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ACBC ESSAYS 

Faithful biblical counseling is not simplistic when it comes to engaging suffering. Human suffering 
is often messy and complex, presenting unique challenges. The ACBC Essays were created to 
produce academically focused papers that are also profoundly practical. In these pages, the 
authors strive to engage contemporary thought with the timeless truth of  Scripture, as they 
contemplate how best to think about and care for people.  

 The ACBC Essays included in this volume are a product of  the 2018 Colloquium, which was 
hosted to encourage Christ-like dialogue and academic enterprise amongst leaders in the world 
of  biblical counseling. While each author writes within the Standards of  Doctrine and Conduct 
of  ACBC, please understand that there may be a variation of  opinion regarding their approach 
to PTSD and practice. While there is no way to comprehensively address the issue of  Post-
Traumatic Stress in so few pages, these essays consider several key aspects involved in the 
discussion. 

We pray that these essays may serve as a part of  our initial discussion to address the phenomena 
of  Post-Traumatic Stress, but will not be the last in our attempt to bolster a more robust biblical 
understanding of  human suffering in a world cursed by sin. Also, we pray these essays will enrich 
discussions on the topic of  Post-Traumatic Stress, for the glory of  Christ and the strengthening of  
his people.  

T. Dale Johnson, Jr., Ph.D.
Executive Director, Association of  Certified Biblical Counselors 
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HELPING  
MARRIAGES  

THROUGH POST-TRAUMATIC 
STRESS DISORDER 

Greg E. Gifford, PhD 

A strong case could be made that marriages are the types of relationships that are most affected by 
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). PTSD reaches all relationships, obviously, but think of a 
wife who has waded through the dark waters of trauma with her husband and now he is 
struggling with PTSD. It is not only the original trauma, but also the husband’s present struggle 
with PTSD that she is facing. Patience only lasts for so long before the wife needs some help and 
needs her husband to be who she married—at least that is what she starts to think. As much as 
she wants to support him, she also needs someone who can help around the house and help make 
ends meet. One wife said regarding her husband’s diagnosis of PTSD, “I’m in total disbelief. 
This is not the man I married.”1 

Or think of the husband who is seeking to change and love his wife well while suffering with 
PTSD. One husband said, “I can’t be to her what she needs and she can’t be to me what I need. 
Our life paths had diverged too much and there was no foundation of trust or communication for 
coming back from the precipice.”2 This husband is tempted to ask—“can I be who she needs me 
to be? Would she be better with someone else?” At no fault of the wife, the husband can believe 

1Military.com, “Is This PTSD or Does He Just Want a Divorce?,” accessed February 28, 2019, 
https://www.military.com/spouse/relationships/ms-vicki-is-this-ptsd-or-does-he-just-want-divorce.html. 

2Combat Veteran’s With PTSD, “PTSD, Depression, and Divorce—When Too Much Water Has Passed 
Under the Bridge,” October 16, 2014, accessed February 28, 2019, 
https://www.combatveteranswithptsd.org/blog/ptsd-depression-and-divorce-when-too-much-water-has-passed-
under-the-bridge.  
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that she needs someone other than him. PTSD has made him ineffective as a husband, at least 
from his perspective. 

Yet, marriages do not make it “through” PTSD, per se. Even though a marriage does not make 
it “through” PTSD, a marriage can be equipped to face PTSD even if PTSD and its symptoms 
never leave their marriage. This essay aims at speaking to marriages that are facing PTSD. My 
thesis is that to help marriages facing PTSD, we must equip husbands and wives with a 
theological understanding of suffering, a biblically-rooted anthropology, and a biblical 
epistemology. Perhaps these seem a bit esoteric, but I will demonstrate the relevance of each as 
we progress through this essay. I attempt to demonstrate that a theology of suffering entails the 
couple knowing how to appropriately view their trial, that all of the conversations regarding 
PTSD have an implicit anthropology, and finally that a biblical epistemology is necessary to 
frame a correct response. 

A theology of suffering is necessary for the married couple facing the implications of a PTSD 
diagnosis.3 I hope to offer a few aspects to you through a critique of my essay title, my book title, 
and a brief historical overview of PTSD. If you view PTSD as a form of suffering, it gives you 
hope and understanding that God works in the midst of and through suffering. 

Next, we help marriages as we commit to a biblical anthropology. PTSD has an uncanny ability 
to force us to re-evaluate what we believe about people and their responses in suffering. What of 
human responsibility? What of the body/soul interplay? How does one spouse respond to their 
spouse with PTSD? What you believe about a person will shape your care for that person. If your 
anthropology wanes, then the methodology for helping people will also wane.  

Finally, one should consider the epistemological loyalties that are the truth claims and 
commitments of the marriage. Who will be their authority for truth? If the couple lets Veteran’s 
Affairs (VA) be their ultimate epistemological authority, it will dictate their response and 
ministry. Or, if they let their criterion for PTSD be their epistemological authority, they will 
suffer. We as biblical counselors are seeking to offer a biblical epistemology that will equip them 
to respond faithfully. 

A Theology of Suffering 

A Teleology of Suffering 

Our first priority is to frame a right theology of suffering for a marriage facing PTSD. Just to be 
clear in this topic, as I mentioned above, a person does not make it “through” PTSD. And that’s 
not really the end goal. A theology of suffering recognizes that making it “through” PTSD isn’t 
the goal, but honoring God in the time of suffering is (Rom. 5:3-5). Paul says in Romans 5 that 
our trials are used to cultivate endurance and patience. We must be accurate in this perspective 
of suffering: we are not trying to help couples make it through PTSD but are seeking to help them 
respond to PTSD in a way that honors the Lord. If you understand PTSD to be suffering, then 

3Bob Kellemen started using this exact term, but the idea is a good theology of suffering in God’s Healing 
for Life’s Losses: How to Find Hope When You are Hurting (Winona Lake, IN: BMH, 2010). 
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your goal is not to get them out of the suffering but to respond in a way that pleases the Lord in 
their suffering (1 Pet. 5:10). 

No Temptation Is Totally Unique 

Second, Curtis Solomon, director of the Biblical Counseling Coalition, talks about the 
importance of 1 Corinthians 10:13 regarding PTSD. Solomon says that PTSD is not 
“uncommon” to man and that others have gone through this experience.4 I agree with him, and 
he is hinting at a mutual experience of suffering. Perhaps PTSD is more common than we have 
even emphasized?5 Let me explain that for a moment. Dietrich Bonhoeffer spoke of this idea of 
helping others in his letters and papers from prison, “The Church is the Church only when it 
exists for others ... not dominating but helping and serving. It must tell men of every calling what 
it means to live for Christ, to exist for others.”6  

Many are probably familiar with Dietrich Bonhoeffer and would agree with his assessment that 
the church cannot have a myopic focus, but must have one that seeks to live for the glory of 
Christ and good of others. What you are probably unfamiliar with is Bonhoeffer’s connection to 
PTSD. Karl Bonhoeffer, Dietrich’s father, was engaged in a public debate regarding PTSD in 
1916, over 100 years ago. Essentially, Karl Bonhoeffer is bringing out this commitment that we 
must help others, including married couples, facing PTSD.  

Karl Bonhoeffer 

Eric Metaxas said that Dietrich was born into a family of high accomplishments, and yet was not 
overwhelmed by that fact.7 Perhaps this is true because Karl was a leading psychiatrist who lived 
and studied in Tubingen, under the direct mentorship of Carl Wernicke. It was during this time 
that he “was elected chair of the Department of Psychiatry at the University of Breslau/Wroclaw 
Mental Hospital.”8 In 1912, Karl Bonhoeffer moved to Berlin where he was elected the chair of 
psychiatry and neurology at Charité Hospital.9  

4Curtis Solomon, Institute of Biblical Counseling and Discipleship Annual Pre-Conference, San Marcos, 
CA, “PTSD: Helping the Individual Through PTSD,” June 24, 2018. 

5For instance, The Wall Street Journal published an article recently that suggested parents of ill children are 
demonstrating signs of PTSD. The article is describing that what was once known only to soldiers is now becoming 
a more common place with parents of children facing long-term illnesses. “Historically, psychiatrists didn’t consider 
medical diseases traumatic events. In 2000, the profession’s official handbook of diagnoses—the American 
Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders—explicitly added ‘life-threatening 
illness’ as something that might trigger PTSD in patients and their loved ones” Wall Street Journal, “For Parents of 
Ill Children, A Growing Recognition of PTSD,” February 19, 2019. 

6Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers from Prison. 

7Eric Metaxas, Dietrich Bonhoeffer: Pastor, Martyr, Prophet, Spy (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 2010), 
7. 

8Andreas StröhleJana, “Karl Bonhoeffer (1868-1948),” The American Journal of Psychiatry 165, no. 5 
(2008): 575–76. 

9Ibid 
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Hermann Oppenheim’s Proposition and Rejection in 1916 

What is noteworthy about this Bonhoeffer transition is that in February of 1916 six leading 
medical doctors, neurologists, psychiatrists, and soon-to-be psychologists met in Berlin to discuss 
traumatic and war neuroses.10 The meeting was gathered to discuss the findings of a man named 
Hermann Oppenheim who coined the terms Traumatischenneurosen and Kriegsneurose, which literally 
translates as “War Neurosis.”11 Although some mockingly referred to it as pension neurosis because 
of an epidemic in 1889 when one would be paid a pension for their post-traumatic neurosis after 
being injured in the railway.12 Oppenheim wrote and researched primarily from a medical 
perspective and particularly focused on the undergirding neurology when he published his 
Textbook for Nervous Diseases for Physicians and Students in the late 1800s.13 It was this book where 
Oppenheim started using the term Traumatic Neurosis, which he stated to be “accidents where 
physical trauma is associated with mental shock.”14 Hermann Oppenheim started using the term 

10Hermann Oppenheim, Schuster, Karl Bonhoeffer, Hugo Liepmann and Karl Birnbaum. Bernd Holdorff, 
“The Fight For ‘Traumatic Neurosis’, 1889-1916: Hermann Oppenheim and His Opponents in Berlin,” ed. Tom 
Dening, History of Psychiatry 22, no. 4 (2011): 471. Table 2. Diverse concepts of traumatic neurosis (war neurosis) 
in the Berlin debate of February 1916: 

“Oppenheim: Paralyses through loss of memory pictures for movements (akinesia, amnestica, and reflex 
paralysis), similar to diaschisis due to molecular alterations. Schuster: psychogenesis and endogenous factors were 
most important. Somatogenesis was subordinated, but for both an identical material basis as long as this substantial 
damage remains unknown. Bonhoeffer: the biological effect of emotion of fright on motility and vasomotor 
functions becomes fixed in individuals with suitable psychological disposal, under the influence of affects and 
imagination with the consequent development of well-recognized hysterical features. Liepmann: initial material 
changes after the first wave of affect, following their own physiological-biological laws, followed by secondary 
psychological effects. The second impact is indirect (ideogenic), mediated by psychological processes. Birnbaum: 
(1) emotion- and fright neuroses with their continuous pathological fixation of the affect expressions; (2) hysteric
states with their characteristic dissociative and suggestive appearances; and (3) traumatic neurosis of Oppenheim,
due to extensive nerve irritations, causing molecular changes. Lewandowsky: no brain-physiological concept of
traumatic neurosis; his approach was exclusively psychogenetic” (471-72).

11Hermann Oppenheim, Textbook of Nervous Diseases for Physicians and Students (London: Otto and 
Schulz Company, 1911), 814, FN1.  

12[In 1889] “The Imperial Insurance Office granted post-traumatic neuroses the status of actionable 
conditions. ... Before long the 1889 act was held responsible for the epidemic appearance of pension neurosis 
(Rentenneurose), a widespread addiction to compensation that seemed to sap the productive potential of the German 
workforce” (33) in Paul Lerner, Hysterical Men: War, Psychiatry, and the Politics of Trauma in Germany, 1890-
1930 (Ithaca & London: Cornell University Press, 2003). 

13Hermann Oppenheim, Textbook of Nervous Diseases for Physicians and Students (London: Otto and 
Schulz Company, 1911). 

14Oppenheim, Textbook of Nervous Diseases for Physicians and Students, 1163. “Mental Shock--fear and 
excitement plays an important part in the etiology of this morbid condition; indeed, it is the sole cause of the trouble 
in some instances. Accidents in which a physical trauma is associated with a mental shock, as in a railway accident, 
are specially liable to produce this neurosis. These have indeed been the main source of our knowledge of traumatic 
neurosis” (1163). 

Oppenheim offers as a means of treatment, “One must try from the first to prevent the development of 
hypochondriacal ideas, and to convince the injured man that neglect of his nervous troubles is the most effective 
means of getting rid of them,” Oppenheim also suggest the following: “1. Send them back to work of productive 
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Traumatic Neurosis to explain the patients he studied who first suffered from railway injuries, but 
then his studies also focused on soldiers engaged in the recent wars. Oppenheim was not 
proposing the modern-day equivalent of PTSD but was the one who developed the terminology 
and original thinking regarding PTSD.15 It was his ideas that Karl Bonhoeffer, Dietrich’s father, 
discussed with others in Berlin in 1916. Each man at this colloquium offered his own perspective 
of Oppenheim’s work, and each came to different conclusions on the subject.16 

Hermann Oppenheim was all but condemned at this conference in February and would later 
that year debate Karl Bonhoeffer directly regarding Traumatic Neurosis. During Oppenheim’s 
second debate with Bonhoeffer, Oppenheim felt provoked. Bonhoeffer was arguing that if 
traumatic neurosis was accepted as having unknown organic causes, it would only make the 
matter worse—supporting his conclusions with information from nine different patients.17 
Bonhoeffer demonstrated that if a person were to “abandon themselves completely” (as some 
with traumatic neurosis were doing) it would only exacerbate the problem. Perhaps we could find 
Bonhoeffer’s comments strikingly relevant to today’s PTSD conundrum? It was at this final 
debate that Oppenheim would become frustrated and slowly withdraw himself from the 
conversation and public practice.18 

nature, and 2. Physical work (i.e., gymnastics)” (1179-80). Oppenheim even suggested that “treatment by drugs is of 
little use; it is similar to that of genetic neuroses. Mental treatment is by far the most important factor in the 
treatment of these cases” (Ibid., 1180). 

15“As regards Oppenheim’s organic view, we cannot equate his traumatic neurosis with the contemporary 
concept of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) because its clinical picture is predominantly a neurological or 
quasi-neurological one (see Table 1) rather than a psychiatric category such as PTSD. Oppenheim (1917, 1918) 
maintained that the principal features of traumatic neurosis were neurological or quasi-neurological syndromes like 
muscle cramps (Crampusneurose), different forms of trembling such as ‘pseudo-spastic paresis with tremor,’ ‘reflex 
paralysis’ or ‘reflex epilepsy’” (473). Bernd Holdorff, “The Fight For ‘Traumatic Neurosis’, 1889-1916: Hermann 
Oppenheim and His Opponents in Berlin,” ed. Tom Dening, History of Psychiatry 22, no. 4 (2011): 473.  

16Holdorff, 471. 

17“At the meeting of the Berlin Society for Psychiatry and Neurology Bonhoeffer and Oppenheim engaged 
in their first ‘confrontation’ on this topic. Bonhoeffer reported on nine cases with hysteric paralysis following shell 
explosions (referred to as ‘shell shock’ in English, the new horror of war); the symptoms were astasia and abasia, 
speech loss, functional trembling, shaking, wide amplitude twitching and vegetative disturbances. ‘The worst were 
those who went to the military hospital or their relatives under the wrong flag as severe organic cases and could 
abandon themselves completely.’ He considered it dangerous ‘if unclear conceptions of organic brain damage seize 
these cases’, as this was already known from earlier pension hysteria. Oppenheim felt provoked by this; he reminded 
the audience of his research conducted some 25 years earlier, in particular with railway accidents, ‘which led to the 
much fought over theory of traumatic neurosis.’” Bernd Holdorff, “The Fight For ‘Traumatic Neurosis’, 1889-1916: 
Hermann Oppenheim and His Opponents in Berlin,” ed. Tom Dening, History of Psychiatry 22, no. 4 (2011): 468–
469. 

