggested that the Scriptures describe us as a multipart being, with each part interacting with and affecting the others. If that is true, then our sin must have also adversely affected our mind and body. I’m not saying that this truth is completely unknown in the church today. Plainly, the Bible teaches us that we are fully defiled by sin—caught in what some theologians call “total depravity” (see Romans 3:12). Yet the church emphasizes the spiritual effects of sin while minimizing or disregarding the mental and physical effects. I believe this results from a misunderstanding of what the Scriptures teach about how we have been created.

Birth. At birth we are physically alive but spiritually dead. We are born with an imperfect body, scarred as the result of generations of sin. Genetic defects, biological predispositions, and anatomical abnormalities are all the consequences of being conceived in sin (Psalm 51:5). On the day that Adam and Eve fell, they forfeited their intimate relationship with God, and they became mortal. And we were placed at the mercy of the environment and natural biological processes that wreak havoc on our bodies and minds. But as Jesus teaches in the story of the man born blind, each time we struggle with illness and physical weakness is an opportunity for “the works of God” to be “displayed” in us (John 9:1-3).

Growth. As we grow and mature, our body and mind learn to interact with and react to our fallen environment, all the while spiritually separated from God by our sin. The body, physically affected by the fall, gathers sensations and stimuli from the earthly environment. Our mind, knowing only sin because of our separation from God, chooses to satisfy itself by the “if it feels good, do it” lifestyle, or what we in psychology call the pleasure principle. Relationally we are egocentric and selfish, thinking only of ourselves. We choose to sin in our mind (2 Corinthians 10:5), and with our body (Ephesians 2:3) or “members” (Romans 7:23) we act out our sinful thoughts. This process is altered only in the individual who comes to a saving faith in Christ Jesus, and even then that believer will continue to struggle with a sinfully programmed mind and body (Romans 7:14-25). In addition to the sinful desires that attempt to control us, another result of sin is physical death and decay.

Physical death. God told Adam that in the day he ate from the forbidden tree he would surely die (Genesis 2:16-17); and while he certainly meant this in a spiritual sense, he also meant it in a physical sense. The moment Adam disobeyed, he began to age and decay (Genesis 3:19). Physical death came a little closer each day of his life, and so it continues for us. In fact, the Scriptures tell us that the whole of the physical creation was affected by our sin and longs for the day of redemption (Romans 8:19-22). Our bodies are damaged because of sin. We age. We get sick. We suffer physically and die because the physical creation has been affected by the fall.

However, while we were all born “dead in sin,” which damaged us physically, mentally, spiritually, and relationally, there is an amazing truth for those who have been “born again”: we are new creations in Christ; the old things have passed away; the new has come (2 Corinthians 5:17)!




Our Identity in Christ

Have you ever thought about what it means that you are a “new creation”? It means that you have been fundamentally changed; what you were before becoming a Christian no longer exists. That is not how I used to see myself. I lived Sunday to Sunday, holding on to some kind of faith-based fire insurance that I could turn in at my death in order to get into heaven. I certainly didn’t see myself as Paul describes the believer in Ephesians 1, having every spiritual blessing. I now recognize that as a believer in Jesus Christ I was chosen before the foundation of the world; predestined for adoption as a son of the living God; purchased out of slavery to sin and death; forgiven of all my sins—past, present, and future; given spiritual wisdom and revelation; and marked as such until the day that I stand before him holy and blameless.

Do you see yourself that way? If you believe in Jesus Christ, then that is exactly how God sees you—whether you accept it or not. It doesn’t matter if you are struggling with mental illness. You are a new creation in Christ if you have received him by faith. And we who minister to those who struggle with mental illness should remember that they are his chosen children if they are in Christ, and they should be treated as such.




A Transformed Life

We were born with a fallen nature, which we received from our ancestral father Adam. But when a person comes to faith in Jesus Christ, they are “crucified”! The “old self” is nailed to the cross with Christ, never to return (Romans 6:6; Galatians 2:20). God gives us his Spirit; Christ’s very life takes up residence in us (Colossians 3:1-3). We have his righteousness (1 Corinthians 1:30; 2 Corinthians 5:21; Philippians 3:9) and a new, Christlike nature (Ephesians 4:24). Spiritually, we sit at the right hand of God Almighty (Ephesians 2:6).

