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  TO THE READER

  God has designed us to experience emotions, as Jesus experienced the same emotions. However, as born-again believers, we are not designed to be dominated by emotions. We are designed to regulate emotions and respond to any circumstance in an adaptive fashion that we “may prove what is that good and acceptable and perfect will of God” in all situations (Romans 12:2).





INTRODUCTION



Now may the God of peace Himself sanctify you completely; and may your whole spirit, soul, and body be preserved blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.

1 THESSALONIANS 5:23
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Do you ever struggle with being anxious when the Bible tells us not to be anxious? Do you struggle with managing your thoughts when the Bible tells us to take our thoughts captive? Do you struggle with public speaking or interacting with others when the Bible tells us that “the fear of man brings a snare” (Proverbs 29:25)? Do you struggle with air travel, crowds, or other situations involving feeling trapped when the Bible tells us that God has not given us a spirit of fear? Do you struggle with chronic worry about a number of events or activities in your daily life when the Bible tells us not to worry about any of these situations? As believers, many of us have likely experienced a significant discrepancy between who the Bible says we are in Jesus and who we believe we are due to our emotional experiences.

First Thessalonians 5:23 makes it clear that we are a three-part being: spirt, soul, and body. God has designed every human on earth with these three parts, with our spirit being the component of our identity that relates to God since God is spirit (John 4:24). Moreover, our soul contains the mental and emotional facets of our identities and is essential in directing our attention to the Word of God. It is here, in the soul, where people struggle with their relationship with God and their relationships with those around them, often due to difficulties with managing emotions. Though the Word of God tells us that we “may prove what is that good and acceptable and perfect will of God” through renewing our minds (Romans 12:2), I find that the large majority of people who I see clinically or personally in church, who profess to be believers, struggle with the practical application of doing so.

This manual represents a merger of two schools of thought that have historically been viewed as diametrically opposed to one another: the Word of God (the Bible) and the science of psychology, specifically cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) and affective neuroscience. Interestingly, through my exploration as a Christian and a clinical psychologist, I have learned that these two schools of thought reflect similar principles that share more commonalities than disparities. As such, the Lord has placed an unwavering desire within me to assist fellow Christians in understanding the following: the role and function of emotions, the mysteries of the soul, and God’s divine purpose as it pertains to managing emotions so that we may be effective in witnessing to others while prospering as our souls prosper (3 John 1:2). I have found that the emotional regulation skills and the kingdom principles in this guide will allow you to reprogram your experiences with emotions and fulfill the destiny that God has called you to.

Central to this manual is understanding the role of a certain part of temperament known as neuroticism, which can be understood as experiencing negative emotions frequently and intensely. It is important to note that this temperament label is simply to help you understand the concept of negative emotions (rather than to diagnose a problem). Temperament is not black and white; we all vary to some degree in different facets of temperament. For example, I am mostly extroverted when around groups of people, but I appear introverted when working out at a gym. Just like extroversion refers to a tendency to experience positive emotions and to be interpersonally warm and social, individuals high in neuroticism have a tendency toward experiencing negative emotions and view negative emotions as dangerous.

As I’ll explore further in this manual, I believe a tendency toward negative emotionality is one of the emotional consequences of the fall, and this is why many believers continue to struggle with negative emotions. The events in the Garden of Eden explain much of the difficulty we have experienced in our souls and bodies. In addition to Adam’s and Eve’s eyes being opened to evil in the world during the fall, the door for a predisposition to high neuroticism, or the tendency to experience negative emotions while perceiving the world as threatening and being unable to cope with it, was also opened.

In the physical realm, people who struggle with negative emotions continue to do so for two interrelated reasons: (1) They have negative views of emotions, such as viewing negative emotions as dangerous and believing that one must get rid of them. This leads to (2) avoidant behaviors that are aimed at eliminating the negative emotions. These behaviors may provide temporary relief from the negative emotions; however, they eventually backfire and lead to a continuation of negative and often intense emotions.