18At the end of the long debate, Oppenheim found himself disappointed and isolated and in the end he 
resigned as President of the Gesellschaft Deutscher Nervenärzte (Society of German Nerve Doctors). He also gave 
up his practice at the reserve military hospital in the Kunstgewerbemuseum “Museum of Applied Arts and Crafts" 
(471) in Bernd Holdorff, “The Fight For ‘Traumatic Neurosis’, 1889-1916: Hermann Oppenheim and His
Oppenents in Berlin,” ed. Tom Dening, History of Psychiatry 22, no. 4 (2011).
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Freud’s Budapest Summit in 1918  
 
Karl Bonhoeffer effectively ended the conversation for two years until Sigmund Freud organized 
a conference in Budapest with The Fifth International Congress on Psychoanalysis on September 
28-29, 1918.19 The topic of this conference was, “War Neurosis and Psychoanalysis.” One author 
noted, “In 1915 there was only one meeting concerning this topic [traumatic neurosis], but in 
1916 it was on the agenda of no fewer than four. Undoubtedly the most significant and exciting 
session was on 14 February 1916, where Oppenheim defended his concept of traumatic 
neurosis.”20 

 
At Freud’s summit in 1918 two years later, Oppenheim’s ideas were used and critiqued.21 Of 
note, Freud would perpetuate the idea of trauma and war neuroses, suggesting his own reasons 
for trauma. What I want you to see in this survey is that these two conversations were both about 
anthropology. Oppenheim suggested an anthropology, Bonhoeffer suggested an anthropology, 
and Freud offered an anthropology. As will be demonstrated, anthropology is everything in the 
care of a person facing PTSD. But for now, you can see that these conversations about War 
Neuroses and PTSD are not anything new (these two summits happened 100-plus years ago). 
 
A theology of suffering is one that demonstrates to those facing PTSD that there is not anything 
uncommon to them. Other couples have faced PTSD, and a right theology of suffering is that 
their trials are not totally unique to them. 
 
Of note, however, is that both of these were summits that centered around anthropology. 
Oppenheim had a heavy body/neurological emphasis and Freud had an immaterial, traumatic 
interpretation emphasis.22 Oppenheim’s theories faded, but much of what Freud taught 

	
19“After WWI, Bonhoeffer (1922, 1926)––together with Ewald Stier and William His, Jr—favoured the 

offering of capital compensation, ‘because it is not a remuneration, but a cure, the only well-known cure’ and he 
pleaded for finally abolishing ‘the so-called traumatic neurosis,’” in (Holdorff, 472). 

 
20Bernd Holdorff, “The Fight For ‘Traumatic Neurosis’, 1889-1916: Hermann,” 469. Oppenheim and His 

Opponents in Berlin,” ed. Tom Dening, History of Psychiatry 22, no. 4 (2011): 465–476 
 
21S. Ferenczi et al., Psychoanalysis and the War Neurosis (The International Psychoanalytical Press, 1921), 

1. “When the subject came up for discussion at the Fifth Psycho-Analytical Congress at Budapest (September, 
1918), official representatives of the Central European Powers were present to obtain information from the lectures 
and discussions” (1). The Fifth International Congress on Psychoanalysis was held in Budapest on September 28 and 
29, 1918, and Freud spoke on “Wege Der Psychoanalytischen Therape” (The paths of psychoanalytic therapy)—an 
essay that was to have considerable influence on the evolution of the psychoanalytic movement in the next few 
years.  

 
22The conflict is between the soldier’s old peaceful ego and his new warlike one, and it becomes acute as 

soon as the peace-ego realizes what danger it runs of losing its life owing to the rashness of its newly formed 
parasitic double." It would be equally true to say that the old ego is protecting itself from a mortal danger by taking 
flight into a traumatic neurosis or to say that it is defending itself against the new ego which it sees is threatening its 
life (209). [Freud argues that a conflict in the ego is what causes war neuroses (209)]. The solution to war neurosis is 
a professional army from Freud's perspective (209), while he even commends the potential of a shock therapy. 
Sigmund Freud, The Standard Edition of The Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, vol. XVII (London: 
Hogarth Press, 1955), 214. Freud demonstrated how electric shock was part of the treatment for those with “war 
neurosis” in Germany (213-214). He claimed that the shock was primarily a punishment that encouraged the soldiers 
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continues to this day.23 

Within the conversation of PTSD, anthropology is paramount in counseling and a proper 
theology of suffering—even demonstrated in these summits—is that PTSD is something common 
to man. A theology of suffering that bolsters faithfulness will understand that PTSD is not new. 
Now, however, we must emphasize what you believe about people will shape the way that you 
care for them. 

Anthropology 

Embedded in the conversation of PTSD, and how to help the marriage facing PTSD, is a strong 
battle for what we believe about human nature. Our anthropological commitments are 
evidenced in this. Really, methodology for helping couples is intimately connected and reliant 
upon anthropology.  

In meeting with a counselee who experienced PTSD from the wars in Iraq, I noted the 
importance of anthropology. He did not have significant flashbacks, or re-experiencing 
symptoms, there was no hyper-arousal, but military doctors diagnosed him as having PTSD from 
his time in Iraq from 2012-2013, based on his anxiety and decision-making. He described it as a 
fog that he was in and he also became anxious about very basic, everyday decisions. This is a 
common experience among those who have been diagnosed with PTSD. 

Furthermore, he used alcohol to address his anxieties. He would go to alcohol in order to sedate 
his life because of the anxieties he was experiencing. But his alcohol use led him toward lying and 
extreme defensiveness with his wife. The issue comes down to this—what you believe about this 
man will determine the way you care for him. If you truly understand people as living out their 
heart attitudes, then you understand that the alcohol and the anxieties are merely symptomatic 
(Prov. 4:23; Matt. 12:34). There is a heart-level problem with this man. Your anthropology and your 
methodology are inseparable.  

There are a few aspects of this that I want to mention and two anthropological emphases that I 
want to elaborate upon. First of all, we must assume—in some way—that the married couple 
facing PTSD understands a few fundamental aspects about themselves: (1) Their actions overflow 
from their heart (Prov. 4:23), (2) They are created in God’s image (Gen. 1:27), and (3) They are 
worshipers (Rom. 1:25). I want to, for the sake of brevity, assume these to be true. However, I 

to go back to the front lines, which in turn led towards increasing voltage as patients refused to stay on the front 
lines. 

23For a resource demonstrating the connection of PTSD to War Neurosis cf. Wilbur J. Scott, “PTSD in 
DSM-III: A Case in the Politics of Diagnosis and Disease,” Social Problems 37, no. 3 (1990): 294–310. For 
instance, modern definitions of PTSD have a heavy emphasis on the “mental shock” component, which is something 
that Oppenheim suggested but Freud solidified. The VA says of PTSD that it is “a mental health problem that some 
people develop after experiencing or witnessing a life-threatening event, like combat, a natural disaster, a car 
accident, or sexual assault” in Veteran’s Affairs, “What is PTSD?”, accessed May 11, 2018, 
https://www.ptsd.va.gov/public/ptsd-overview/basics/what-is-ptsd.asp. Also cf. Sidney S. Furst, ed., Psychic 
Trauma (New York: Basic Books, 1967). 
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recognize there are other aspects that need to be highlighted among the murkiness of PTSD. 
One anthropological insight that should be highlighted is the body/soul interconnectedness. 

Body/Soul Interconnectedness 

Historically there are those who have emphasized the body (i.e., Hermann Oppenheim) and 
those who have emphasized the immaterial (i.e., Sigmund Freud) when caring for PTSD. The 
married couple going through PTSD needs to know that the Bible places great emphasis on the 
complex unity of the inner and outer man.  

For instance, Psalm 32 presents a scenario where David harbors sin to the effect that his own 
physiology is influenced (v. 3). Additionally, Elijah faced great physical trials, and the 
corresponding effects of those trials of the body had an impact on his inner man (1 Kings 19:4). 
We see Paul describe an external deterioration, yet an internal maturation: the body wastes 
away, but the inner man is renewed (2 Cor. 4:16). Anthony Hoekema would call us a 
“psychosomatic unity” to describe the distinct interconnectedness of the inner/outer man.24 I 
prefer John MacArthur’s understanding of the this as a “complex unity” as it represents the same 
idea but is more palatable when it comes to spelling!25 The married couple needs to know that we 
cannot bifurcate the soul and body, and that a proper plan for ministry is one that includes 
attention to the physiology while emphasizing inner man renewal.  

First of all, we are not counseling physiological responses. Startled reaction, hyper-vigilance, and 
insomnia are not inherently wrong. In fact, those physiological issues may be used by God to 
refine a person’s faith (2 Cor. 12:9).26 Our goal is not to rid the marriage of any seemingly 
abnormal hyper-arousal or reactivity struggles. Our goal is to help the individual with PTSD 
respond to arousal in a way that honors the Lord. At the moment when fear is feeding their 
insomnia, that is when we take God’s sufficient word to understand fear and how they can 
address their fear, which will address their insomnia. 

The last implication of our anthropological unity is that neither an emphasis on body-only care 
or an emphasis on soul-only care in PTSD are entirely correct. When we over-emphasize one 
aspect of our humanity, we underemphasize the other aspect. Meaning, it should invoke great 
pause when someone wants to approach PTSD as entirely a material/body-only issue. Augustine 
said it this way, “We ought not, therefore, to blame our sins and defects on the nature of the 
flesh, for this is to disparage the Creator. ... [On the contrary] Anyone, then, who extols the 
nature of the soul as the highest good and condemns the nature of the flesh as evil is as carnal in 
his love for the soul as he is in his hatred for the flesh, because his thoughts flow from human 
vanity and not from divine Truth.”27 This is what is happening in modern research where grey 

24Anthony Hoekema, Created in God’s Image (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdman’s, 1986), 217. 

25John MacArthur, Biblical Doctrine (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2017), 424. 

26Paul demonstrates that God, at times, chooses to give physiological challenges for the sake of greater 
dependency on him. Hyper-vigilance is a potential means of refining a counselee, so our goal is to equip them with 
godly responses even when they sense a hyper-vigilance. However, we do not aim at taking away hyper-vigilance 
alone. 

27Augustine, City of God (New York: Image Books, 1958), 302; Chapter 3, Book 14. 
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matter is being suggested as the cause of PTSD or a form of shock treatment is employed.28 
Thus, entirely physiological methods are employed to help this person. 

However, an entirely soulical emphasis is also imbalanced. If we really are embodied souls, then 
we must understand that soulical issues can and do affect the body. There is no need for 
consternation on this. As biblical counselors, we know that the body cannot make a person sin, 
and that we are called to help a person make an appropriate inner man response even if their 
outer man is encouraging sinful actions (i.e., hyper-arousal leading to aggression).  

A balance of the etiology of PTSD is one that is a both/and. No one is absolutely certain why 
specific people develop PTSD and others do not.29 My claim has consistently been that it is 
highly interpretive.30 However, a wise posture toward sinful/sanctification responses of PTSD 
should reflect the original corruption of mankind in Genesis 3, where the soul corrupts the body. 
Or the cry of the saint in 2 Corinthians 4:16-5:5, which gives primary credence to the soul. If you 
desire an empirical suggestion of the body/soul interaction in sin/sanctification, an Augustinian 
perspective would say something like 51% soul, 49% body.31 A healthy balance in 
sin/sanctification responses in PTSD is one that gives primary credence to soulical responses. 
Soulical responses lead to sanctification, but it’s still an embodied soul. 

If we really want to help couples facing PTSD, we can equip them with a biblical anthropology 
and help them discern their responses in light of that anthropology. This leads to my last 
anthropological emphasis: personal responsibility. 

28Scott Pelley, “How IEDs May Be Physically Causing PTSD,” 60 Minutes, CBS News, April 1, 2018, 
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/brian-mancini-brain-how-ieds-may-be-physically-causing-ptsd/. Also see L. Meng 
et al., “Trauma-Specific Grey Matter Alterations in PTSD,” Scientific Reports, 6, no. 33748 (n.d.), 
http://doi.org/10.1038/srep33748 and Henry Howard, “Electrical Stimulation Treatment Helps PTSD Patients,” The 
American Legion, April 16, 2018, https://www.legion.org/veteranshealthcare/241722/electrical-stimulation-
treatment-helps-ptsd-patients. 

29This claim is demonstrated in a simple definition of what is trauma and by a lack of conclusive evidence 
for how one determines an event to be traumatic. For instance, Christian integrationist Mark Yarhouse and Edward 
Butman, “Any extraordinary trauma can cause a stress disorder. But the event alone cannot explain why some 
people develop a trauma or stress disorder and others do not. Conventional wisdom assumes that it is a synergistic 
combination of biological, psychosocial and sociocultural factors that form the ‘critical mass’ necessary for a stress 
reaction to become pathological” (Worden, 1996, 2008; p. 250)” in Barrett W. McRay, Mark A. Yarhouse, and 
Richard E. Butman, Modern Psychopathologies : A Comprehensive Christian Appraisal, vol. Second edition, 
Christian Association for Psychological Studies Books (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2016), 
https://ezproxy.masters.edu:4443/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=nlebk&AN=13
61652&site=ehost-live&scope=site. 

30Cf. Greg E. Gifford, Helping the Family Through PTSD (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2017). 

31Cf. Augustine, City of God, “Our faith teaches something very different. For the corruption of the body, 
which is a burden on the soul, is not the cause but the punishment of Adam’s first sin. Moreover, it was not the 
corruptible flesh that made the soul sinful; on the contrary, it was the sinful soul that made the flesh corruptible” 
(299; Chapter 3, Book 14). 
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Personal Responsibility 

If you understand the complex unity of people, then you also grasp that a person has been set 
free from the power of sin (Rom 6:18) even though they may have great physiological 
encouragements toward sinful responses. Yet, a married couple needs to know that God has both 
given them the grace to honor him and will hold them accountable for their own responses (1 
Cor. 10:13; Heb. 9:27).  

I was counseling a married couple that, when the husband struggled with PTSD symptoms, he 
would take too much medicine and pass out in the living room. Thus, leaving his wife to take 
care of the children and domestic responsibilities. He was an ex-special operations soldier and 
would allow for the encouragements toward sinful responses to reign over him during moments 
of temptation. The answer is that God has provided him the grace to do what is right in that 
moment, and God will hold him accountable to those responses. 

One of the worst things that we can do is off-load personal responsibility from those suffering 
with PTSD. Even the liberal Germans of the Twentieth Century recognized that when you take 
away personal responsibility, you exacerbate the problem itself!32 It doesn’t mean the capacity is 
the same as before the trauma, but you must recognize that a person’s responsibility to please 
God does not change if they are struggling with PTSD. Our anthropology does not need to 
waffle if we understand people can honor God in the middle of PTSD. This is an anthropological 
commitment that we must never forfeit. As soon as we give on human responsibility, we become 
extraordinarily unhelpful to our counselees.  

Epistemology 

Francis Schaeffer said, “Unless we get our epistemology right, everything else is going to be 
wrong.”33 When we speak of an epistemology, we are speaking of what we believe about 
knowledge and how we know what is true. We are speaking of epistemic authorities; how do we 
validate truth claims? Every marriage has epistemological commitments. Some marriages are 
committed to the truth of medical science, of their counselor, pastor, or a Veteran’s Affairs 
therapist. What is noteworthy is that all marriages have certain epistemological commitments, 
and the contribution that we can make is to help them see their commitments and demonstrate 
the call to place the Scripture as the authoritative truth in their epistemology. 

The waters are muddied for couples because there are competing sources of truth in their lives. 
Some sources of truth would suggest that the husband, for instance, cannot control his angry 
outbursts—he has angry outbursts because of PTSD, after all. So we just need to learn how to 
cope when he struggles with angry outbursts. Other sources of truth would claim that there are 
entirely biological origins to their spouse’s PTSD. How do we help them? We help them establish 

32[In 1889] “the Imperial Insurance Office granted post-traumatic neuroses the status of actionable 
conditions. ... Before long the 1889 act was held responsible for the epidemic appearance of pension neurosis 
(Rentenneurose), a widespread addiction to compensation that seemed to sap the productive potential of the German 
workforce” in Lerner, Hysterical Men, 33 

33Francis Schaeffer, Francis A. Schaeffer Trilogy: The Three Essential Books in One Volume (Wheaton, IL: 
Crossway, 1990), 275. 
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a biblical epistemology. In so doing we will clarify at least two dynamics for them: (1) the 
authority of God’s Word over experience, and (2) the call to obey truth over their own emotions. 