So, just like my friend said, as believers we are complete in Christ, having everything we need for life and godliness in him (2 Peter 1:3). That is true in the spiritual realm, but remember that we are a unity of parts. What happens to our body, mind, and relationships after we are transformed in the spirit?




Being Conformed to the Image of Christ

We were born affected by sin, and we lived some period of time before coming to Christ. Consequently, we have habits, thought patterns, and biological predispositions that are the result of our old self. This “sinful flesh” does not disappear because we have been given a new life. But change is now possible, whereas before it was not.

The Scriptures teach us that we are to submit ourselves to Christ through the indwelling Holy Spirit, allowing him to transform our minds (Romans 12:1-2). As our minds are transformed and our thoughts are taken captive to Christ, he begins to take control of the “members” of our body, changing our behavior and transforming our relationships (Colossians 3:5-10).




Why Write This Book?

For those struggling with a mental health difficulty or disorder, even in one of the world’s richest and most developed countries, obtaining proper care is hindered by a wide range of barriers that are difficult and often times impossible to overcome. Too few mental health care professionals, a shortage of psychiatric facilities, no transportation, limited financial resources, a lack of knowledge and education, stigma and shame, and misguided cultural beliefs all serve as significant barriers to individuals trying to access care. This inability to access proper care leaves the afflicted individual and their family confused, frustrated, and hopeless.

The difficulty in accessing mental health care is one of the reasons individuals in psychological distress are more likely to seek out a member of the clergy before a mental health care provider.4 Viewed through the eyes of faith, it is obvious that this is not an accident but a heavenly orchestrated, divine opportunity for the church. Recognizing that mental health is an open mission field, one goal of this book is to equip clergy and faith communities to better minister to and serve those struggling with mental illness. A second and related goal is to provide individuals affected by mental illness (and their families) with a detailed road map for recovery. There is hope if you or your loved one is struggling with a mental illness. Recovery is possible!




Final Thoughts

I hope this chapter has shown you that we have been affected by sin at all levels of our being. Both believers and nonbelievers carry the physical, mental, and relational effects of sinful programming. Fortunately, believers have been transformed spiritually and are righteous before their Maker. But that does not instantaneously remove the sinful “flesh” we still carry around. Sanctification is a process by which our minds are transformed through submission to Christ. Biological defects and weaknesses do not go away by themselves, no matter how much we want them to or have faith that they will. God can certainly choose to heal us supernaturally, and in some cases he does, but can we embrace our weaknesses as an opportunity to grow in our faith (2 Corinthians 12:7-10; James 1:2-4)? Like the man born blind, we are all flawed so that “the works of God might be displayed” in us (John 9:3).
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THE ADVERSARY


I have bipolar [disorder] and was counseled by a pastor who suggested that I was possessed by demons.

SHERRY, DIAGNOSED WITH BIPOLAR DISORDER




A PASTOR FRIEND OF MINE recently shared that during a regular Wednesday night service he spontaneously decided to have a time of sharing. He asked those in attendance if anyone would like to share, and a young man near the back of the church got up and moved forward. My friend did not recognize this young man as one of his church members. The young man said that he knew this was a “Bible-believing church” and that they were “praying for Christ’s second coming.” He just wanted to let everyone know that Christ had returned. This young man was schizophrenic and believed himself to be Jesus. He was having what is called a delusion of grandeur, believing himself to be a famous or powerful person.

This incident ended well, since my friend took the young man to a local psychiatric facility where he received treatment. Several of the congregants, however, thought this might be the work of demons.

It is easy to understand how people of faith, who believe in fallen angels, might attribute the bizarre thoughts and behaviors of individuals with mental illnesses to the demonic, especially when religious delusions or hallucinations are present. A man with paranoid schizophrenia shot and killed a retired policeman in Florida. At his murder trial the man testified that he “had to kill” the victim, believing the retired policeman was the antichrist because of the University of Alabama A on his baseball cap. Many know of the Texas case of Andrea Yates, who, in a delusional state, drowned her five young children, saying that she wanted to protect them from going to hell. You may also be familiar with the tragic story of Sister Maricica Irina Cornici.