Though there are a number of natural consequences that have occurred as the result of the fall, this book is most concerned with what we consider to be the emotional consequence—the tendency to experience high levels of neuroticism or chronic distress in the soul. The process of intense negative emotions becomes a vicious cycle of attempting to push emotions away, which in turn leads to a continuation of the emotions, creating what we call soul distress. Soul distress represents emotional difficulties in our lives, including struggles within our relationships. These struggles range from minor problems in our relationship with God and our relationships with others on one end of the spectrum, to diagnosable emotional disorders on the other end. In regard to our relationship with God, it makes sense why many believers struggle in this area, because the soul is the part of our makeup where we actively shift our attention to God or the world. When soul distress hinders us from putting our attention on God, it often leads us to perceive our relationship with God as weak, and emotional victory in the Christian life as impossible.

[image: A diagram shows how emotional distress manifests itself in Christians.]

A diagram is titled “A Model of Emotional Distress for Christians,” and it features six bubbles stacked on top of one another. In the first bubble at the top are the words “Opened eyes in the garden.” The second bubble is titled “Emotional consequences of the fall,” and it then explains that there is a predisposition in many people to experience negative emotions. The third bubble is titled  “Neuroticism,” described as the tendency to experience negative emotions along with the perception that the world is a dangerous place and that you can’t deal with these emotions. The fourth bubble is titled “Negative view of emotions,” which is described as the view that certain emotions are dangerous. The fifth bubble is titled “Avoidance behaviors,” and it lists worry, procrastination, isolation, and thought suppression as examples. The sixth bubble appears at the bottom of the diagram and is titled  “Emotional distress.” It then lists four examples of this kind of distress: difficulty hearing God, struggles with renewing the mind, difficulties in relationships, and emotional disorders. 





The skills within this manual are divided into seven key principles that are explained throughout each chapter. These “being skills” need to be practiced regularly in addition to renewing your mind with the accompanying Scriptures throughout these chapters. These seven “being skills” are as follows:


	1. Being an Emotional Master


	2. Being Present


	3. Being Renewed


	4. Being Adaptive


	5. Being Physical


	6. Being Brave


	7. Being Consistent





How to Use This Manual

This manual has been written for flexible application to both individuals and groups. It is highly recommended that you read each chapter on your own and apply the content within each chapter on a weekly basis. The skills within this manual are designed to initially increase your awareness of emotions so that you can then apply these skills to day-to-day situations. I have found in my experience that you will receive the most benefit from this manual if you read each chapter and focus on it for one week at a time, prior to moving on to the next section. This manual is designed so that you can carefully read each chapter, meditate on the Scriptures contained throughout, objectively record your answers to the reflection questions, and apply the “being skills” to your life.




Who Is This Manual Designed For?

If you are a pastor, small group leader, Bible study leader, or any other group facilitator within your areas of spiritual influence, this manual can be applied in a similar fashion with the added advantage of group accountability. If utilized in a group setting, I recommend you begin each week by reviewing homework from the previous week, which will facilitate group discussion. The reflection questions and exercises throughout each chapter can also be used as prompts for group discussion. Additionally, if you are using this manual in a group setting, I suggest you help each other confront uncomfortable situations and practice the “being skills.”

If you practice these skills on a regular basis, you will learn to master your emotions, improve your relationships with others, and most importantly, enhance your relationship with God. Welcome to Mastering Our Emotions!
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If you are using Mastering Our Emotions in a group or ministry setting, scan this QR code to download a PDF featuring larger, printable versions of some of the worksheets in this book.


















1
IN THE BEGINNING




In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.

GENESIS 1:1
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Many believers are familiar with this first verse of the Bible and the story of creation. However, in Genesis 3 something else was “created” that was not part of God’s original plan, nor did he create it. It is one of the many results from the fall, and it forms the basis for this book to managing emotions as a believer.