 
The Authority of Truth over Experience 

 
The Process of Reorientation to Truth  
 
1 Peter 1:16-20: The context of this passage is that Peter was working through the role of God’s 
Word and he compares it to one of the magnificent experiences he had with Jesus during his 
earthly ministry—the transfiguration. 1 Peter 1:16-20 says:  

 
For we did not follow cleverly devised myths when we made known to you the power and coming of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of his majesty. For when he received honor and glory from 
God the Father, and the voice was borne to him by the Majestic Glory, “This is my beloved Son, with 
whom I am well pleased,” we ourselves heard this very voice borne from heaven, for we were with him 
on the holy mountain. And we have the prophetic word more fully confirmed, to which you will do well to 
pay attention as to a lamp shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your 
hearts, knowing this first of all, that no prophecy of Scripture comes from someone’s own interpretation.  
 

Peter reminds his readers of the spectacular experience of the transfiguration. He, himself, 
witnessed Jesus being transformed and appearing with Moses and Elijah! Note three things of 
significance: he visibly saw the transfiguration of Jesus, he audibly heard the voice of God, and 
physically felt the touch of Jesus to calm him in his fears. Peter had this multi-sensory experience 
that is pretty hard to rival. However, listen to the words of Peter as he talks about this experience: 
“we have something more sure” (v. 19). We see that experience as spectacular, but not 
authoritative. Literally the idea is that the word of God is “more reliable” than their experiences, 
even their grandiose, spiritual, positive experiences. 
 
We equip couples with this understanding that what God says about them is more authoritative 
than what they say about themselves. Literally, they may have experienced the most grandiose of 
spiritual moments, or one of the lowest and most terrible experiences of their life. In either case, 
those experiences are still not as authoritative as God’s Word. This is a biblical epistemology, one 
that says we will ascribe epistemic authority to God’s Word first. We want to teach marriages 
what Peter is saying here: your experience is important, but it is not authoritative. God’s Word is 
authoritative.  

 
God’s Word is authoritative over your trauma. God’s Word is authoritative over your 
experiences! We help marriages who have a loved one with PTSD by showing them that God’s 
Word is authoritative over their experience. They cannot trust their experience as being 
authoritative. We help marriages facing PTSD by pointing them to trust in what God says, over 
what they say. An outworking of this in their epistemological commitments is that they will seek 
to walk by truth over their feelings. 
 
Truth Led vs. Feelings Led 
 
If Scripture is your epistemic authority, then you will seek to walk by it first-and-foremost. This is 
the historical approach where Jay Adams would use a train engine and caboose to represent an 
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epistemological commitment, and a willingness to pursue it over one’s feelings.34 The marriage 
with PTSD must orient itself toward truth. Truth enters the world of emotions and organizes 
thoughts. “What if I had done this? I should have just done that. If only they would not have . . . 
.” In my book, Helping Your Family Through PTSD, I seek to explain the implications of orienting 
oneself toward truth in regard to guilt, regret, rehashing, reliving, and some of the other intensely 
emotional experiences. But first we must start with the premise that truth is the beacon of light 
shining through the fog of interpretation. Even when we do not know what lies around the next 
turn, we can still see the direction of the light. 

Truth must always be the guide in both our lives and the lives of our family members. One way 
that I like to describe that process is using the links of a chain. If you pull the first link in a chain, 
the remaining links will follow. Yet, if you push the last link in an effort to move the chain 
forward everything gets out of alignment. In the same way, our family members must know that 
when truth leads their life—not feelings—they will be moving the direction God wants them to 
move, which is toward greater Christlikeness (2 Cor. 5:7). But if they try to push forward with 
their feelings, life gets pretty messy. 

If your epistemological commitments are to the VA and their suggested treatment, then you will 
not hold the Scriptures in their proper authority. Yet, when you recognize that Scripture is to be 
held with highest authority it warrants your allegiance and obedience. This is the idea of walking 
by faith and not feelings. The bottom line is that biblical truth must guide feelings, or to say it 
another way: truth must interpret and direct feelings. We call marriages to push forward from PTSD by 
walking in faith, not by feelings (2 Cor. 5:7, 9). Yes, their feelings may not currently line up with 
truth, but their feelings will—eventually. And even if their feelings never align, we cannot 
succumb to the temptation to invert this process and let feelings steer their response. We call 
them to walk by faith, not feelings. This is an epistemological commitment that we are calling 
marriages to make. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, if we are going to be a help to marriages facing PTSD, we must equip them with a right 
theology of suffering, a biblical anthropology, and a biblical epistemology. You have seen that the problem of 
PTSD is not anything new, as the Bible describes it to be something that is “common to man” (1 
Cor. 10:13). I’ve argued that it is perhaps more common than we have understood—even 
demonstrating this to be true from a historical perspective. 

And in the commonality of PTSD, there is an implicit anthropology for the one with PTSD. 
They are seen through a certain lens and how you view people will affect how you minister to 
them. When we contribute a right theology of suffering, we call marriages to make certain 
epistemological commitments. If the married couple facing PTSD holds Scripture as their 
epistemic authority, then they will walk by truth in their struggle with PTSD. As said before, our 

34Cf. Jay Adam’s, A Christian Counselor’s Manual (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1973), 296-98. Also cf. 
Ron Allchin’s “Feelings versus Faith Motivation Worksheet,” Biblical Counseling Center, Arlington Heights, IL. 
And finally, Brian Borgman’s, Faith and Faith: Cultivating Godly Emotions in the Christian Life (Wheaton, IL: 
Crossway, 2016). 
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goal as counselors is not to help a married couple “through” PTSD, but to honor God in their 
response toward PTSD. May He count us faithful for that. 
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Everybody fears.1  Every human that has ever lived has experienced fear.2  Many have felt fear to 
such a degree that they were frozen—unable to think clearly or respond effectively.  Must this be 
the response?  Are we doomed to debilitating fear, anxiety, worry, and depression?3  Are soldiers 

1While it is admitted that many subscribe to John Flavel’s three categories of fear, namely natural, 
sinful, and religious, arguments can be made that at the end of the day there are really only two: self-preserving and 
God-exalting, Triumphing over Sinful Fear (Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage, 2011).  This discussion would 
require another lengthy paper of its own, but a few comments are warranted.   

First, Flavel’s attempt at distinguishing between natural and sinful fear contain no real difference at all.  
Flavel even uses the same verses as examples of both categories.  The disciples’ response to the storm is offered as 
both natural fear (9; Ps 107 is the prophecy describing the later event) and sinful fear (13; Matt 8:26).  The editor of 
Flavel’s work lists the fear of punishment (1 John 4:18; wrongly referenced, ix) as “forbidden fear” [i.e. sinful fear; 
xi] that is “merely concerned with self-preservation” (xi) while Flavel describes the same fear addressed in 1 John
4:18 as natural fear (9). The only real difference is found in the labels used.

Secondly, the adjectives used to describe natural and sinful fear are nearly identical.  It would be shear 
guessing for one to accurately place the following descriptive phrases under the proper heading: “great trouble and 
agitation in the mind,” “exceedingly great,” “reason is displaced,” “fear and distraction are so great that they attempt 
to flee one way, then another, striving every way, but liking none,” “we all groan under its effects,” “our affliction 
and burden,” “exceeds the value and merit of its cause,” “distracting influence it has upon the heart,” “it unfits us for 
the discharge of our duties,” etc.  The first five are offered under the banner of natural fear, the latter four under 
sinful fear.  One is hard pressed to see a difference between these.  

Thirdly, Flavel’s use of so-called natural fear, namely as the motivation to restrain sinful humans is 
elsewhere used to describe sinful fear by his editor.  Does it not give one pause that Flavel’s editor cannot tell the 
difference enough between the two so as to not conflate them?  In the preface, the editor describes those under sinful 
fear to “take steps to minimize the perceived threat to their well-being while remaining steadfast in their sin and 
rebellion.”  In Chapter 3, Flavel says it is natural fear or “fear of punishment that keeps the world in order” (22).  
What the editor describes as sinful, Flavel deems natural.  If Stephen Yuille cannot tell the difference—how are we 
supposed to? 

Finally, Flavel so defines natural fear that its category serves no purpose.  If natural fear “can quickly 
turn into sinful fear” (viii; again that this is the editor is telling; if he cannot figure out the difference between sinful 
and natural fear, how can anyone else?) then why would one suppose the fear present is still merely natural?  When 
Flavel writes, “when dangers threaten, carnal and unbelieving people experience this fear” [i.e., sinful fear] (12), 
surely one is led then to see that the fear one experiences is really sinful and not merely natural.  One only 
experiences fear when dangers are present, so that fear must be carnal.  Finally, Flavel writes, “We are inclined to a 
sinful trust and dependence upon each other, and to an inordinate fear and dread of each other” (16).  If we are so 
inclined, how would one ever know if the fear experienced is natural or sinful?  If our counselees are inclined to 
sinful fear, and any natural fear (if allowed) that exists is quickly becoming sinful fear and any fear of danger is 
really carnal fear, then one should assume the presence of any fear to be, in fact, sinful. 

2Some might even include Jesus in this.  Whether Jesus experienced fear, in the same way that we do, is 
a necessary discussion for another day.  A few comments must be said, though, even here.  There is a tendency to 
project upon Jesus our thoughts, feelings, and experiences.  He is the perfect human, not us.  He defines humanity.  
Second, that Jesus roundly condemns fear in us demands an absence of the same in Him.  Third, the texts often used 
to “prove” that Jesus was afraid can be interpreted in other ways.  To be troubled or even agitated does not equal 
afraid in a self-preserving manner.  Fourth, Jesus died to deliver us from a lifelong slavery to the fear of death (Heb 
2:15).  How can He deliver us from that which He has not Himself conquered? 

3The world often expresses the options as “fight, flight, or freeze.”  Surely Christians have a fourth 
option, namely faith.  Attempts at integrating this idea into Christian experience have come via Ps 139:14, “I praise 
you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made. Wonderful are your works; my soul knows it very well.”  The Combat 

Trauma Healing Manual, CTHM, (Newport News, VA: Campus Crusade, 2008) does just this.  In a section entitled 
“The Physiology, Psychology and Theology of PTSD” (25-26) Psalm 139:14 is the only verse offered in support of 
the idea of fight, flight, or freeze.   

20



especially susceptible to uncontrollable fear as described by Ed Welch? 

For two years I worked in a veteran’s hospital.  During that time, I heard stories of many war veterans and 
saw the consequences of war.  Men would wake up from nightmares triggered by events that occurred forty 
years earlier.  Some used drugs to quiet their fears and dull their mental pictures.  Others isolated themselves 
as a way to protect themselves.  Some of them seemed to be constantly vigilant, as if they never left the battle.  
Some used hair-trigger anger as their way to keep others at bay.  If you had heard their combat stories, you 
probably would have thought that their threat-fear was natural. 
I would say it was almost natural.  King David was often threatened by enemies, and when he was 
threatened he too was afraid.4  But this was not exactly the fear of man, and it didn’t provoke the fear of 
man. The fear of man is the sinful exaggeration of a normal experience. 
Let me explain.  We should be afraid when physically threatened.5  It is certainly not sinful for your 
adrenaline to be flowing when you are being fired upon.  But fear of man is fear run amok.  It might start 

From that singular verse, significant implications are drawn: “One of God’s top design priorities when 
He created us was that we would be equipped to defend ourselves and survive in a wide variety of dangerous 
situations.  To this end, He equipped us with an amazing set of response mechanism [sic]” (25).  Has more been 
drawn from this verse than what is warranted?  The implications do not stop there.   

The authors conclude that one is not responsible for this “fight, flight, or freeze” response.  When our 
“right-brain alarm goes off and drowns out the logical analysis of our left brain” (25) we “do whatever it takes to 
survive” (26)—and this is offered as one of God’s top design priorities (25).  Indeed, when the “lower brain takes 
over” “nothing else matters” and we are not “able to control ourselves” (26).  One must wrestle long and hard here. 
Did God design us to survive at all costs, or does He expect us to honor Him even if life is in jeopardy (cf. Matt 
6:25; 10:28)?   

If one is a victim to the lower brain where “all the rationality, dignity, intelligence and decorum in the 
world is useless” (26), then how can one explain Jesus’ example described in Hebrews 12:2?  One must not miss this 
vital point.  To adopt this view is to make Jesus abnormal.  For the joy set before him (pleasing the Father) he 
endured the cross.  Jesus was not a victim of his lower brain.  Moreover, we are called (commanded) to follow in his 
footsteps (1 Pet 2:21).  Regardless whether Campus Crusade believes we are not “able to control ourselves” when 
our brains have clicked into this mode [fight, flight, or freeze] God commands just the opposite.  Ironically, the 
secular US Army still holds soldiers morally responsible for actions Campus Crusade blames on the brain (e.g., 
brutality; Guide to Coping with Deployment and Combat Stress, 9). 

4Psalm 56, written by David has these words, “When I am afraid, I put my trust in you.  In God, whose 
word I praise, in God I trust; I shall not be afraid.  What can flesh do to me?” (Ps 56:3-4).  It appears, then, that 
when David’s soul reported a threat it signaled him to turn to God.  Then in seeing The King, David’s soul was 
quieted.  Surely this is no ivory tower fable.  May we all have the faith of David.  

5Welch seems to be distinguishing between a “natural,” or “normal,” fear over against “fear run amok” 
(akin to Flavel’s natural versus sinful fear)  Welch answers the question, “when does a ‘natural’ fear of being 
‘vulnerable’ become ‘fear run amok’?” with three conditions: (1) lack of faith, (2) forgetfulness of God, and (3) 
consumed with itself (presumably the person doing the fearing).  These markers are very helpful.  The third 
condition could imply intensity.  Fear becomes sinful when too intense.  Biblically, what makes a desire sinful is the 
object upon which the desire terminates.  James 4:3 states that a desire is wrong, not because of intensity, but 
terminus.  The sinful desire terminates upon self rather than God.  Fears that terminate upon self will soon become 
consuming—by necessity. 

Jesus calls one not to fear for your life (Matt 6:25) and Peter commands one to fear God (2 Pet 2:17).  If 
trials reveal fear for one’s life, then at that point one is disobedient to Matthew 10:28.  Perhaps, for clarity sake, one 
could speak of flinch-fear and faithless-fear. 

Even if this flinch-fear is granted, it must be governed by the fear of God.  We are commanded 
explicitly to NOT fear the one who can kill the body, but God instead (Matt 10:28; indeed, the entire periscope 
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with the very natural fear associated with being vulnerable and threatened.  At times, however, this alarm is 
not regulated by faith.  It becomes fear that is consumed with itself and for a time forgets God.  It becomes a 
fear that, when activated, rules your life.  In such a state, we trust for salvation in others.6 

Is it even possible to imagine soldiers, not merely surviving, but thriving in a terrifying situation?7  
Is there hope?  Can one, first-hand and up close, see the horrors of war (or car accidents, or 
disease, or any number of horrific events?) and live well?  These are serious questions—life 
altering and eternity affecting.  We are not ready to just accept the answer that one is doomed to 
do Post Traumatic Stress, though.  We do have hope.  The Bible does hold forth the hope that we 
can glorify God in great suffering.  Jesus did; Paul did; Peter did.8 

Moses will be our commander and counselor.9  Moses’ sermons in the book of Deuteronomy will 
be our field manual.  The Amorites are before us.  Combat awaits.  Though our hearts may race, 
Moses calls us time and again not to fear.  To be sure, others teach both natural and sinful fear 
(see John Flavel especially).  Moses, in these sermons however, repeatedly and exclusively calls us 
away from every fear.  All fear is to be countered.  Yes, Moses repudiates all fear.  Every instance 

10:26-33; cf. 1 Pet 3:14).  Moreover, Jesus was not faithlessly afraid when His life was threatened.  Indeed, He was 
governed by joy (Heb 12:2) and the glory of God (John 12:27-28).  What is more, Jesus chides his own disciples at 
their fear of drowning and links that fear with unbelief (Mark 4:40).  

6Ed Welch, When People are Big and God Is Small (Phillipsburg: P&R, 1997), 59-60 (italics added). 
7Thriving for humanity is found in magnifying the worth of God.  Consider Jesus’ response to trouble, 

“Now is my soul troubled. And what shall I say? ‘Father, save me from this hour’? But for this purpose I have come 
to this hour.  ‘Father, glorify your name.’” Then a voice came from heaven: “I have glorified it, and I will glorify it 
again” (John 12:27-28).  When Jesus “saw” His impending crucifixion, He asked that God be glorified in His death.  
To which the Father responds that He indeed will fetch His glory in the death of His Son.  Surely, into this image we 
must be conformed (cf. Rom 8:28-29).  