In June 2005 Sister Irina, a twenty-three-year-old Romanian Orthodox nun, died of dehydration and suffocation following an exorcism ritual at the Holy Trinity convent in the northeast Romanian village of Tanacu. She had been gagged with a towel and chained to a cross for several days without food or water during the ritual led by Daniel Petru Corogeanu, a monk who served as the convent’s priest, and four nuns. Prior to coming to the convent, Sister Irina had been treated by a psychiatrist for schizophrenia. Shortly before her death she had begun hearing voices again—which she believed were the devil telling her that she was sinful. Irina’s brother asked the priest to perform the exorcism ritual because he did not believe the medical treatment was working.

When asked by a reporter at his trial whether Sister Irina was mentally ill and in need of psychiatric treatment, Father Daniel replied, “You can’t drive the devil out of people with pills. God has performed a miracle for her; finally, Irina is delivered from evil.”

The Romanian Orthodox Church condemned the ritual as “abominable” and excommunicated the priest and the four nuns who assisted him. In February 2007 Father Daniel and the nuns were convicted of causing the death of Irina Cornici and given lengthy prison sentences.

These are all truly tragic events, but are they the work of demons?


Satan and Demons

As a clinical neuroscientist and a Christian, I am often asked questions concerning mental disorders and matters of faith. One of the most common questions I am asked regards the role of the demonic in mental illness. While you may imagine that this is not an easy question to answer, it is made even more difficult by the fact that the typical believer’s view of Satan and the demonic has been influenced more by Frank Peretti’s novels and movies like The Exorcist than by the Bible. My goal in this chapter is to stay true to the biblical text and simply ask, What does the Bible say about the demonic, and how might that relate to mental illness?

The name Satan comes from a Hebrew word (satan) that means “adversary,” “accuser,” or “opponent.” The term devil (diabolos), sometimes used to refer to Satan in the New Testament, is from the Greek and means “slanderer,” “traitor,” or “false accuser.” Satan is a minor figure in the Old Testament, mentioned explicitly in only three passages (1 Chronicles 21:1, Job 1–2, and Zechariah 3:1-2). He is also seen in Genesis 3, where he is referred to as “the serpent.” In comparison, Satan and his demonic cohorts are much more prominent in the New Testament. The New Testament writers use a number of different terms to refer to Satan. In the Gospels he is referred to as “the tempter,” “the evil one,” “Beelzebul,” “the ruler of the demons,” “the enemy,” and “the ruler of this world.”

Recognizing that we have a limited set of verses that refer to Satan, what can we know for sure?

First, we know from the biblical texts that Satan is a living, conscious being. He is not a symbolic personification of evil in the world. In the prologue to the book of Job, Satan questions Job’s allegiance to God. In the Gospel of Luke, he asks to attack Peter (Luke 22:31). In the Gospel of John, he is said to have desires, to speak lies, and to have an evil nature (John 8:44). In 2 Corinthians, we are told that he can disguise himself as an angel of light (2 Corinthians 11:13-15). These are the actions of a conscious being, not a symbolic representation.

Second, Isaiah 14:12-15 and Ezekiel 28:12-19, which pertain to the kings of Babylon and Tyre, respectively, seem to point beyond their immediate context to a scene in which a magnificent angelic being (Satan) chose to rebel against God and as a result was cast out of heaven. Second Peter 2:4 mentions the angels (plural) who sinned, leading to the conclusion that there were many angels who assisted Satan in his rebellion and were therefore banished from heaven (see also Matthew 25:41). Given that Satan is a fallen angel, it is also important for us to understand that he is a created being. While his power in human terms may appear awesome, it is insignificant in comparison to the power of God the Creator.

Jesus refers to Satan as “the evil one” (Matthew 13:19) and tells us that he has an evil nature, that he is a murderer, and that he is the father of lies (John 8:44). Even though he has been cast out of heaven, Satan continues to plot and scheme against God by attacking the ones he loves (2 Corinthians 2:10-11; Ephesians 6:11-12; 1 Peter 5:8). Satan’s goal is to disrupt or limit the relationship God has offered us through his Son Jesus Christ (Mark 4:15).

Satan is not alone in his evil mission; he is assisted by an army of fallen angels the Scriptures commonly refer to as “demons” (Matthew 8:31; James 2:19; Revelation 18:2). The work of Satan and demons as described in the Bible includes deception and false teaching (2 Corinthians 4:4; 1 Timothy 4:1), hindering prayer (Daniel 10:12-13), and causing human affliction and torment (Matthew 17:14-18; Mark 5:1-5). Satan is also referred to as the ruler, or prince, of this world (John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11). God originally gave Adam and Eve dominion over the world (Genesis 1:26-28), but they abdicated that role when they sinned. This fallen world is so contrary to God because of Satan’s control (Ephesians 2:2; 6:12; 1 John 5:19).