In Genesis 3 we see the heading for the chapter, titled “The Temptation and Fall of Man.” Again, many believers are familiar with the story of Adam and Eve, the role of the serpent, and the bites that are taken of the fruit from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. Rarely, however, do we think about the emotional consequences that occurred because of this act of disobedience by Adam and Eve. This one act set the course for millions of people to struggle with managing the emotions that God originally designed for our benefit. I’ve personally encountered thousands of people, including many believers, who struggle with managing anxiety, anger, sadness, fear, shame, and disgust, and who have become comfortable with being uncomfortable. I have studied the family transmission of anxiety as a clinical psychologist. I have treated thousands of individuals with anxiety disorders (phobias, chronic worry, social anxiety disorder, panic disorder, and agoraphobia), depression, obsessive-compulsive disorder, posttraumatic stress disorder, suicidal ideation, and countless other mental health conditions. I have witnessed people use emotional avoidance in its many forms as a coping mechanism in vain attempts to manage negative emotions. I have seen countless individuals quote 2 Timothy 1:7, “For God has not given us a spirit of fear, but of power and of love and of a sound mind,” as well as Philippians 4:6, “Be anxious for nothing,” yet still be dominated by emotional experiences despite what they know to be true from God’s Word. I have observed numerous believers declare that God has delivered us from the power of darkness and that we are strengthened with all might, as noted in Colossians 1:9-14, yet still struggle with negative emotionality. In short, the most knowledgeable believers are often still dominated by their souls (i.e., emotional experiences) due to a lack of practical understanding of what occurred during the temptation and fall of humans.


The Temptation and Fall

Our journey begins in Genesis 3:6-10:


So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, that it was pleasant to the eyes, and a tree desirable to make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate. She also gave to her husband with her, and he ate. Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they knew that they were naked; and they sewed fig leaves together and made themselves coverings.

And they heard the sound of the LORD God walking in the garden in the cool of the day, and Adam and his wife hid themselves from the presence of the LORD God among the trees of the garden.

Then the LORD God called to Adam and said to him, “Where are you?”

So he said, “I heard Your voice in the garden, and I was afraid because I was naked; and I hid myself.”



Though we understand the temptation and fall of humans as a significant event that would change the history of humankind, we often miss a very important aspect of what occurred from an emotional standpoint: the fall gave rise to the temperament trait known as neuroticism. As noted in the introduction, individuals who are high in this trait tend to experience intense, negative emotions. Just like many of us are high in extraversion, which refers to a tendency to experience positive emotions and to be warm toward others, those of us who are high in neuroticism tend to view negative emotions as dangerous and intolerable. In essence, high neuroticism is linked to emotional disorder diagnoses such as panic disorder, major depressive disorder, and social anxiety disorder.1

In Genesis, we can observe three traits of neuroticism. First, the revelation of nakedness causes shame and embarrassment. This was never intended by God. Although this manual will primarily address negative emotionality due to its impact on our functioning as believers, the fall also negatively contributed to our low expression of positive emotion, which has also created negative consequences. Low expression of positive mood as a result of the fall may affect our expression of the fruit of the Spirit, how we express hopefulness (in contrast to hopelessness), as well as our enjoyment of activities and relationships. God did not intend for us to believe that we must hide. Adam and Eve “knew that they were naked,” and experienced shame and embarrassment because of this new knowledge, and therefore, “sewed fig leaves together and made themselves coverings” (Genesis 3:7).

Second, we see the first experience of anxiety in the Bible. Adam and Eve hid themselves from the presence of God when “they heard the sound of the LORD God walking in the garden in the cool of the day” (Genesis 3:8). Notice it says that they “heard the sound of the LORD God walking” as opposed to “they saw the LORD God walking.” This implies that they experienced distress in anticipation of seeing God in the (near) future because they believed their encounter with him would result in a negative outcome, which is the essence of the emotion of anxiety.

Third, we see the first experience of the emotion known as fear in the Bible. When God was speaking directly to Adam and Eve, they experienced distress in response to what they viewed as present danger, which is the essence of fear. Ironically, we were never intended to experience these negative emotions in the presence of our Creator, yet Adam and Eve’s emotional responses to God revealed the magnitude of an extremely negative consequence from the temptation and fall of man: the birth of high levels of neuroticism. Though research on emotional disorders indicates that heightened levels of neuroticism is a primary risk factor for developing an emotional disorder, it is also something that can be changed through the application of kingdom principles and the science of psychology.