8One is directed to Peter’s first Epistle—written in much hardship.  Nero tortured and killed Christians 
in horrendous ways to divert attention from the accusation that he set fire to a sizable portion of Rome.  Nowhere in 
Peter’s Epistle is fear commended or even accepted as natural or normal.  Instead, Peter calls Christians to rejoice in 
their sufferings—provided they were for the sake of Christ (1 Pet 4:12).  Indeed, he explicitly writes, “But even if 
you should suffer for righteousness' sake, you will be blessed [at the judgment].  Have no fear of them, nor be 
troubled, but sanctify Christ as Lord in your hearts [this last clause has been altered from the ESV due to insightful 
comments from Thomas Schreiner, 1, 2 Peter, Jude, The New American Commentary (Nashville: B&H, 2003), 
173], always being prepared to make a defense to anyone who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in you” (vss. 
3:14-15).  How can we accept fear of death as normal when we are commanded to NOT fear that possibility—twice 
in one verse.  Perhaps we fear death precisely because we do not fear Christ—setting Him as Lord in our soul. 

9The reasons I chose Deuteronomy in order to speak to PTSD are numerous.  (1) Any discussion of 
PTSD must be a conversation about fear, (2) the nation in Deuteronomy is a nation at war.  If PTSD is about fear 
and trauma… and especially trauma in combat, then God’s words of counsel to Israel would apply to others in 
extreme trial, (3) Deuteronomy is not only about combat, it is about combat with a superior foe.  The nation of Israel 
would have to face giants (various called “Ghosts of the dead,” “Giants,” “Terror,” “Threatening Sound”) and so the 
counsel offered is done so in the worst of trials, (4) Deuteronomy addresses Israel in post-trauma, pre-trauma, and 
vicarious trauma, (5) Moses wrote Deuteronomy.  Moses faced Pharaoh.  Moses feared Pharaoh.  God counseled 
Moses.  Moses knows the sinfulness of sin.  He knows that sin is worse than suffering.  A lack of faith barred him 
from Canaan (32:50-51), and (6) the words of Deuteronomy are near (Deut 30:14) and life.  The commands to not 
fear are life.  The Law is for their good (6:24).    
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of fear encountered is condemned.10  All man-sized fear, woman-sized fear, and child-sized fear 
must be put off.  Praise God that Moses tells us more than merely what to do, namely put off all 
fear. He tells us how. It is the how that will be the focus of this paper. 

Before we explore the possibility of victory, we must understand the enemy.  The Mayo Clinic 
defines PTSD as follows:11 

Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is a mental health condition that's triggered by a terrifying event—
either experiencing it or witnessing it. Symptoms may include flashbacks, nightmares and severe anxiety, as 
well as uncontrollable thoughts about the event. 

Of the most common events thought to lead to PTSD, the Mayo clinic lists “combat exposure” 
first.   

Under the section titled “Causes,” the Mayo clinic writes the following:12 

You can develop post-traumatic stress disorder when you go through, see or learn about an event involving 
actual or threatened death, serious injury or sexual violation.  Doctors aren't sure why some people get PTSD. 
As with most mental health problems, PTSD is probably caused by a complex mix of: 

• Stressful experiences, including the amount and severity of trauma you've gone through in your life
• Inherited mental health risks, such as a family history of anxiety and depression
• Inherited features of your personality—often called your temperament
• The way your brain regulates the chemicals and hormones your body releases in response to stress

Again, although this article is much less about the causes than the cures, it is interesting to note the 
honest admission that “Doctors aren’t sure why some people get PTSD.”13  In a vacuum of 

10The book of Deuteronomy uses at least fourteen different words to describe the experience of fear.  
All fourteen are seen as sinful.  Rather than “flattening” fear, Moses robustly understands at least fourteen nuanced 
experiences of fear.  Moreover, Moses commands the nation, at least seventeen times, to not fear—ever.   

11For the purposes of this paper the author will adopt the common terminology of the culture.  It must 
be noted, however, that the author does not think PTSD is a communicable disease.  Indeed, the author holds to the 
understanding of David Powlison. Powlison contends that one does not “have” PTSD.  One “does” PTSD.  PTSD is 
a label that describes behaviors, not a diagnosis of any disease.  Powlison writes, “A broken bone, pancreatic cancer, 
or viral pneumonia are things people can ‘have.’  But people don’t ‘have’ oppositional disorder, borderline 
personality, adolescent adjustment disorder, or post-traumatic stress syndrome.  They ‘do’ such things. These 
categories simply describe a few typical patterns of behavior, emotion, attitude, thinking that are particularly 
unhappy and disruptive for everyone involved.  They say nothing about causality.  They are simply ‘syndromes,’ a 
group of things that often occur together,” David Powlison, Speaking Truth in Love (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 
2005), 197, note 1. 

12“Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD).” Mayo Clinic. Mayo Foundation for Medical Education and 
Research, July 6, 2018https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/post-traumatic-stress-disorder/symptoms-
causes/syc-20355967 

13The importance of correctly identifying the problem cannot be overstated.  If one incorrectly 
understands the problem, or “cause” of the trouble in the soul, wrong solutions will invariably ensue.  It would take 
another full paper, or more, to adequately explore the causes of the symptoms experienced by those in traumatic 
situations.  That said, one possible explanation will be offered.  Perhaps the very dread that spills out of the soul 
(Deut 1:29), “Then I said to you, 'Do not be in dread [arats] or afraid [yare] of them” is more a product of a prior 
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certainty, it would be reckless to ignore the possibility that terrifying events reveal roots rather than 
implant seeds.  The pressure that is affliction squeezes out more so than pours in.14   

If indeed the afflictions of life heat up the soul and thereby agitate to liberation the thoughts and 
intentions of the heart, any solution must engage the soul.15  The most robust intervention must 
reach the real problem.  Ultimate problems are always in the soul.  Thus, the treatment offered 
within the Mayo clinic article (below) is surprisingly unsophisticated precisely because it does not, 
nor cannot, address the human heart.16   

Post-traumatic stress disorder treatment can help you regain a sense of control over your life. The primary 
treatment is psychotherapy, but can also include medication. Combining these treatments can help improve 
your symptoms by: 

• Teaching you skills to address your symptoms
• Helping you think better about yourself, others and the world
• Learning ways to cope if any symptoms arise again
• Treating other problems often related to traumatic experiences, such as depression, anxiety, or misuse of

alcohol or drugs

worship disorder rather than the very real and immediately present danger.  God vows to put dread, pachad, in the 
heart of those who do not treasure Him, indeed those who do not serve Him with joyfulness and gladness of heart 
(28:48).  In fact, the curse in verses 65 through 67 “look” a lot like the symptoms experienced by those labeled with 
PTSD: 

65…the LORD will give you there a trembling [raggaz] heart and failing eyes and a languishing soul. 66 Your 
life shall hang in doubt before you. Night and day you shall be in dread [pachad] and have no assurance of 
your life.  67 In the morning you shall say, 'If only it were evening!' and at evening you shall say, 'If only it 
were morning!' because of the dread [pachad] that your heart shall feel, and the sights that your eyes shall see 
(Deut 28:66-67). 

What if the dread that is squeezed out by the frightening circumstance is merely the exposure of the 
dread God placed in the soul in response to unbelief and idolatry? 

14The Greek word, thilpsis, often translated “affliction” conveys the idea of “pressure,” see Colin 
Brown, New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1986), 807-09.  
Suffering exerts pressure on one’s soul.  What is in the soul (desires, fears, thoughts, etc.) is squeezed out when 
under pressure.  1 Peter 4:12 captures this very idea, “Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery trial when it comes 
upon you to test you, as though something strange were happening to you.”  The “testing” of which Peter speaks 
conveys the idea of revealing what was there, not adding something new.  Much like a mathematics “test” reveals 
the students’ understanding rather than adding new knowledge.  Sufferings’ purpose is to refine any dross revealed, 
as Peter teaches in 1:6-7 (See Schreiner, 1 Peter, 220). 

15Cf. Hebrews 4:13. Out of the heart the mouth speaks (Luke 6:45; cf. Matt 15:18-19 and Mark 7:21). 
16This fact is noted not to besmirch the importance of thinking correctly.  Indeed, the biblical solution is 

chalk full of admonitions to correct thinking.  What is striking is that the Bible is often forsaken (by Christians no 
less!) for the supposed enlightening insights of secular therapy.  The treatments proposed by the touted Mayo Clinic 
are not that other-worldly.  In fact, if “talk therapy” is a mainstay in the treatment of PTSD, the Bible must be 
rejected by the world, not because of methodology (new thinking), but theology (the content of the conversation). 
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Because the soul lives Coram Deo, before the face of God, godless psychotherapy is, by necessity, 
truncated.17  Even the medications option is no “real” solution.  Medications can help with 
symptoms (as explicitly acknowledged by the Mayo clinic, above), but cannot penetrate the soul.  
The remainder of the help and hope is concentrated upon new thinking, albeit problematic 
thinking when considered biblically.  

Whereas the help offered by secular treatments place humanity at the center (e.g., “regain a sense 
of control,” and “think better about yourself”) the Bible would enthrone God.18  In the 
remainder of the article we will consider a major thread of help and hope to those in disturbing 
situations, especially combatants.   Much more needs to be said.  To that end this article is 
merely a start.  This start, however, is not isolated.  The trajectory set out by the Bible is clear 
and consistent.  Though our principle investigation will be constrained to the book of 
Deuteronomy, the same tenor is struck by the Apostle Paul in his writings.  The Bible is clear.  
Help and hope is found in fixing one’s soul upon the Sovereign King of the universe. 

The Disturbing Experience 

The circumstance confronting the nation of Israel had not changed much in nearly forty years.  
Indeed, the same enemy that confronted the first generation encamped at Kadesh Barnea (Deut 
1), awaited the generation gathered on the Eastern shore of the Jordan (Deut 9).  Though the 
entirety of the disobedient generation had died off, the challenge facing the people had not 
deviated from their forefathers.  Israel must enter the Promised Land.  Though the reward was 

17Even the observations are necessarily truncated.  The secular therapist can only see the two warring 
children in the room fighting over a toy.  A biblical counselor believes there is a third Person in room, namely God. 
Moreover, the horizontal quarrel between two children (Jas 4:1-3) is first a vertical worship war with God (Jas 4:4-
5).  So, at best the world offers truncated observational truths, horribly misguided interpretations of causes, and 
misguided interventions or solutions; see Heath Lambert, A Theology of Biblical Counseling (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 2016), 51ff.   

18This idea, namely thinking better about oneself, is ubiquitous.  The idea has deeply infiltrated the 
church as well.  Indeed, otherwise well-intentioned Christians, integrating ideas from the world, repackage the same 
themes.  In The Combat Trauma Healing Manual, an entire chapter is devoted to one thinking better of oneself—
and God is co-opted in the endeavor.  Within the chapter (Step 7, 105), one is told that they are “lovable” and of 
“infinite worth.”  It is even argued that because humanity is “infinitely lovable” (105), God sent His Son to die on 
the cross.  While the desire to help is commended, the content of that help must be changed.  The cross is NOT a 
testimony to humanity’s worth.  The cross is a testimony first to God’s worth and then humanity’s wickedness.  God 
explicitly declares that His intention to redeem Israel is anchored in the holiness of His name, not their worth.  
Ezekiel 36 expounds,  

21 But I had concern for my holy name, which the house of Israel had profaned among the nations to which 
they came.  22 Therefore say to the house of Israel, Thus says the Lord GOD: It is not for your sake, O house 
of Israel, that I am about to act, but for the sake of my holy name, which you have profaned among the nations 
to which you came.  23 And I will vindicate the holiness of my great name, which has been profaned among 
the nations, and which you have profaned among them. And the nations will know that I am the LORD, 
declares the Lord GOD, when through you I vindicate my holiness before their eyes. 

Four times God expressly states that He is acting on behalf of His name—and once, explicitly, not for 
the sake of the Israelites (an idea repeated in verse 32).  Beloved, we want to help.  We commend those who want to 
help.  We would see God glorified and His people sanctified.  As counterintuitive as it seems to the world, God 
offers greater hope in seeing His worth, rather than chasing the ghost of one’s own.   
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unimaginable, the hurdles were impossible.  Israel would have to conquer giants—invincible 
giants. 

The problem for Israel captured succinctly in chapter one is repeated in chapter nine.  

Chapter One: “The people are greater and taller than we. The cities are great and fortified up to heaven. And 
besides, we have seen the sons of the Anakim there” (Deut 1:28). 
Chapter Nine: “Hear, O Israel: you are to cross over the Jordan today, to go in to dispossess nations greater 
and mightier than yourselves, cities great and fortified up to heaven, 2 a people great and tall, the sons of the 
Anakim, whom you know, and of whom you have heard it said, ‘Who can stand before the sons of Anak?’” 
(Deut 9:1-2).   

The same foe that terrorized Israel under Moses’ leadership would later fall under Joshua’s.  The 
reader can even detect a hint of sarcasm in God using the same exaggerated language of the 
deceased disobedient.  God knows the cities are not literally “great and fortified up to heaven,” 
but that was the justification offered by Israel for their faithless fear.  The same impenetrable 
enemy awaits the nation under Joshua’s leadership.  

The Anakim were apparently like (or possibly related to) the Rephaim (Deut 2:11)19 and possibly 
even the Nephilim—legendary giants from the antediluvian period.20  Og, King of Bashan, is 
listed as the last of the Rephaim and his stature was so immense that he needed a thirteen-and-a-
half-foot long bed.21 Whatever the exact connections, it is safe to say that the sons of Anak were 
monstrous in size—intimidating beyond even their physical stature (none could stand up to them, 
vs. 9:2).  Moreover, the generation poised to cross the Jordan in chapter nine had seen with their 
own eyes the size of Og as they fought against him (Deut 3).  Their forefathers, who faltered in 
faith, had only heard of the size of the Anakim through the report of the spies (Deut 1:28).  Those 
alive in chapter nine had seen one related to the monsters awaiting them in Canaan.  Indeed, 
projecting Og’s size onto some in the land of the Amorites and Canaanites could have 
occasioned terror beyond measure—certainly beyond that experienced by the bygone 
generation.22 

The Anakites were so large and imposing that the response of Israel in chapter one was acute and 
awful.  Moses records, “Where are we going up? Our brothers have made our hearts melt.”  

19The Rephaites were called Emites by the Moabites.  By whatever name they were called, they “were 
as fearsome as the Anakites, their counterparts west of the Dead Sea,” Daniel Block, Deuteronomy, The NIV 
Application Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2012), 83. 

20Numbers 13:33 posits the idea that the sons of Anak (encountered by Israel in Canaan) were 
descended from the Nephilim (Gen 6:1-4) (Block, Deuteronomy, 71).  It is hard to see the direct lineage if everyone, 
other than Noah’s family, was destroyed in the Flood.  Perhaps Nephilim, much like the modern idiom “Amazon,” 
was used to refer to giants as if they had Nephilim DNA to thank for their size.  Whatever the connection, the sons 
of Anak were gigantic. 

21Deuteronomy 3:11; nine cubits in length.  If the cubit was closer to 16 and one-half inches, rather than 
18 inches, Og’s bed is shortened to about 12 and a half feet.  Goliath, somewhere between six feet, one inch and 
nine feet, nine inches (depending on evidence used MT or LXX and length of cubit), may have also been related to 
these giants. 

22A Pre-traumatic stress, if you will. 
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Courage is said to have been drained (see NET) out of their hearts.  Israel experienced “trauma” 
even before the encounter.  The Bible knows of heart responses to vicarious experience.  The 
thought of hand-to-hand combat with giants “occasioned” troubling trauma in the souls of 
men.23   

What would come out of your soul?  If you were commanded to conquer the impregnable—
those whose cities were as “high as heaven” and whose inhabitants included the invincible?  If 
you were given a direct order to engage an enemy, who was stronger, taller, and mightier than 
yourself—in hand-to-hand combat no less—what would come out of your soul?  Surely this 
would be a traumatic experience.  Indeed, if combat is one prime situation for the cluster of 
behaviors labeled PTSD to arise, surely this situation would qualify as one ripe for the fruit of a 
terrifying event. 

The Clarion Call 

The principle call of God to His people when confronted with terror is this: eyes on the King.24 
This narrowing of the eyes, this pinpointing of sight, must be focused upon the King Himself.25 
When the Psalmist looks for help, he raises his eyes heavenward and focuses on his God (Psalm 
121), recounting multiple characteristics of God that steady his soul.26  Indeed, when Moses is 
commanded to approach Pharaoh himself and demand that God’s people be set free, God 
directs Moses’ gaze away from thoughts about himself and unto God. 