A final characteristic the Scriptures teach us about Satan is perhaps the most important: he was defeated by Christ’s death and resurrection (Hebrews 2:14; 1 John 3:8). Satan is a defeated foe; and as children of the living God, we must recognize that fact and understand that truly “greater is He who is in you than he who is in the world” (1 John 4:4).




Demonic Attack

Most believers would likely agree with what I have just written. The nature of Satan is not usually a topic argued among evangelical Christians. What is often hotly debated within the church, however, is the topic of demonic attack. How exactly do Satan and his demonic angels affect and influence human thoughts, behavior, and circumstances? What can they do? What are their limitations?

Satan is an evil being, full of rage and jealousy toward God. He would like nothing better than to overthrow God and place himself in power as the ruler of the universe. But because Satan is a created being, limited in his power, and God is the almighty, eternal, sovereign King, Satan can do nothing directly to God. So he chooses instead to attack humanity, the beloved creation of the One he hates. The goal of all demonic attack is to turn a person’s thoughts and behaviors away from Christ and toward self and sin. The Scriptures describe five ways by which Satan and his demonic angels attack humans: temptation, deception, accusation, infirmity, and possession.

Temptation. To be tempted is to be tested. Temptation is a type of demonic attack all believers have personal knowledge of and struggle with daily. The most well-known temptation in the Bible is that of Jesus himself (Matthew 4:1-11; Mark 1:12-13; Luke 4:1-13). After fasting in the wilderness for forty days, Jesus was hungry and in a physically weakened state. That is when Satan usually attacks. He and his demonic cohorts are always looking to exploit our weaknesses, be they physical or mental (Matthew 26:41; 1 Corinthians 7:5; Ephesians 4:26-27).

Temptation may be direct or indirect. By “direct” I mean that Satan or some demonic spirit purposely places before you an enticement meant to draw you into sin. It may be shopping and spending, drugs, or a beautiful woman at work, but the enticement is chosen specifically for you and your unique set of weaknesses. An “indirect” temptation would be a more general enticement that is commonly presented to everyone in a given culture, for instance, pornography. These indirect temptations permeate all cultures, since Satan is the “ruler of this world.”

But as in all things, God is sovereign over demonic temptation. He uses these opportunities of testing to grow our faith and draw us closer to Him (James 1:2-4). He has promised that he will not allow us to be tempted beyond our ability to resist and that he will provide a means of escape (1 Corinthians 10:13). So while Satan and his demonic cohorts may be the actual agents of temptation, in times of testing we must recognize that it is God who is fully in control and working within us.

Deception. Jesus tells us that Satan is “the father of lies” and that deception is his very nature (John 8:44). The demonic forces in opposition to the people of God would like nothing better than for you to believe a lie. Satan uses deception to keep nonbelievers from seeing the truth of the gospel (2 Corinthians 4:4; Revelation 13:14) and to draw us into sin (Genesis 3:13). The Scriptures tell us that false teaching is another form of demonic deception Satan uses to alter the truths of God (Colossians 2:8; 1 Timothy 4:1). We know that Satan disguises himself as an angel of light (2 Corinthians 11:14) for the purpose of making people believe that his deception is a message from God himself. To recognize the extent and seriousness of demonic deception in our world, we need to look no further than the many false religions and cults that blind the minds of millions from seeing the light of the gospel.

Jesus said, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father but through Me” (John 14:6). It is our abiding in the truth of Christ and staying in his Word that helps shield us from being drawn away by demonic deception (John 8:31-32).

Accusation. I mentioned earlier that Satan is explicitly referred to in the Old Testament only three times. In two of those references he is standing before the Lord and accusing one of God’s faithful of sin (Job 1–2; Zechariah 3:1-2). Satan is referred to as the “accuser of our brethren” (Revelation 12:10). One aspect of demonic accusation is what we see in Job and Zechariah: Satan continually stands before the throne of God, in a court-like setting, and accuses each believer of being sinful and unworthy of God’s affection. Thanks be to God that we have an advocate before the Father, Jesus Christ (Hebrews 7:25; 1 John 2:1), who counters every satanic accusation and promises us that there is no condemnation for those who are in him (Romans 8:1).