The Birth of Emotional Distress

The emotional effects of the fall have had a persisting impact on all of humankind. Despite whether you personally struggle with negative emotionality, the consequences of Adam and Eve partaking of the fruit from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil are easily observable: wars, rumors of wars, difficulties within parent-child relationships, and the staggering statistics on emotional disorders. The shame, fear, and anxiety that were initially manifested in the Garden of Eden are among the primary negative emotional experiences that so many believers struggle with today.

Along these lines, consider for a moment the following questions: Do you struggle with worry about minor matters or perhaps worry about things that might happen in the future? Have you ever experienced a panic attack? Do you “clam up” when you are in social situations and become extremely uncomfortable when you must be in front of others? Do you dislike tight spaces? Do you often worry about your health and become uncomfortable when you experience unknown bodily sensations? Do you check Google when you feel a “twinge” in your body, hoping to find answers? Maybe you feel down and depressed while finding it difficult to enjoy activities that you used to enjoy. Do you experience “scary” thoughts that come into your mind, that then lead you to seek reassurance from others or attempt to block thoughts that may seem contrary to the Word of God? Do you “fly off the handle” over what other people would consider small things? Do you have a difficult time tolerating the unknown? Or maybe you avoid situations because they seem to trigger uncomfortable feelings in your body. Do you lie awake at night because of your thoughts? Do you have a difficult time praying or hearing from God due to your mind wandering to either the future or the past?

If you answered yes to any of these questions, do these symptoms cause you personal distress or impairment in everyday functioning (e.g., work, school, relationships, church, or social activities)? Some examples of distress and impairment in functioning include not being able to speak up in group settings out of fear of negative evaluation, not being assertive, missing out on leisure activities due to anxiety or depression, frequent panic attacks, your sleep being disrupted on a regular basis due to not being able to turn off your thoughts, or avoiding places and situations altogether due to feeling uncomfortable.

If you struggle in any capacity with what I just mentioned, then perhaps the tendency toward negative emotionality that initially occurred in the Garden of Eden is the culprit. Even if you are not high in this tendency to experience “big feelings” but some of these situations are difficult to manage, then you will benefit from this manual.




Understanding Emotional Distress

As we noted earlier in this chapter, some individuals struggle with the tendency to experience negative emotions coupled with the perception that the world around them is dangerous and that they are ill-equipped to deal with it. This tendency toward experiencing intense emotions was first evidenced in the Garden of Eden and explains why many of us struggle with the questions mentioned earlier. There is an abundance of research literature that suggests that neuroticism emotionality is among one of the most important risk factors for developing an emotional disorder, particularly for anxiety disorders and depression. Most importantly, this tendency can be reprogrammed. To understand how to reprogram symptoms of emotional distress that are both created and maintained by high levels of neuroticism, we must first understand the role that emotions play in our lives and what they are made of. Doing so will allow us to practice the skills taught in later chapters that have proven to change lives.


Reflection: In the Beginning

Read Genesis 3:1-21.


	
1. In verse 7 of Genesis 3, what happened emotionally when Adam and Eve “knew that they were naked”? Describe it in your own words.

 



	
2. How did Adam and Eve’s perception of God change in Genesis 3:8 when “they heard the sound of the LORD God walking in the garden in the cool of the day”?

 



	
3. Has the fall and the resulting sin that entered the world impacted your experience with emotions? What are some specific examples in your life?

 








Homework


	
1. Read Colossians 1:9-14 and pray the prayer found in that passage once per day for the next week during your time with the Lord. Make note of anything that stands out to you or that God reveals to you during your prayer time.

 



	2. Pray: Ask the Holy Spirit to give you wisdom and revelation about how the fall has affected how you’ve experienced emotions over time. Ask him during your prayer time to reveal to you how to pray for your family if they have struggled with mastering emotions.


	3. Read Genesis 3 and ask God to reveal to you the areas of your life where negative emotions have been viewed as dangerous. Record those areas below.
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