When Moses asks, “Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh and bring the children of Israel out of 
Egypt?” (Ex 3:11), God redirects his vision from himself to God: “He said, ‘But I will be with you, and 
this shall be the sign for you, that I have sent you: when you have brought the people out of 
Egypt, you shall serve God on this mountain’” (Ex 3:12).  When Moses offers his stammering 
tongue, God counters with His wise sovereignty (Ex 4:10-11).  When Moses expects the people to 
desire to know who this God is (what is His name) that commands, God declares His self-
existence and self-sufficiency (Ex 3:13-15).  When Moses anticipates a negative response from the 

23It is far more valid to speak of circumstance revealing, rather than causing, the soul’s response.  See 
note 13 above.  The sons of Anak proved what was already in the souls of Israel.  Moreover, one should not 
overlook the fact that the Israelites blamed the spies (and the sons of Anak), as an excuse, for their disobedience.  
Shifting blame is as old as the Garden (see Gen 3:12 and 13 where Adam blames Eve and Eve blames Satan for their 
sin). 

24Flavel, Triumphing, writes, “The fear of God will swallow up the fear of man.  A reverential awe and 
dread of God will extinguish the creature’s slavish fear, as the rain puts out the fire.  To sanctify the Lord of hosts is 
to acknowledge the glory of His sovereign power, wisdom, and faithfulness.  It includes not a verbal confession, but 
internal acts of trust, confidence, and entire dependence upon Him” (5). 

25Could even these physical manifestations experienced in challenging circumstances be pointing the 
soul to do the same?  In suffering one must narrow their gaze to God alone.  If God alone is seen, the circumstance 
should not/will not overwhelm.  That is a bold claim, indeed.  How can Christians claim otherwise?  Jesus, the true 
human, did not flinch when He stood before Pontius Pilate.  He did not falter because He saw God the Father as 
primary, and not Pilate (John 19:11).  If one would do well in suffering, a robust trust in God’s sovereignty is vital. 

26Whether the Psalmist is raising his eyes to Jerusalem as he ascends the road or merely is looking up 
for help, it is clear that his help is not from the hills themselves.  The answer to his question in verse one is found in 
verse two.  His help “comes from the Lord.” 
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people, God graciously condescends with demonstrations of His power (Ex 4:1-9).  God clearly 
wants His people to put their trust in Him—over against the power and might of a man, albeit 
Pharaoh or Moses.  Finally, when Moses does not obey, when Moses will not lift his eyes off 
himself and unto God, God does not respond with props.  God does not give to Moses boosts of 
self-esteem or even call Moses to remember his identity.  No; God gives Moses neither of these.  
When Moses refuses to lift his eyes to God, God responds in wrath (Ex 4:13-14).  God offers no 
less than ten truths of Himself to motivate Moses unto obedience when confronted by a superior 
foe—a paradigm from which God does not deviate when counseling the nation in Deuteronomy. 

Chapters one, seven, and nine (indeed, every chapter) all display the same clarion call by God to 
God’s people to have their gaze fixed firmly upon God.  In chapter one, God responds to the 
nation’s unbelief and fear (“Yet in spite of this word you did not believe the LORD your God,” 
vs. 32), with calls to remember glorious truths about Himself. 

30The LORD your God who goes before you will himself fight for you, just as he did for you in Egypt before 
your eyes, 31and in the wilderness, where you have seen how the LORD your God carried you, as a man 
carries his son, all the way that you went until you came to this place.'  32Yet in spite of this word you did 
not believe the LORD your God, 33who went before you in the way to seek you out a place to pitch your tents, 
in fire by night and in the cloud by day, to show you by what way you should go (Deut 1:30-33). 

Multiple truths of God are held before the nation for consideration.  God initiates and leads (vs. 
30), God fights on behalf of His people (vs. 30), God tenderly cares for His people (vs. 31), God is 
wise and all-knowing (vs. 33; God “went before you in the way to seek you out a place to pitch 
your tents”), and God is powerful (vss. 30, 31 and 33; God fights for you, God “carried you…all 
the way,” and manifested Himself by fire and cloud).  God is good, great, and wise.  God is all-
powerful, all-kind, and all-intelligent.  God is omnipotent, omniscient, omni-beneficent, and 
omni-sapient.  God offers Himself as reason for obedience.  In the face of frightening 
circumstance, THE King calls His people to look to Himself.27 

Similarly, in Deuteronomy 7:17-19 we read,  

17“If you say in your heart, ‘These nations are greater than I. How can I dispossess them?’  18you shall not 
be afraid of them but [recalling; the infinite absolute of zakar appears before the finite; cf. NET] you 
shall remember what the LORD your God did to Pharaoh and to all Egypt, 19the great trials that your eyes 
saw, the signs, the wonders, the mighty hand, and the outstretched arm, by which the LORD your God 
brought you out. So will the LORD your God do to all the peoples of whom you are afraid.” 

Surely, we who purport to worship, treasure, and obey the God of Scripture would be guilty of 
folly and pride to not heed these words in terrifying conditions.   If any believer should find 
himself or herself in an asymmetrical relationship—especially one of power—must they not 
follow the explicit commands of God?  If your heart is trembling when someone greater than you 
is threatening you, you must heed Moses’ counsel.  That counsel is summarized as follows:28 

27Please see Appendix A for a table organizing these events. 
28Surely “something greater than you” would also apply. 
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1) Do not be afraid (put off fear), but instead…

2) Carefully recall (put on faith/trust) what the Lord did to Pharaoh, and not just
generally recall…but specifically…29

a. …remember the trials, signs, wonders…
b. …remember God’s mighty hand and outstretched arm by which…
c. …God brought you out…30

3) It is this God who will do [if He pleases] the same to those opposing you today.31

The same clarion call is seen time and again—eyes on the King, not the crisis, creature, or the 
creation.  Deuteronomy, chapter nine, continues the same theme and adds another vital 
consideration.  Not only must Israel think highly of God, but they must also put themselves in the 
category as their very enemy, namely that of rebel.   

First, we will see the same charge to know truths about God. 

Know therefore today that he who goes over before you as a consuming fire is the LORD your God. He will 
destroy them and subdue them before you. So you shall drive them out and make them perish quickly, as the 
LORD has promised you (Deut 9:3). 

Moses emphasizes God’s attributes three times in the passage.  He is a consuming fire.  He will 
destroy them.  He will subdue them.32  What must be known (and remembered) first and 
foremost are truths about God.  Eyes must be upon the King as Daniel Block so aptly notes, 
“The key to the Israelites’ future is not to be found in their own strength but in the strength of 
their divine Commander-in-Chief.”33 

Notice though that sight of God is not an end itself.  Seeing God empowers and requires 
strenuous effort by the people in response.34  The people must “drive them out” and “make them 
perish quickly,” (v. 3) but they do so in response to God’s prior work.35  The imperative is 

29The emphasis of the double use of zakar should not be missed.  One must intentionally give their 
thoughts to God.  Surely this is hard and requires much effort.  Moreover, this counsel is directly opposed to the 
world’s pond sludge in which our souls have all swum for too long. 

30It would be ridiculous for one to take this truth and spin it to teach others that they need to know their 
“brought-out-ness.”  That one is brought out no one denies.  That one should navel gaze we strenuously decry.  That 
one is brought out is meant to direct the gaze Godward—toward the One who did the “bringing out.” 

31That God delivered Israel is not a promise that He will deliver us.  One must live as the young men in 
Daniel’s day, “If this be so, our God whom we serve is able to deliver us from the burning fiery furnace, and he will 
deliver us out of your hand, O king.  But if not, be it known to you, O king, that we will not serve your gods or 
worship the golden image that you have set up” (Dan 3:17-18). 

32Block, Deuteronomy, 244, draws attention to the three-fold repetition of “he” in his personal 
translation.  Regrettably, the ESV obscures this fact by leaving out the third “he.” 

33Ibid, 244. 
34Cf. 2 Pet 1:5, “make every effort to supplement your faith with….”  The effort is empowered by God.  

The effort is in response to God’s initiative.  The effort is real…and active. 
35Chapter 7:2 commands Israel to “defeat them,” again in response to God’s prior work. 
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grounded in the indicative.36  What God has first done is the grounds of Israel’s effort.37  So far, 
so good.  Moses is consistent in training the eyes of Israel upon her Lord.  What he does next is, 
well shocking to say the least—especially to those facing giants. 

4“Do not say in your heart, after the LORD your God has thrust them out before you, ‘It is because of my 
righteousness that the LORD has brought me in to possess this land,’ whereas it is because of the wickedness 
of these nations that the LORD is driving them out before you.  5Not because of your righteousness or the 
uprightness of your heart are you going in to possess their land, but because of the wickedness of these nations 
the LORD your God is driving them out from before you, and that he may confirm the word that the LORD 
swore to your fathers, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob” (Deut 9:4-5). 

Three truths are added here to the paradigm thus far: (1) the nation is not to look to their own 
righteousness as the reason of God’s help, (2) God opposes the people in the land because of their 
wickedness, and (3) God is working principally to confirm His own covenant-keeping character.  
What a counter-cultural thought indeed.  Instead of starting from a position of deservedness, 
instead of starting with an attitude of arrogance, Israel must think more highly of God.  Rare 
indeed is the one who enters a threatening situation with humility of self and hope in God.38   

Could it be that some (if not all) of the fear that so easily spills out of the soul when confronted by 
a superior foe was there all along—a fear born out of the war with God?39  Perhaps our soul’s 
response to trouble says more about our soul than the event.  God (through Moses) is not 
finished, though.  God has even more to say to Israel—to His people in a terrifying condition. 

6“Know, therefore, that the LORD your God is not giving you this good land to possess because of your 
righteousness, for you are a stubborn people.  7Remember and do not forget how you provoked the LORD your 
God to wrath in the wilderness. From the day you came out of the land of Egypt until you came to this place, 
you have been rebellious against the LORD.  8Even at Horeb you provoked the LORD to wrath, and the 
LORD was so angry with you that he was ready to destroy you” (Deut 9:6-8). 

Wow!  The reader is shocked—probably not half as much as Israel as they heard these words, 
but shocked nonetheless.  To His people…and out of love for them, God reminds His people 
three times of their own rebellion.  Israel is a stubborn people.  They provoked God to wrath in the 
wilderness.  They have consistently been rebellious ever since the gracious rescue out of 
Egypt…AND…and they provoked God to wrath when He graciously gave them His words of 

36The indicative is what God has done, NOT who they are. 
37Paul, the best interpreter of Deuteronomy, clearly learns this lesson.  “Therefore, my beloved, as you 

have always obeyed, so now, not only as in my presence but much more in my absence, work out your own 
salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you, both to will and to work for his good pleasure” 
(Phil 2:12-13).  The command to work is grounded in God’s prior enabling.   

38Paul states that the very reason God brought them to a near-death experience was to cause them to not 
rely on self, but God (2 Cor 1:8-9). 

39Space will not allow a detailed treatment of James 4:1-10.  Suffice to say, however, that the horizontal 
conflicts in relationships are also born out of a prior worship war with God.  One is not surprised to find, then, that 
the solutions to live are two—love God and love neighbor (Matt 22:35-40). 
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life at Horeb.40  When confronted by an invincible enemy, God reminds Israel of her rebellion.  
Now this is counter-cultural counsel indeed. 

God helps His people with similar words in chapter seven.  Moses tells Israel, 

7It was not because you were more in number than any other people that the LORD set his love on you and 
chose you, for you were the fewest of all peoples,  8but it is because the LORD loves you and is keeping the 
oath that he swore to your fathers, that the LORD has brought you out with a mighty hand and redeemed you 
from the house of slavery, from the hand of Pharaoh king of Egypt (Deut 7:7-8). 

Again, it was not because the people of Israel were desirable that God saved them.  God seems 
intent on directing their gaze away from themselves.  People in traumatic situations are called to 
not think about their worth…but God’s free and sovereign mercy.  Thinking better of God, not 
self, is the key to thriving in trauma.41  

The reader is directed to the solutions offered in secular interventions detailed earlier—two 
prime considerations being gaining a sense of control and thinking better about yourself.  It 
appears that a more biblical model would teach that when one is voluntarily enslaved to idols, 
one has forgotten who they are not and who God is.  It seems thoughts directed to the inflation of 
self are insufficient to help in times of trouble.  Moreover, self-directed thoughts are prone to false 
elevation—prone to pride—and pride is the source of fear.  Also, self-focused thoughts are often 
(always) debasing of Deity. 

40That the “ten words,” the Decalogue, lead to life is explicitly confirmed in Deuteronomy 6:20-25 and 
32:47. 

41It has already been noted, but worth repeating here that the CTHM inserts an entire chapter to do just 
the opposite of God.  Eight descriptors are used to boost the esteem of combat veterans.  Instead of directing the 
eyes of those in combat to the Divine Commander, the manual follows the world and calls veterans to vain looks in 
the mirror.  These admonitions will likely strike a chord with modern sensibilities.  For example, Chris Adsit 
suggests, 

Professional therapists can be extremely helpful—or not.  Those who come from a strictly clinical/ 
psychological frame of reference can be helpful with coping mechanisms, talking about your past, dealing 
with triggers, getting you in touch with your pain and your emotions, among other things.  But unless they are 
aware of the spiritual dimensions of trauma, and understand God as the great Healer [note: “Healer” not 
“Redeemer”], they won’t be a true bridge for you.  Their input will be helpful, but you need more.  By the 
same token, you may encounter a Biblical counselor or Christian therapist who really walks closely with God, 
but isn’t well-versed in the physical and psychological aspects of PTSD.  They may be a less-than-optimal 
bridge as well (Adsit, CTHM, 128). 

He appears to be advocating a middle, “integrationist,” approach—borrow [“steal”] from Egypt [or 
Athens] and baptize with Jerusalem.  At the end of the day, for integrationists, the Bible is insufficient for such 
extreme experiences—or, unthinkably, it could be that God is simply wrong for the counsel He gives.   

Beloved, God looks at those in trauma and calls them to remember their stubbornness, enslavement, and 
smallness.  He must do so out of love…because God is love (1 John 4:16).  If we would be loving, we must follow 
our Lord.  People need reminders of two truths, we are great sinners and Christ is a great savior—safer to borrow 
from John Newton, than the world. 
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Not Who, but Whose You Are 

Perhaps here is where the biblical counsel is so radical.  Not only does the Bible command one’s 
gaze to be upon God, but also away from self-aggrandizement.  Hope is found not in knowing 
one is worthy, lovable, or even a child of the King.  Hope is grounded in remembering one’s 
unworthiness.  Hope, so vital to life lived well (cf. Prov 13:12), is found in remembering whose 
you are—not who you are.  

There are 14 commands in Deuteronomy to “remember”—none of which are directed at one’s 
identity in Christ.42  The commands generally fall into two categories as seen below: (1) 
remember that you were a slave in Egypt, and (2) remember what God has done in rescuing you. 

Remember your Hopelessness, Helplessness, 
and Rebelliousness 

Remember God’s Faithfulness, Mercy, and 
Might 

You shall remember that you were a slave in the land of 
Egypt, and the LORD your God brought you out from 
there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm. 
Therefore, the LORD your God commanded you to 
keep the Sabbath day (Deut 5:15).  

You shall not be afraid of them but [remembering] you 
shall remember what the LORD your God did to 
Pharaoh and to all Egypt (Deut 7:18). 

Remember and do not forget how you provoked the 
LORD your God to wrath in the wilderness. From the 
day you came out of the land of Egypt until you came 
to this place, you have been rebellious against the 
LORD (Deut 9:7). 

And you shall remember the whole way that the LORD 
your God has led you these forty years in the 
wilderness, that he might humble you, testing you to 
know what was in your heart, whether you would keep 
his commandments or not (Deut 8:2). 

You shall remember that you were a slave in the land of 
Egypt, and the LORD your God redeemed you; 
therefore I command you this today (Deut 15:15) 

You shall remember the LORD your God, for it is he 
who gives you power to get wealth, that he may 
confirm his covenant that he swore to your fathers, as it 
is this day (Deut 8:18). 

You shall remember that you were a slave in Egypt; and 
you shall be careful to observe these statutes (Deut 
16:12).  

You shall eat no leavened bread with it. Seven days you 
shall eat it with unleavened bread, the bread of 
affliction- for you came out of the land of Egypt in 
haste- that all the days of your life you may remember the 
day when you came out of the land of Egypt (Deut 
16:3). 