A second aspect of demonic accusation is unyielding guilt over past sins and failures. When, by faith, we received Christ into our lives, we were instantly forgiven of all our sins—past, present, and future. But how often have you felt unforgivable? How often have you thought that because you still have sin in your life God could not possibly love you? Those thoughts are examples of demonic accusation. Satan would like nothing more than for us to believe that we are not forgiven, that Christ’s sacrifice somehow was not sufficient. By redirecting our attention onto our past sins and failures, Satan is able to affect the level of intimacy in our relationship with the Father. We must accept God at his word—that, indeed, Christ’s sacrifice was sufficient and that we are completely forgiven (Acts 10:43; Ephesians 1:7; Hebrews 10:16-18). If we do fall into sin, we know that the disharmony in our relationship with the Father that comes as a result can be repaired through repentance (1 John 1:9).

As in all things, God is sovereign over demonic accusation.

Infirmity. The types of demonic attack I have discussed thus far are all mental in nature, meaning they happen within the mind. Infirmity or sickness is a physical form of demonic assault. You may be asking yourself, Is he suggesting that Satan and demons can make us sick? The Scriptures do give several examples of individuals suffering with sickness or physical disabilities attributed to the actions of the demonic.

We find two examples in the Old Testament: Job and Saul. After receiving divine permission, Satan caused Job to become ill. Job is described as having boils from the soles of his feet to the top of his head, blackened skin that itched incessantly, running sores infested with worms, fever, foul-smelling breath, weakened bones, and constant pain. All these were the result of Satan’s assault. We read in 1 Samuel 16:14 that an evil spirit tormented Israel’s king Saul. While the exact nature of the infirmity is unclear, it certainly caused him to suffer and to behave violently at times (1 Samuel 18:10-11).

The New Testament describes at least five instances in which Jesus healed an individual whose sickness was the result of demonic influence. In four of these individuals—a mute man (Matthew 9:32-33; Luke 11:14), a blind and mute man (Matthew 12:22), a Syrophoenician woman’s daughter (Matthew 15:22-28; Mark 7:25-30), and a boy suffering from seizures (Matthew 17:14-18; Mark 9:17-27; Luke 9:37-42)—Jesus cast out an evil spirit, resulting in their healing. In the fifth case, Jesus heals a crippled woman and then tells the crowd that Satan had caused the woman’s eighteen-year-long condition (Luke 13:10-16).

So what are we to make of this? I believe we should understand these cases just as they are presented: demonic forces can and do cause individuals to become ill and disabled. But we also must consider this in the broader context. The four Gospels and the book of Acts describe thirty-one specific instances of healing by Jesus or his apostles. Only five of those illnesses (all found in Matthew, Mark, and Luke) are said to have resulted from demonic influence. So while Jesus and his apostles certainly did encounter demonically influenced illnesses, this appears to be less prevalent than what we might refer to as naturally occurring illnesses. In fact, the Scriptures differentiate between natural illness and demonically caused infirmity (Matthew 8:16; Mark 1:32-34), although the Gospel writers clearly blur the lines between the two and describe both as requiring healing (Matthew 4:24). In addition, a number of other passages simply refer to Jesus or his disciples casting out demons, without describing the nature of the individuals’ affliction (Mark 1:39; 6:13; Luke 4:41; 8:2; 13:32).

In his second letter to the Corinthians, Paul describes being tormented by “a thorn in the flesh” that he says was “a messenger of Satan” (2 Corinthians 12:7-10). While it is unclear what the exact nature of this “thorn” was, it is generally accepted that it was some type of physical illness. Given the Old Testament and New Testament examples I have just described, it doesn’t seem strange that Paul would have an illness resulting from demonic influence; but what is very different about this case is God’s response. Paul says he prayed three times that God would remove the thorn, and God’s response was “My grace is sufficient for you” (vv. 8-9). Paul is told this infirmity would be used in his life in such a way that Christ’s power would be manifested and his faith would be perfected. Instead of healing Paul, God supplied him with sustaining grace so that he might endure this trial in his life.