…but you shall remember that you were a slave in Egypt 
and the LORD your God redeemed you from there; 
therefore I command you to do this (Deut 24:18). 
You shall REMEMBER that you were a slave in the 
land of Egypt; therefore I command you to do this 
(Deut 24:22). 

Remember what the LORD your God did to Miriam on 
the way as you came out of Egypt (Deut 24:9). 

42The Hebrew word zakar, “to remember” appears fifteen total times in Deuteronomy (twice in verse 
7:18 for emphasis; The NET notes thus: “recalling, you must recall,” and translates the phrase in English as “you 
must carefully recall”): 5:15; 7:18; 8:2, 18; 9:7, 27; 15:15; 16:3, 12; 24:9, 18, 22; 25:17; 32:7 
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Remember what Amalek did to you on the way as you 
came out of Egypt (Deut 25:17).43 

Remember the days of old; consider the years of many 
generations; ask your father, and he will show you, 
your elders, and they will tell you [what God is like and 
what He had done] (Deut 32:7). 

Table 1: The Commands to “Remember” 

Even when Moses is beseeching God’s mercy on Israel, he asks God to remember His covenant 
with the patriarchs and not the rebellion of the people. 

Remember your servants, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Do not regard the stubbornness of this people, or their 
wickedness or their sin (Deut 9:27) 

It is a consistent theme that what is recalled is not one’s power, privilege, or even position.  What 
is remembered is one’s enslavement to sin—and God’s mighty arm in rescue.  It is incomplete to 
dwell merely upon one’s dependent condition.  One must give God primacy. 

This theme does not change even when the verbs do.  When commanded to know or consider 
something that would motivate obedience, God (not the person) ascends center stage. 

And consider [lit: “know”] today (since I am not speaking to your children who have not known or seen it), 
consider the discipline of the LORD your God, his greatness, his mighty hand and his outstretched arm (Deut 
11:2). 

9Know therefore that the LORD your God is God, the faithful God who keeps covenant and steadfast love 
with those who love him and keep his commandments, to a thousand generations, 10and repays to their face 
those who hate him, by destroying them. He will not be slack with one who hates him. He will repay him to 
his face (Deut 7:9-10).44 

This command it not isolated or constrained to Deuteronomy or the Old Testament.  The 
Apostle Paul follows suit in his Epistle to the Ephesians: 

11Therefore remember that at one time you Gentiles in the flesh, called “the uncircumcision” by what is called 
the circumcision, which is made in the flesh by hands- 12remember [verb supplied from vs. 11] that you were 
at that time separated from Christ, alienated from the commonwealth of Israel and strangers to the covenants 
of promise, having no hope and without God in the world (Eph 2:11-12) 

43What is remembered is how Amalek “attacked you” (vs. 18) and how “he did not fear God” (vs. 18).  
An implication is then drawn (“therefore”) in verse 19.  In the end, the memory of Amalek is to be “blotted out” (vs. 
19) with a solemn charge to “not forget.”  The command, to “not forget,” is directed at the command to blot out
Amalek’s memory.  Ultimately what is to be remembered is the commanded obedience, not the injustice suffered.
Beloved, God must be enthroned—not grief, not pain, not injustice.

44Again, this warning is given to those who are about to enter hand-to-hand, mortal combat.  Surely God 
intends the hearer to grasp the truth that one’s greatest problem is not the enemy before them, but unbelief.  Thus, if 
unbelief were revealed through combat, one must see the traumatic experience as a chemotherapy used to reveal the 
cancer of sin. 
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Verse eleven contains the only command in the first three chapters of Ephesians.  The only truth 
one is commanded to remember is that before God made alive, raised, and seated one (vss. 2:4-
6), one was both dead and disadvantaged.45  We Gentiles are commanded to remember that we 
were the disadvantaged dead (as opposed to the advantaged dead Jews).  One is not commanded 
to dwell upon any identity. 

The great work of God is set against the hopeless condition of humanity.  The genius of God is 
on full display.  If one would ever fully entrust themselves to God, even amid great trouble, they 
must be deeply convinced of His power, love, and wisdom.46  That trust grows in the 
understanding of one’s desperate condition prior to His initiative.  A high view of enslavement to 
sin results in a high view of the Savior, whereas a low view of the problem yields a low view of the 
solution.  A big problem demands a big solution.47  

Conclusion 

The Bible does not leave us without counsel.  All things pertaining to life and godliness are found 
in the knowledge of Jesus (2 Pet 1:3).  All things—all life and all godliness—are found in a Person, 
namely Jesus Christ.  Help and hope is found in the Wonderful Counselor (cf. Isa 9:6).  That help 
and hope is vastly different than that of the world.  The Mayo clinic would have one rely on 
themselves and think better of themselves.  The Bible would have one rely upon and think better 
of God.  Moreover, in order to not depend upon self and to think better of God, the Bible would 
have one remember their helpless and hopeless condition prior to the mighty and merciful work 
of God. 

Mayo Clinic Bible 

Solutions Help you regain control of your 
life 

Surrender control to the 
Sovereign King. Trust Him.  
Believe that He is good, great, 
and wise.  

Think better about yourself Think better about God 

Remember your voluntary 
enslavement to sin 

Remember God’s mighty arm of 
salvation 

45The Jews were merely dead.  The picture for Gentiles was much worse.  Gentiles were not dead 
bodies in a cooler, as it were, they were dead bodies deteriorating in the hot sun while being eaten by maggots. 

46This is exactly what Peter calls his readers to do when threatened by Nero (1 Pet 4:19).  This is also 
exactly the case in Mark 4:35-41.  On the heels of near death to drowning, Jesus questions His disciples as to the 
presence of fear in their souls (vs. 40).  The fear revealed by the storm was a product of unbelief (“no faith”; vs. 40).  
The solution is to fear God more and obey Him like the wind and sea. 

47Cf. David’s prayer in Ps 25:11, “For your name's sake, O LORD, pardon my guilt, for it is great.” 
David appeals to greatness of God’s name, not the smallness of his sin, as the source of his hope.  Great guilt 
requires a great God.  A God that condescends to save great sinners will glorify His own mercy. 
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Remember that you were not 
desirable 

Remember that you were 
rebellious 

Table 2: Solutions 

Beloved, the solution matters.  The glory of God matters.  War is terrible.  Near death 
experiences are indeed traumatic.  Standing toe-to-toe with a Champion is, to say the least, 
challenging—but our God is bigger.  When David faced Goliath, his eyes were focused—but not 
on the Philistine.48 

David’s eyes and soul were narrowed upon God alone.  Twice David questioned why anyone 
would be allowed to defy the living God (1 Sam 17:26, 36) and when he faced Goliath, mono y 
mono, exclaimed, “You come to me with a sword and with a spear and with a javelin, but I come 
to you in the name of the LORD of hosts, the God of the armies of Israel, whom you have 
defied” (1 Sam 17:45).  One must not see this true account as some fairy tale, but real life and real 
faith in action. 

May we biblical counselors be found raising our counselee’s gaze to their God—the Lord of 
Hosts, The Sovereign Lord of the universe.  May that fixed sight enliven and encourage the heart 
to belief—to trust—to entrust one’s soul to their faithful Creator while doing good (1 Pet 4:19). 

48Whether Goliath was 9’ 9’’ (MT, 18 inches/cubic), 6’ 9” (LXX, 18 inches/cubit), 8’ 9” (MT, 16.5 
inches/cubit), or 6’ 1” (LXX, 16.5 inches/cubit), David was only between 5’ and 5’ 3” and just a youth (vs. 17:33). 
Goliath’s coat of mail weighed approximately 126 pounds and the head of his spear another 15 pounds.  Goliath 
should have been intimidating—indeed he was so to Saul and the entire army of Israel (vss. 17:11, 24; cf. vs. 32).   
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Appendix A: 

Table of responses49 

Situation Root 
Corruption 
Precondition 
Problem 

Terrifying 
Event 
Presenting 
Problem 

Nation’s 
Response 
Performance 
Problem 

Fruit of 
Rebellion 
Self-
Reliance 

God’s 
Solution 

Deuteronomy 
chapter One 

Unbelief (vs. 32); 
though listed later 
than the mutiny, 
surely this was the 
root of the 
rebellion as the 
text indicates—
linking the 
unbelief to 
previous events 
(God lead by 
fire/cloud during 
the wilderness 
journey) 

1. Inhabitants
larger than
they

2. Cities were
impregnable

3. Descendants of
Anakites lived
in land

“The real challenge 
was neither physical 
nor military, but 
spiritual.  Would 
they trust God?” 
(Block, 72). 

1. Unwilling to
enter

2. Rebelled
against God

3. Murmuring/
grumbling/
complaining

1. Accused
God of
wrong (i.e.,
He
deliberately
led them
into death)

2. Fixating on
the enemy—
this was
done so
much so
that their
hearts
“melted”

3. Despair:
“Where can
we go?” (vs.
28)

“Moses’ response 
focused entirely on 
Yahweh” (Block, 
72)50 

1. God was with
them (indeed,
He went
before them)

2. God would
fight for them

3. God cared for
them in the
past

God is good, great, 
and wise. 

Deuteronomy 
chapter Seven 

“If you say in your 
heart” (vs. 17) is 
surely a warning 
against unbelief.  
One is exhorted 
to NOT 
contemplate in 
their soul what is 
untrue… 

Seven nations more 
numerous and 
mightier than 
yourselves (v.1) 

Potential future 
rebellion is 
addressed 

If commands are 
not followed, 
then these 
nations would 
lead Israel to turn 
away from God 
(v. 4) 

1. To counter the
potential
corruption,
God warns
Israel of His
righteous
anger
unleashed
against all
idolatry

2. You are
owned
(separated
unto) by the
Lord (vs. 6)

3. God chose you
4. You were not

chosen out of
deservedness;
indeed, you
were enslaved
in Egypt (sin)

49Table adapted from Daniel Block’s insightful commentary (Deuteronomy, 71-2) 
50Though Moses does not use the word “remember” explicitly, surely he is calling the nation to just 

that.  They must remember—dwell upon—the character of God when faced with troubling times.  Who God is and 
what God has done are to be their focus.  To be sure, God’s actions produce results.  One of those results is that we 
are His—adopted into His family.  That fact, however, is the effect and not the cause.  The cause is greater than the 
effect.  Nods to the effects are meant to drive the soul to the cause.  Paul does this explicitly in 1 Corinthians 1:30, 
“Because of Him, you are in Christ Jesus.” 
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5. Know that
God is faithful
AND that God
is vengeful

6. From verse 17
through the
end of the
chapter (vs. 26)
there are SIX
references to
God that must
be known (and
none about
self).

Deuteronomy 
chapter Nine 

“Do not say in 
your heart” (vs. 4). 

Again the battle is 
in the soul.  THE 
problem is in the 
soul, not 
circumstance. 

1. Nations greater
and mightier
than yourselves

2. Cities great and
fortified up to
heaven

3. A people great
and tall

4. The sons of
Anak—before
whom none
can stand

Notice God uses the 
Israelites 
justification for 
disobedience in 
chapter one against 
them in chapter 
nine.  God is 
preempting the 
possible excuse of 
the present 
generation—that 
they might claim 
what the previous 
generation did. 

Potential future 
rebellion 
addressed 

Past rebellion at 
Horeb recalled 

1. Acted
corruptly (vs.
12)

2. Turned aside
quickly (vs.
12)

3. Made a
metal image
(vs. 12)

Could claim self-
righteousness (v. 
5, 6) 

1. God goes
before you

2. God is a
consuming fire

3. God will
destroy

Horeb 
Moses intercedes 
(18ff.) 

Please do not miss the insight in the fifth column.  The fruit of faithlessness, the result of unbelief, 
manifested in fixating upon the enemy.  When the soul does not trust God, it will turn inward to 
itself.  Self-reliance brings the disdain of God.51  The soul, guilty of unbelief, is unable to find rest, 
or shalom.  To alleviate the pain of disobedience, the nation blames God and blames circumstance 
for their disobedience.  Blaming circumstance requires fixation and exaggeration.  The nation says, 
in effect, “The people are too big for us to obey God.  What is more, the way ahead is beyond 
discerning.  Finally, and foremost, God cannot be trusted.  Because God is neither good, great, 
nor wise—and because the obstacles are too big to overcome—we are innocent in our rebellion.”  
This is the reasoning (irrational, sinful) of the rebellious heart.   

51This is explicitly taught by God to Cain in Genesis 4:7, “7 If you do well, will you not be accepted?”  
The idiom behind the idea of acceptance is literally, “a lifting of the face.”  If one honors God as God (cf. Rom 
1:21), one will be accepted—in right relationship—with God.  That peace (that shalom in the soul), cannot but result 
in a happy heart—and put a smile on the face. 
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Also note that when God is not trusted and instead reliance is shifted to self, despair is inevitable.  
The creature was never designed to be omnipotent or omniscient.  We are limited.  We are finite.  
We are impaired both cognitively and morally as a result of the fall (cf. Rom 1:18ff.).  The noetic 
effects of sin, coupled with the “not yet” reality of sanctification, results in imperfect reasoning (cf. 
Eph 4:17-19).   We are between a rock and hard place and cannot get ourselves out.  The only 
end of self-reliance is despair.  Only God is all-wise, all-good, and all-powerful.  By definition, 
creatures were meant to depend upon their Creator.    

One must not fail to see the method of God in bringing the nation back to Himself—back to 
shalom with Him.  God reminds them of who He is—not who they are. 
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Appendix B: 

Voices from Past 
The Soldier's Commands 

Richard Baxter wrote about nearly all things Christian in his lifetime.  The fruit of that work has 
been organized in a massive tome entitled, A Christian Directory (Banner of Truth).  One of the 
subjects he addresses is how a Christian soldier is to conduct himself in combat.  Two truths 
stand out: (1) he deals as much with how a soldier is to act justly in war, as with whether the war 
was just in the first place, and (2) he is more concerned about holiness than wholeness.  His 
counsel sounds strange indeed to modern, enlightened, sensibilities.  Baxter’s Twelve Directives 
to soldiers are presented below: 
Richard Baxter’s (1615-1691) Directives (A Christian Directory, 774-77): 
I. Be careful to make your peace with God, and live in a continual readiness to die.

“We ought to think most about God and our souls when we are in danger of death” - Luther

“Many a debauched soldier I have known, whose conscience hath made them cowards, and shift or
run when they should venture upon death, because they knew they were unready to die, and were
more afraid of hell than of the enemy.  He that is fit to be a martyr, is the fittest man to be a soldier:
he that is regenerate, and hath laid up his treasure and his hopes in heaven, and so hath overcome
the fears of death, may be bold as a lion, and ready for any such thing, and fearless in the greatest
perils.  For what should he fear, who hath escaped hell and God’s displeasure, and hath conquered
the king of terrors?  But fear is the duty and most rational temper of a guilty soul; and the more
fearless such are, the more foolish and more miserable [unhappy; contemptible; wretched]” (775;
Direction I).

II. Be sure you have a warrantable cause and call.52

A difficulty: two “intolerable consequents [results]”
If kings solely determine then the Christian under a Turk must kill Christians 
If subjects solely determine then selfishness prevents common good 

Must distinguish essence before example 
Must be lawful in itself; then bring example 
If essence is wrong, then no excusing sin in it; “God is first to be obeyed and feared” 

If just and ordinary means cannot discern essence of the cause of war, then 
One must consider call…if one doubts don’t 
Doubts can arise from (one or both): 

End or telos of action (goal; purpose) 
Authority of commander 

“There are some cases in which the ruler is the only competent judge, and the doubts of the subject 
are so unreasonable, that they will not excuse the sin of his disobedience” (775; Direction II). 

52David Hoekema, “A Practical Christian Pacifism,” in Readings in Christian Ethics, eds. David K 
Clark and Robert V. Rakestraw (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1996), 517: “The just war proponent believes that war is 
sometimes required by justice, in which case it is not the lesser of two evils but is itself a good.  The issue is whether 
intentional killing in war is ever a good thing, not whether one ought to grit one’s teeth and bravely commit one 
wrong rather than another.” 
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“Suppose the cause of the war be really lawful in itself, and yet the subject is in doubt of it, yea, or 
thinketh otherwise; then is he in the case, as other erroneous consciences are, that is, entangled in a 
necessity of sinning, till he be undeceived, in case his rulers command his service” (775; Direction 
II). 

“So it is apparent, that sometimes the sovereign’s cause may be good, and yet an erroneous 
conscience may make the soldier’s cause bad, if they are volunteers, who run unnecessarily upon 
that which they take for robbery and murder; and yet that the higher powers may force even such 
mistakers to defend country, and their governors, in a case of true necessity.  And it is manifest that 
sometimes the cause of the ruler may be bad, and yet the cause of the soldier good; and that 
sometimes the cause may be bad and sinful to both of them, and sometimes good and lawful unto 
both” (775; Direction II). 

III. When you are doubtful whether your cause and call be good, it is (ordinarily) safest to sit
still, and not to venture in so dangerous a case, without great deliberation and sufficient
evidence to satisfy your consciences.
Would rather be “abused as a neuter, than run himself into the danger of such a case” (776)

IV. When necessity forceth you to go forth in a just war, do it with humiliation and
unwillingness as beseemeth one that is a patient [sufferer], a spectator, and an actor, in one
of the sorest of God’s temporal judgments.
“Go not to kill men, as if you went to a cock-fight, or a bear-baiting.  Make not a sport of a common
calamity; be not insensible of the displeasure of God, expressed in so great a judgment.  What a sad
condition is it to yourselves, to be employed in destroying others!  If they be good, how sad a
thought is it, that you must kill them!  If they are wicked, how sad is it that by killing them you cut
off all their hopes of mercy, and send them suddenly to hell!” (776; Direction IV).

“The Lord’s day is usually taken up in matters that concern their lives, and therefore can pretend
necessity; so that it must be a very resolute, confirmed, vigilant person, that is not alienated from
God” (776; Direction IV).

V. Be sure first that your cause be better than your lives, and then resolve to venture your lives
for them.
“A soldier’s life is unfit for one that dare not die.  A coward is one of the most pernicious murderers .
. . . It is fear that loseth the day, and fearlessness that winneth it” (776; cf. Rev 21:8).

VI. Resolve upon an absolute obedience to your commanders, in all things consistent with your
obedience to God.

VII. Especially detest all murmurings, mutinies, sidings, and rebellions.
“In the end it will appear, that it was their own advancement which they secretly aimed at” (777).

VIII. Use not your power or liberty to the robbing, or oppressing, or injury of any.
“Though military thieves and oppressors may escape the gallows more than others, they shall come
as soon to hell as any” (777; cf. Luke 3:14).
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IX. Take heed lest custom, and the frequency of God’s judgments, do harden your hearts into a
reprobate stupidity.

X. Take heed of falling into drunkenness and sensuality, though temptations and liberty be
never so great.

XI. If necessity deprive you of the benefits of God’s public or stated worship, see that you labour
to repair that loss, by double diligence in those spiritual duties, which yet you have
opportunity for.

XII. Take heed that command or successes do not puff you up and make you overvalue
yourselves, and incline you to rebel against your governors.

Martin Luther’s proclamation and prayer (War and Christian Ethics, ed. Arthur F. Holmes, 161, 
163-64) are robust as well.  Soldiers would do well to hear today:

“Dear Comrades, we are gathered here to serve, obey, and do our duty to our prince, for according
to God’s will and ordinance we are bound to support our prince with our body and our possessions,
even though in God’s sight we are as poor sinners as our enemies are. Nevertheless, since we know
that our prince is in the right in this case, or at least do not know otherwise, we are therefore sure
and certain that in serving and obeying him we are serving God. Let everyone, then, be brave and
courageous and let no one think otherwise than that his fist is God’s fist, his spear God’s spear, and
cry with heart and voice, ‘For God and the emperor!’ If God gives us victory, the honor and praise
shall be his, not ours, for he wins it through us poor sinners. But we take the booty and the wages as
presents and gifts of God’s goodness and grace to us, though we are unworthy, and sincerely thank
him for them. Now God grant the victory! Forward with joy!”

“Heavenly Father, here I am, according to your divine will, in the external work and service of my
lord, which I owe first to you and then to my lord for your sake. I thank your grace and mercy that
you have put me into a work which I am sure is not sin, but right and pleasing obedience to your
will. But because I know and have learned from your gracious word that none of our good works
can help us and that no one is saved as a soldier but only as a Christian, therefore, I will not in any
way rely on my obedience and work, but place myself freely at the service of your will. I believe with
all my heart that only the innocent blood of your dear Son, my Lord Jesus Christ, redeems and saves
me, which he shed for me in obedience to your holy will. This is the basis on which I stand before
you. In this faith I will live and die, fight, and do everything else. Dear Lord God the Father,
preserve and strengthen this faith in me by your Spirit. Amen.”
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bearings by helping the counselor and counselee understand the nature of  PTSD. Third, we will 
examine particular “checkpoints” that are necessary elements of  the process. These checkpoints 
include demonstrating 1 Corinthians 10:13, reinterpretation, and reengaging on a new mission. 
As in orienteering races, these “checkpoints” do not necessarily occur in sequential order but are 
all important elements of  the counseling process.  Finally, we will show how prior preparation 
can help prevent PTSD.  

The Finish Line: The Goal of  Counseling Someone Wrestling with 
PTSD 
 
To understand the goal of  counseling, we must first understand what the goal is not. Those who 
come in for counseling often have unrealistic and unbiblical goals for the counseling process. 
Those suffering with a diagnosis of  PTSD are no different. Some come hoping that all their 
memories will be wiped away and they will be able to forget all the trauma they have endured. As 
one veteran stated rather plainly, it would take a lobotomy to make the memories go away.1
While there is hope that God can help remove or minimize the occurrence of  unwanted 
memories, we should not set this up as a primary goal of  counseling. The primary goal in 
counseling is to help someone glorify God by walking in a manner worthy of  the call they have 
been called to (1 Cor. 10:31; Eph. 4:1). We want to help them to move along in the process of  
becoming more like Jesus. I like to use the concept of  moving them from Post-Traumatic Stress to 
Post-Traumatic Sanctification.  
 
Since we have firmly established the finish line, it is important to set our bearings so we can move 
onto the checkpoints. 

Setting Bearings: Taking the D out of  PTSD 
 
In orienteering, after a team has reviewed the map and determined the final destination, it is 
important for them to set their bearings so they can navigate to the checkpoints along the course. 
Setting bearings means determining your current location in relation to the geographical context. 
It involves identifying where you are on the map and on the ground. Using a compass or some 
other means, you need to identify true north and orient your map accordingly. Identifying key 
landmarks in your vision and on the map help pinpoint where you are standing. If  you set off  on 
your trek with improper bearings, you will end up lost. Similarly, you need to have the proper 
bearings when counseling someone who struggles with symptoms of  PTSD. Understanding the 
nature of  the battle you are facing is essential before setting off  on the counseling journey. 
 
Up to this point I have been using the term Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. This is the diagnosis used 
in the mental health field to describe someone who exhibits certain symptoms and behaviors one 
month or longer after experiencing a potentially traumatic event or a series of  potentially 
traumatic events.2 Potentially traumatic events are those that threaten death, serious injury, or 

 
1Anonymous Veteran 1, Personal Conversation One, April 8, 2015. 

2American Psychiatric Association and DSM-5 Task Force, Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
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sexual violation. Within the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of  Mental Disorder (DSM-5), PTSD 
symptoms are grouped around four different categories: intrusion symptoms, avoidance 
symptoms, negative alterations in cognition or mood, and alterations in arousal reactivity.3 The 
DSM-5 description of  PTSD can provide helpful reflections of  the struggles that often confront 
people who have faced some of  the most horrific suffering this fallen world has to offer. However, 
while these observations demonstrate that there is some phenomenon that afflicts many who face 
intense suffering, the description offered is wholly inadequate in itself  and can prove to be 
harmful in many ways.  
 
Receiving the PTSD label can be devastating. For some it will mean the end of  a career. For 
others there is a feeling of  helplessness and hopelessness once they hear the news that there is no 
cure for the disorder. For most the term “disorder” signals to them that they are weak or 
irreparably damaged. Early on in the counseling process you will want to help them understand 
that what they are experiencing is not an abnormal reaction to normal circumstances of  life, but 
a very common reaction to extreme situations.4  
 
It can be extremely helpful to describe the physiological impact trauma can have. Some of  the 
symptoms of  PTSD can occur because our God-given security system, the sympathetic nervous 
system, often called the fight or flight system, is negatively impacted.5 This can occur in cases of  
severe trauma or prolonged exposure to repeated trauma or high stress situations. Giving 

 
Disorders: DSM-5. (Washington, DC: American Psychiatric Association, 2013), 271–72; Frank W. Weathers and 
Terence M. Keane, “The Criterion A Problem Revisited: Controversies and Challenges in Defining and Measuring 
Psychological Trauma,” Journal of Traumatic Stress 20, no. 2 (April 2007): 111. 

3DSM-5., 271-272. 

4David Powlison, “Gripping Fears” (The Gospel & Mental Illness, Sun Valley, CA: Association of 
Certified Biblical Counselors, 2014); Christopher B. Adsit, The Combat Trauma Healing Manual: Christ-Centered 
Solutions for Combat Trauma (Newport News, VA: Military Ministry Press, 2008), Loc 832; Barrett Craig, Help! I’ve 
Been Traumatized by Combat (Wapwallopen, PA: Shepherd Press, 2015), 4–5; Brian Fleming and Chad Robichaux 
Ph.D, Redeployed: How Combat Veterans Can Fight the Battle Within and Win the War at Home (Dallas: Frisco House 
Publishing, 2013), 63–64; Chad M. Robichaux and Jeremy M Stalnecker, The Truth About PTSD (Manassas, VA: 
Making Life Better Publishing, 2017), 33–35. 

5The purpose of this essay is not to discuss the technical aspects of neurological impact of PTSD. Briefly, 
studies have shown that the brains of those who are diagnosed with PTSD show decreased volume in the prefrontal 
cortex or PFC (the part of the brain where high level executive function occurs) as well as structural changes in limbic 
system, especially with the amygdala and hippocampus (parts of the brain associated with stress response). In normal 
function the PFC interacts with the limbic system to analyze threats and control the fight or flight response. In people 
diagnosed with PTSD the PFC does not engage correctly with the limbic system to diminish fear responses.  Amy F.T. 
Arnsten et al., “The Effects of Stress Exposure on Prefrontal Cortex: Translating Basic Research into Successful 
Treatments for Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder,” Neurobiology of Stress 1 (October 27, 2014): 89–91; H. Barbas et al., 
“Relationship of Prefrontal Connections to Inhibitory Systems in Superior Temporal Areas in the Rhesus Monkey,” 
Cerebral Cortex 15, no. 9 (September 1, 2005): 1368; Einat Levy-Gigi et al., “Association among Clinical Response, 
Hippocampal Volume, and FKBP5 Gene Expression in Individuals with Posttraumatic Stress Disorder Receiving 
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy,” Biological Psychiatry 74, no. 11 (December 1, 2013): 793–800; Emily B. Ansell et 
al., “Cumulative Adversity and Smaller Gray Matter Volume in Medial Prefrontal, Anterior Cingulate, and Insula 
Regions,” Biological Psychiatry 72, no. 1 (July 1, 2012): 57, 62. 
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someone a basic understanding of  how that God-given security system is supposed to work and 
how it was damaged can alleviate much of  the fear caused by uncertainty.6 
 
Consider offering the following two ways in which the fight or flight system functions 
inappropriately in the person who is struggling with PTSD. First, the fight or flight system 
engages at the wrong time because it is misinterpreting a non-threatening situation as 
threatening. We see this happen with people who attack a loved one who shakes them awake at 
night. Another example is the veteran who begins to have a panic attack when he sees a garbage 
bag on the side of  the road, which engages that fight or flight system because it recalls the data 
from the IED attack he survived in Iraq. Neither of  these situations are actually dangerous, but 
the brain that has been impacted by trauma responds to them as though they are life threatening. 
Second, the traumatized brain will sometimes leave the fight or flight system engaged longer than 
it should. This is often called hypervigilance. The person lives life at the level of  vigilance 
appropriate in a theater of  combat even when returning to “normal” suburban life. 
 
One of  the most important things to keep in mind is that it is natural to struggle in the aftermath 
of  the horrors that this life can unleash. It might be an indication of  worse problems if  one did 
not demonstrate some level of  distress after facing violence, death, or near-death experiences.7 
People find great comfort in the realization that they, and their responses, are normal.  
Helping people understand what is going on physiologically helps remove some of  the difficulties 
associated with the term disorder. Counselors can also encourage those diagnosed with PTSD 
that research demonstrates that it is possible for these negative alterations in the brain to be 
reversed with Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT).8 Biblical counselors have even greater reason 
to rejoice because we recognize that CBT employs biblical principles of  taking thoughts captive 
(2 Cor. 10:5) and thinking about what is true (Phil. 4:8), but is truncated because it does not avail 
itself  of  the whole counsel of  God, nor does it rely on the Holy Spirit, or depend on a vital 
relationship with Jesus Christ.9 PTSD is not merely a physiological phenomenon. One of  the 
significant problems with the DSM description is it comes from a materialistic anthropology and 
thus does not incorporate the spiritual element of  human existence. Because of  the inadequacy 
of  the DSM description and the unhelpful nature of  the word disorder, the term Post-Traumatic 
Stress is preferable.10 Dr. Charles Hodges and I have developed the following description of  the 
phenomenon I call PTS: 
 

 
6Robichaux and Stalnecker, The Truth About PTSD, 57–66. 

7Richard Baxter, The Practical Works of the Rev. Richard Baxter, ed. William Orme, vol. 11 (London: 
James Duncan, 1830), 409. 

8Levy-Gigi et al., “Association among Clinical Response, Hippocampal Volume, and FKBP5 Gene 
Expression in Individuals with Posttraumatic Stress Disorder Receiving Cognitive Behavioral Therapy,” 496–797. 

9Nate Brooks, “If Christian Cognitive Behavioral Therapy Works, Then Why Isn’t It an Ally?,” Biblical 
Counseling Coalition, November 6, 2017, http://www.biblicalcounselingcoalition.org/2017/11/06/if-christian-
cognitive-behavioral-therapy-works-then-why-isnt-it-an-ally/. 

10Others have used similar variations like Post Traumatic Distress, Paul Randolph, “Post-Traumatic 
Distress,” The Journal of Biblical Counseling 25, no. 3 (Summer 2007). 
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Post-Traumatic Stress is a whole person response to traumatic events that encompasses the 
physical, mental, emotional, behavioral and spiritual being of  those affected. It often results in 
significant disruption of  life at home, work, school, and church. It draws on anger, fear, sadness, 
shame, and guilt to disrupt family relationships, friendships, careers, and Christian service. Those 
affected will compensate the best they can, sometimes in ways that may compound the struggle 
they face.   
 
Gaining a more biblical perspective of  the struggle helps to set the bearings for the counseling 
process—for both the counselor and the counselee. It helps the counselor understand that the 
label of  PTSD is not something to be intimidated by. The proper perspective also helps the 
counselee understand that his struggle is not abnormal. 

Checkpoint One: Demonstrating 1 Corinthians 10:13 
 
First Corinthians 10:13 provides similar comfort that we are never alone in our trials and 
temptations because all temptations are common to man. 
 
As you develop a genuine relationship with the person you are counseling you will want to begin 
to demonstrate the truth of  1 Corinthians 10:13. This includes the reality that the counselee’s 
suffering is not unique and she is not alone in her suffering. Others have been through similar 
suffering and God is with them in their trials. These truths offer great hope and comfort for those 
who accept them, but they are often very difficult to believe for someone wrestling with PTS. 
Putting flesh onto these truths and demonstrating their reality rather than just stating them is a 
helpful aspect of  the counseling process. 
 
Ministering Faithfully 
 
If  you have suffered some particular trauma then you have a connection to others that is real and 
impossible to replicate in the life of  someone who has not. It will feel more natural for you to 
speak truth into the life of  someone who has suffered greatly because the defensive wall of, “You 
don’t know what I’ve been through” is not insurmountable and may come down entirely when 
you share your own struggle. It is hard to describe the immediate connection that occurs between 
those who have a shared trial. For those who have been spared the horrors of  potentially 
traumatic events, do not worry, you can and do have something to say to sufferers of  trauma. 
Remember the words of  2 Corinthians 1:3-4, 

Blessed be the God and Father of  our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of  mercies and God of  all comfort, who 
comforts us in all our affliction so that we will be able to comfort those who are in any affliction 
with the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by God. 

You may never have been in combat, raped, abused, assaulted, or survived a natural disaster, but 
if  you have lived long on this earth you have suffered. As a Christian who has faced suffering you 
have also been comforted by God in that affliction. The same comforts you received from Him 
can be extended to those who suffer in other ways.  
 