It is unclear from the Scriptures how one can differentiate between a natural illness and one caused by demonic influence, since, as I mentioned earlier, the biblical writers very much blur the line between the two. In both instances the afflicted person is described as requiring healing. And some relief seems possible through physical remedies, even for demonically caused illnesses. We see that music was therapeutic in Saul’s case (1 Samuel 16:23), while Job found some relief by draining his boils (Job 2:8). Though the biblical accounts don’t mention this, it is possible that Paul’s relationship with Luke, a physician, may have resulted from Paul seeking treatment for his “thorn in the flesh.” In the end, the root cause of an infirmity doesn’t seem to matter to the biblical authors as much as the fact that Christ is sovereign over illness, whether or not it has demonic origins (Acts 10:38). God is able to heal all illnesses, regardless of the cause, but in cases in which he chooses not to heal, he provides sustaining grace to those who turn to him.

Possession. Now we turn to a level of demonic attack that is quite controversial in the church today: possession. First, let me define what I mean by demon possession. Demon possession occurs when an individual loses control of his or her mental faculties to an evil spirit. In other words, the demon fully controls the person’s thoughts and behaviors. The demonic control may occur intermittently or be continual. We find two detailed examples of demon possession in the Gospels, while the book of Acts briefly describes a possessed slave girl who can predict the future and gives a secondary reference to a failed exorcism.

The first example is described in both Mark 1:21-28 and Luke 4:31-37. Early in his ministry, Jesus was teaching in the synagogue at Capernaum and was confronted by a man with an “unclean spirit.” The demon recognized Jesus as “the Holy One of God” and, crying out in the man’s voice, asked if Jesus had come to destroy it. Jesus rebuked the evil spirit, and it came out of the man.

The second example of demon possession is probably the most well known: the story of Legion (Matthew 8:28-34; Mark 5:1-20; Luke 8:26-39). After crossing the Sea of Galilee and calming the storm, Jesus was immediately confronted by a man (two men in Matthew) who was said to be demon possessed. This man is described as being naked, extremely violent, and possessing superhuman strength. The biblical accounts tell us that he lived among the tombs, cried out day and night, and cut himself with sharp stones. Similar to the first example of possession, the demons within this man recognized Jesus as the “Son of the Most High God” and were concerned that he had come to torment them. In a brief conversation between Jesus and the demon, we learn that the man was actually possessed by numerous demons who referred to themselves collectively as Legion. With a simple command, Jesus cast out the demons, and they entered a herd of pigs that immediately rushed into the lake and drowned.

While in Philippi, the apostle Paul and Silas encountered a slave girl possessed by an evil spirit that gave her the ability to predict the future (Acts 16:16-19). She followed them around the city for several days crying out, “These men are bond-servants of the Most High God, who are proclaiming to you the way of salvation” (v. 17). Paul commanded the evil spirit, in the name of Jesus Christ, to leave the girl. The girl was freed of the demon and lost her ability to tell the future (vv. 18-19).

The fourth example of demon possession is a secondary reference to an exorcism in Acts 19:13-16. While Paul was in Ephesus, some Jewish exorcists apparently began using the name of Jesus to try to cast out demons. In one such instance, the seven sons of a Jewish chief priest named Sceva tried unsuccessfully to cast a demon out of a man by calling upon “Jesus whom Paul preaches.” The demon responded, through the man’s voice, “I recognize Jesus, and I know about Paul, but who are you?” The demon possessed man then leaped on the brothers and beat all seven of them badly.

If we compare these examples to those of individuals with demonically caused illnesses (discussed earlier), we find a number of clear differences. In the examples of possession, the demons spoke through the voice of the inhabited individual, which is not seen in those with an illness caused by an evil spirit. Unlike the sick who sought Jesus out for healing, the demon possessed recognized Jesus as the Messiah and were fearful of him. Another difference not seen in the demonically infirmed is the presence of supernatural abilities. For example, two of the possessed individuals displayed superhuman strength, while another had psychic abilities that allowed her to accurately predict the future. In addition, the Gospel writers describe those with illnesses caused by demons as being healed by Jesus, while very different language is used to describe what occurs to the possessed. So it seems clear from these examples that the biblical writers considered demon possession something qualitatively different from simply an illness that resulted from demonic influence.

We need to look at possession in a broader biblical context, much like we did with demonically caused illness. Demon possession, as I have defined it here, is mentioned even fewer times in the Scriptures than individuals with illnesses caused by demons. In fact, we find no reference to demon possession outside of the Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) and Acts. Exorcism is not mentioned in any of the New Testament letters, suggesting that it may not have been an issue. Many people have wondered whether it is even possible for a believer to be demon possessed.

The Scriptures give no examples of demon possessed believers, though two examples of believing individuals with demonically caused illness are described: a crippled woman (a righteous Jew described by Christ as “a daughter of Abraham” in Luke 13:10-16) and the apostle Paul (2 Corinthians 12:7-10). It seems unlikely that Satan or any demon could take up residence in an individual who has been born again. The Bible tells us that our bodies are the temple of God indwelled by the Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians 6:19) and that “greater is He who is in you than he who is in the world” (1 John 4:4). These and many other verses suggest that demon possession of the believer is not possible, since we are indwelled by the Spirit of the sovereign Creator, who makes no room for darkness (1 John 1:5).




Demons in the Twenty-First Century

So where does that leave us today? Are demons still active? Do they play a role in mental illness? Three possibilities have been suggested to explain the level of demonic activity we see in the Scriptures versus today. The first is that in biblical times individuals were inclined to attribute to “demons” unusual behavior and untreatable illnesses that, because of their prescientific worldview and naive understanding of disease and mental illness, could not otherwise be explained. While this was certainly true in some instances (and still is), the problem with this argument is that it causes us to question Jesus’ integrity (and perhaps his divinity), since he believed that demons were at work in the specific examples we have discussed.

A second possibility that has been suggested is that incidences of demon possession and infirmity were limited to biblical times and the ministry of Jesus and the apostles. Again, there is surely some truth to this suggestion. Exorcism appears to have been a major component of Jesus’ earthly ministry and clearly showed the sovereignty of the anointed Messiah and the coming kingdom of God over Satan’s kingdom of darkness. However, the New Testament gives us no reason to believe that demonic activity would cease with the apostolic age but, in contrast, often speaks of the evil schemes of Satan and his demonic cohorts toward the church (Ephesians 6:11-12; 1 Peter 5:8). And the continued schemes of Satan and his demons against believers are mentioned in the writings of several of the early church fathers, including Ignatius (c. AD 35–107), Justin Martyr (c. AD 100–165), Tertullian (c. AD 155–230), and Origen (c. AD 185–254).

A third possibility is that demonic infirmity and possession still occur today much as they did in biblical times. The first question often asked when this possibility is suggested is, Why, then, does it appear from the Scriptures that this demonic activity (possession and infirmity) was common in biblical times and yet it is not common today? We must remember that the Gospels do not consist of a moment-by-moment account of Jesus’ life on earth, and any single event the Gospel writers, by divine inspiration, chose to include may seem to occur frequently when in actuality it was quite uncommon. In comparison to natural illnesses, demonic infirmity and possession are rare in the biblical text and are not even mentioned in a majority of the Scriptures.

In addition, we must understand that demon possession is not possible for those who are born again, and thus exorcism would not play a significant role in the church either today or in the first century. It is possible that demon possession does still occur today in some nonbelieving individuals and is likely to be encountered in missionary or evangelistic settings (much like in Jesus’ day). The simplest—and most effective—way to deal with or rule out demon possession would be to lead the individual to faith in Christ Jesus. Exorcism rites or prayers for deliverance may be appropriate if the afflicted individual is an unbeliever and supernatural indicators of possession (e.g., superhuman strength, paranormal occurrences) are clearly present.1

I believe that demonically caused illness, in contrast to possession, does commonly occur today in and out of the church. However, the difficulty—if not outright impossibility—of differentiating a demonically caused illness from a natural illness leads us to treat all sickness the same. The infirmed require healing, which may come through medical intervention or through an answer to healing prayer. In either case, healing is the focus, rather than deliverance.




What About Mental Illness?

Mental disorders are complex states that result from an interaction of biology and environment. If we accept the argument that demons are presently active, then it is likely they are involved in some cases of mental illness. Demons are involved at many levels of our existence, and it certainly isn’t necessary for demonic powers to purposefully cause a given mental illness in a person for us to be able to say that they were involved in the disorder. As I said in chapter one, we are born dead in our sins, and even after we are transformed in the spirit by faith, we still live in a body and have a mind that is corrupted by original sin. Satan was involved in that corruption (Genesis 3:13). The world in which we live is demonic. I can say that because I know that Satan is “the ruler of this world,” and anything related to the world system has been tainted by his presence (John 12:31; 2 Corinthians 4:4).

All mental disorders result from the interaction of biological and environmental factors. We have a biology that is broken because of sin, and we live in an environment infected by the evil one. From this perspective the demonic is involved in all illness, including mental illness, at some level, and that reality may be why the Gospel authors so blurred the lines between natural illness and demonic infirmity.




Encountering the Demonic

Melissa, a mature believer and a longtime friend of my wife’s family, recently told me the story of a demonic encounter she had many years ago. She and her family moved to Denver from Chicago, and not knowing many people Melissa and her husband joined a Saturday night couples’ card group. Through that group they became acquainted with Bill and Cindy.

Late one stormy evening, Melissa received a frantic phone call from Bill: “Cindy has gone crazy! She is running up and down the street in the rain, screaming! Can you come over?”

Melissa suspected that Bill called her because they had recently talked about a new women’s Bible study Melissa had started. She quickly drove over to the house. The scene was just as Bill had described it. Cindy, wearing only her underwear, was running around in the street, screaming and yelling in the rain. All attempts to get her to come inside were ignored, so Bill grabbed his wife and carried her into the house against her will. He then restrained her in a large chair in the living room. Cindy’s eyes were glazed over, and her face was contorted into an angry scowl as she struggled to get free. Melissa tried to talk to Cindy, but Cindy just ignored her. Suddenly Cindy yelled out, “This whole God thing is crazy!”

Melissa told Cindy she was going to pray for her, which brought another angry response. “No prayer! Don’t pray for me!”

While Bill continued to hold Cindy down in the chair, Melissa began to pray. Cindy maintained her angry outburst. “I hate my mother!” she yelled. “I’m mad at God. I wanted a baby, and I never got a baby!”

Melissa kept praying, asking in Jesus’ name that Cindy would be set free from her bondage. After about fifteen minutes of Melissa praying, Cindy went suddenly and completely limp in the chair. As she began to come around, she looked at Melissa as if she hadn’t seen her before. Cindy asked, “Why am I all wet?”

Melissa recounted that Cindy was like a different person. Slowly she remembered some but not all of what had occurred. Cindy was never able to explain what had happened to her. She was not a Christian at the time, and Melissa believes that she was under some type of demonic oppression or perhaps possession. Cindy subsequently accepted Christ and became active in ministry. She had never had a similar experience before that night, and she never had one again. Melissa said she really didn’t know what she was doing when she started to pray for Cindy. “All I knew was that Jesus has authority over the powers of darkness, and in him I have that same authority. So that is how I prayed.”




A Biblical Response to the Demonic

The Scriptures are quite clear on how we are to respond to the demonic powers. We are to pray, submit ourselves to God, and resist (stand against) the devil. We are unable to stand against Satan in our own strength, but our response to the demonic is based on one absolute truth: God is sovereign. Through prayer we are able to draw near to God and build an intimate relationship with him (Mark 9:29; Luke 22:40; 2 Corinthians 12:8-9; James 5:13-16). Through submission we recognize that we are unable to accomplish anything apart from him (John 15:5). He is our very life, and through submission we allow his indwelling Spirit to transform our mind and body.

In their writings, Paul, James, and Peter call us to resist or stand against the devil (Ephesians 6:10-17; James 4:7; 1 Peter 5:8-9). That stand is taken by faith through submission to God. Paul tells us that we will be able to stand by putting on the full armor of God: truth, righteousness, peace, faith, salvation, and the Word. Only by living our life in Christ are we able to stand against the devil, because Jesus is the truth (John 14:6), our righteousness (2 Corinthians 5:21), the Prince of Peace (Isaiah 9:6), the pioneer and perfecter of our faith (Hebrews 12:2), the author of our salvation (Hebrews 2:10), and the Word made flesh (John 1:14).

Does a biblical response always result in healing from demonic powers? We can use Paul’s thorn as an example. Paul prayed three times and asked God to heal him, and the divine sovereign of the universe chose not to remove the thorn. Instead, he willed that the thorn be used to manifest Christ’s power in Paul’s life and to mature his faith (2 Corinthians 12:7-10). Our response to the demonic is simply to pray, submit to God, and stand in Christ. Whether God chooses to heal us or to supply us with sustaining grace, we can rest in knowing he is sovereign over all things (including demons) and he cares for us.
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