In addition, remember that you are not alone in this battle. As I mentioned in the introduction, 
counseling someone struggling with PTS is a team effort. You want to include your pastor, the 
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sympathetic family members, close friends of  the same gender, and a community group. Also, try 
to recruit a maturing trauma sufferer into the team. This person doesn’t need to be someone who 
has the spiritual maturity of  a leader in the church, but someone who can serve as a living 
example of  how God can work in the life of  someone who has suffered greatly. The truth that the 
trial and temptation of  trauma is “common to man” is much easier to believe if  one can see it 
instead of  only hearing about it. 

Connecting Personally 
 
One of  the most important components to the process of  counseling someone struggling with 
PTS is to connect with them and gain trust. The experience of  trauma often adds an additional 
layer of  mistrust and suspicion atop all the normal barriers to deep interpersonal connection. 
Many have been betrayed or violated by people they trust—clear examples are those who have 
been assaulted or abused by family, employers, coaches, or pastors. Others have blamed various 
authorities or even God as a source of  their trauma or at least culpable for not intervening (e.g. 
military commanders for ordering certain operations or not providing requested support). This 
can create another barrier if  you, as a counselor, are perceived as a type of  authority figure. The 
need for Christ-like humility and love is heightened in these relationships.  
 
The first thing to do is simply let the person know you love them and that you are available. 
Verbalize these truths but also demonstrate them. Be available to help in other ways besides 
“counseling.” Connect over shared interests and activities, establishing a genuine relationship 
with the person. The instruction to be “tender-hearted” in Ephesians 4:32 speaks of  compassion, 
the idea that when we enter into another’s suffering, we feel what they feel. Paul lays out 
important instructions in Romans 12 for building loving relationships. He encourages us to “weep 
with those who weep and rejoice with those who rejoice” (Rom. 12:15). In order for us to do so, 
we must be invested and involved in the lives of  those people we are going to be weeping with 
and rejoicing with. The immediate context of  the passage instructs us to “be devoted to one 
another in brotherly love,” “practicing hospitality,” and “contributing to the needs of  the saints.” 
This passage, among many others, describes the Christian walk as an intimate, life-on-life 
experience. We need to encourage and exemplify this in our counseling with people who are 
often tempted to isolation.  

Getting to Know Their Struggle 
 
When you do connect, ask good questions and listen well. Be quick to listen and slow to speak 
(James 1:19). Investigate what is actually bothering them and don’t assume anything (Proverbs 
18:13). Each person’s experience with trauma will be unique and what bothers them about the 
trauma will vary. For instance one veteran shared that the first time he killed someone in combat 
he was conflicted because he was going against a lifetime of  teaching that “thou shall not kill.”11 

 
11Cuevas, Honoring the Code: Warriors and Moral Injury. 
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Whereas another veteran said, “It’s never about the killing.”12 Again, don’t assume, ask good 
questions, and listen well.  
 
You may want to explore issues related to the different symptom clusters associated with a PTSD 
diagnosis. This would include any intrusion symptoms (e.g. thoughts, dreams, memories, 
dissociative episodes including reliving flashbacks, or complete loss of  memory). Do they have 
any of  these? What is the content of  the memories or dreams? If  it is from the trauma, is it 
reliving the experience or certain components of  the trauma manifesting in other ways? Have 
they ever acted out the flashback?  This would also include avoidance symptoms. Have they been 
able to identify particular triggers? What do they do when they identify a trigger? How many 
friends do they have? How often do they gather with others? Who do they have in their life they 
can talk to? Are there specific places or people they try to avoid? Cognitive and mood 
impairment is another symptom to explore. Do they have difficulty remembering things? Do they 
have any other gaps in their memory? What is their general outlook on life and others? Lastly, 
you may want to explore any alterations in arousal activity (e.g. hyper-vigilance, exaggerated 
startle response, outbursts of  anger, trouble sleeping). How much sleep are they getting? Do they 
always feel on edge? Are there particular things that set them off ? What do they enjoy doing? Are 
there things they used to enjoy that they no longer want to be involved with? You will notice the 
questions around each of  these categories are intended to find out how the person is responding 
to the symptoms physically, emotionally, cognitively, spiritually and relationally. 
 
Another way you can develop a relationship with your counselee is to approach them with a 
humble heart that is ready to learn from them. In one sense, they may have a better 
understanding of  the world than those who have never experienced suffering to the degree that 
they have. They have insight into the truly horrific depth of  sin, evil, and depravity. They no 
longer live with the illusion that clouds most of  our minds that we are somehow in control of  our 
lives and what happens to us. Combat veterans often love to read the Bible tactically, recognizing 
and studying elements of  military strategy encapsulated in the pages of  Scripture, and can more 
easily connect with biblical people and with cultures that experienced warfare as a regular feature 
of  life. 
 
Of  course, the most important aspect of  this phase of  the journey is attempting to discern your 
counselee’s relationship with Christ. We should never neglect to emphasize the importance of  a 
genuine relationship with Christ to any counseling issue—and PTS is no different. You are not 
just trying to discern whether the person is a believer or not, but also trying to assess how they 
view God and how that view has been influenced by their traumatic experiences. You want to 
explore how they viewed God prior to their trauma, what view they have of  God’s role in the 
trauma, and what their view of  God is now. Assessing this relationship early is helpful and may 
be a significant portion of  helping the person to reinterpret their present situation, which is the 
next checkpoint I’ll recommend on this orienteering course.  

 
12The Mighty Oaks Warrior Program, “Interview: USN Seal Lt. Mark L. Donald (Ret.),” 56:00, accessed 

July 14, 2017, http://www.mightyoaksprograms.org/mighty-oaks-podcast-show-003/. 
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Checkpoint Two: Reinterpretation 
 

Dr. Greg Gifford points out that PTS largely results from how one interprets reality.13 Our 
interpretation of  events is influenced by a vast array of  factors. The context of  an event can 
radically change how we respond to very similar stimuli. The surgeon who cuts open the chest 
cavity is going to have a very different reaction than the man who was haunted by the act of  
mutilation he inflicted on a the corpse of  a dead Viet Cong solider when he cut open his chest 
partly out of  malice and partly because he wanted “to see what his lungs looked like.”14  
 
We have already seen how deeply held beliefs from our past can radically impact how we 
interpret scenarios. Other factors that weigh on our interpretation include: our perception of  
ourselves and our own actions, beliefs about God and His activity or inactivity in circumstances, 
and our perception of  others (including their actions and motives).  Paul encourages believers to 
think about what is true as they fight to overcome anxiety (Phil. 4:8). We can help people do this 
by taking false thoughts captive in obedience to Christ who is the way, the truth, and the life (2 
Cor. 10:5; Jn. 14:6). As we progress through the course of  counseling, we will help people 
reinterpret their lives—past, present, and future—through the truth of  God’s Word.  

Reinterpreting the Present 
 
It may seem out of  order to address the present before one addresses the past. However, it will 
often be easier to start with the present and then move backward in time. Jumping right to one’s 
troubled past and the trauma that instigated much of  their current struggle would be challenging 
at the least and entirely impossible in some cases. The work you have done taking the D out of  
PTSD is one of  the first steps in this process. If  you have done this well, then the person will 
already have shifted the interpretation of  his or her present significantly.  
 
Another step in the process of  reinterpreting the present is to distinguish things in life that are a 
result of  the trauma they experienced versus what is a consequence of  their own choices or 
actions. Blaming sinful behavior on one’s psychiatric diagnosis is quite common. While PTS may 
incline one to outbursts of  anger, yelling at your wife and kids because they “made you late for an 
appointment” is not the result of  PTS. Helping someone take responsibility for the thoughts, 
feelings and behaviors they have control over is challenging but very freeing and rewarding.  
 
The most important component of  any person’s present is their relationship to God. Early on in 
the process, investigate the counselee’s faith and commitment to Christ. Our standing before God 
is a primary, defining factor to our identity. Identity questions are key for people struggling with 
PTS. Many people feel robbed of  a previous identity (no matter how misplaced that identity was). 
The Marine whose identity was a Marine, was altered when he was medically discharged. The 
single woman who was raped no longer sees herself  as a pure, wholesome young woman, saving 
herself  for marriage but as a used, dirty, and discarded “thing.” Trauma survivor, or even PTSD, 

 
13Greg E Gifford, Helping Your Family through PTSD. (Eugene: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2017), 21. 

14Jonathan Shay, Achilles in Vietnam: Combat Trauma and the Undoing of Character (New York: 
Scribner, 2003), 117. 
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becomes central to how many perceive themselves. Helping someone shift the focus of  their 
identity from what has happened to them to who they are in Christ is essential and will provide 
great hope and strength, healing, and new direction for the future. For believers, the experience 
of  trauma can come as a major challenge to their faith. Reminding them of  who they are in 
Christ and what they mean to our Heavenly Father can help reorient them to a proper and 
biblical view of  themselves. 
 
Reinforcing biblical teaching about suffering and how God uses suffering to make us stronger and 
more like Jesus is essential. Walking a sufferer through the life of  Joseph is helpful, so they can see 
the trauma inflicted on Joseph and how he was impacted but not identified by it. Point them to 
Genesis 50:20 and the truth that God takes evil and uses it for good—this can help a sufferer 
reinterpret their present reality.  
 
For those counselees who do not know Christ this is an excellent opportunity to introduce them 
to Him. They likely have false impressions about Jesus and what His life was like, so share with 
them the suffering Jesus went through in His earthly life. Show them the truth that He was a man 
of  sorrows and acquainted with much grief  (Isaiah 53:3). Talk about His family mocking Him, 
His betrayal by close friends, the unjust arrest and torture He faced and then His eventual 
murderous execution. Something in Jesus’ life will connect with their own suffering. Then tell 
them that He voluntarily endured that to save them.  
 
Show both the believer and the unbeliever the reality of  Hebrews 4:15, that Jesus truly knows 
their suffering not as a distant spectator, but as an innocent victim to the worst trauma that was 
ever inflicted upon a human being. Then invite them to commune with Him in the eternal life 
and love bought by that suffering. All the rest of  the counsel you will offer flows out of  or is built 
upon this key relationship. Invite your counselee to know Him and then to grow in Him. 
 
Putting the Past in its Place 
 
For those who are faced with intrusive symptoms—from nightmares all the way to dissociative 
episodes—one helpful truth to hold fast to is that the past is in the past. Equip them to take hold 
of  those thoughts and pray to God thanking Him that they are here now and not actually reliving 
the events of  the past. Giving them tools to do so is extremely powerful. Two resources I have 
found particularly helpful in this regard are Putting Your Past In Its Place by Dr. Steve Viars15 and 
“Distinguishing Between Guilt and Guilt” by Dr. Bob Jones.16 
 
At some point during the counseling sessions it can be helpful to have someone talk through the 
trauma they have experienced while couching the discussion in prayer and reminders of  the 
truth. For most people talking through the event can be quite scary. It may invoke physiological 
changes associated with fear including shortness of  breath, sweating, and the sense of  panic. 
When someone begins to manifest these remind them that this is a memory, that they are in a 
safe room with loving people, and there is nothing to fear in that moment. Doing this in the safety 

 
15Stephen Viars, Putting Your Past in Its Place (Eugene: Harvest House Publishers, 2011). 

16Robert Jones, “Distinguishing Between Guilt and Guilt,” Biblical Counseling Coalition (blog), July 18, 
2017, http://biblicalcounselingcoalition.org/2017/07/18/distinguishing-between-guilt-and-guilt/. 
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of  the counseling session can help equip them to recognize these responses and to refocus their 
thoughts on what is true and lay their burdens before the Lord. As the person is able to share 
with you about the trauma it will open up the opportunity for you to help them reinterpret their 
past, including the traumatic events they have experienced. As you do this you will want to 
investigate thoughts and beliefs the person held or currently holds relating primarily to 
themselves, others, and God. 
 
“God is not in Afghanistan,” was one veteran’s response to his wife when she told him she was 
praying for him. Many who have walked through the darkest experiences of  life have difficulty 
reconciling those with the concept of  an almighty, all-loving, all-knowing God. You may never be 
able to address every one of  their questions nor resolve the ever-present problem of  evil, but 
replacing unbiblical thoughts about God with biblical truth will aid the healing process.  
 
Issues of  guilt and shame are also common among people wrestling with Post-Traumatic Stress. 
Helping them investigate this component of  their story can be very helpful and transformative. 
First, you will need to determine if  guilt and shame are part of  the struggle this person faces. If  
so, you will need to help them parse out why they have these feelings and whether or not they are 
legitimate. For some, the legitimate guilt of  sins they committed is a heavy burden they have been 
carrying, which has weighed down their soul. Finding forgiveness in Christ will be tremendously 
freeing. For others, guilt and shame come from things beyond their control. Survivor’s guilt is 
common among combat veterans. They often question why they came home when so many 
people, especially close friends, did not. A particular form of  survivor’s guilt is acutely felt when 
the survivor traded places with another service member who died in their place. Some victims of  
rape will feel guilty, believing they were somehow responsible. This is compounded if  they were 
engaged in inappropriate behavior leading up to the attack. This is a delicate and difficult 
discussion to have and takes great wisdom and care.  
 
As you help someone parse out his past you will likely identify individuals who have sinned 
against him. Guiding them to a biblical understanding of  forgiveness is going to be deeply helpful 
in the transformation process. Placing the events of  the past in their proper eternal perspective 
can also be helpful. The Apostle Paul was no stranger to extreme suffering, and while he in no 
way minimized the suffering he faced (2 Cor. 1:8), he says it was “light and momentary” 
compared to the “eternal weight of  glory” that would later be revealed to him (Rom. 8:18). 
Reinterpreting one’s past and present should naturally lead to a reinterpretation of  one’s future. 
Clearly, we want them to be encouraged and to think to their eternal future, but we also want to 
help them reinterpret the life they still are called to live here on the earth. 
 
Reinterpreting the Future 
 
PTSD has become something of  an identity for many who have received this diagnosis. They 
have been told they have this disorder and there is no known cure for it. They are pointed to a 
myriad of  options which may or may not alleviate some of  the symptoms. Yoga, equine therapy, 
service dogs, EMDR, and of  course pharmacotherapy are all held out as potential sources of  
relief. But this future is bleak. Many, even in the secular community, are now promoting the 
concept of  post traumatic growth. The idea that one can move past trauma and the distress it has 
caused, and move forward and grow after the trauma.  
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As biblical counselors we do not just hold open the possibility for growth after trauma, we 
encourage victims of  trauma that they can actually be stronger because of  their trauma, not in 
spite of  it (James 1:2-4). If  God truly is sovereign and He uses all things for our good by 
transforming us into the image of  Jesus, and the trauma we have faced is included in “all things,” 
then we can hold forth the promise of  Post Traumatic Sanctification. The hope that God is using 
the trials of  this life to improve us, and mold us to be the men and women He wants us to be. 
With a reinterpreted biblical understanding of  one’s past, present, and future, a third checkpoint 
to reach is reengaging them in a new mission. 
 
Checkpoint Three: Reengage in a New Mission 
 
Everyone desires to be a part of  something bigger than themselves. Combat veterans know this 
feeling keenly. Many joined the military to serve and be a part of  something that offered them a 
chance to change the world. No matter the nature of  the trauma, each person will benefit from 
being assigned a new mission. Help them learn to see their trauma as a stewardship that God has 
entrusted to them. Their experience can be used to help so many other people. Few things inspire 
others more than seeing someone overcoming adversity. Peter encourages his readers to always be 
ready to give a reason for the hope that is in them (1 Pet. 3:15). The reason people were asking 
about this hope was due to the dark suffering backdrop which made the hope shine so brightly. 
Joni Eareckson Tada’s testimony would not have impacted so many if  she had not broken her 
neck and been paralyzed over 5 decades ago. Paying-it-forward, taking what you have been 
given, and using it to help others, is a popular concept these days but it is rooted in the timeless 
truths of  Scripture. Teach your counselee to take the comfort that the God of  all comforts has 
comforted them with and use it to comfort others (2 Cor. 1:2-4).  
 
This new identity in Christ combined with a new mission gives those who seemingly had no hope 
and no purpose renewed meaning for their futures. A renewed identity, purpose, and mission that 
is directed to the ultimate aim of  brining glory to God. As they walk in this mission, they can 
bear the image of a God who takes ashes and makes beauty (Isaiah 61:3). He takes evil intention 
and uses it for good (Gen. 50:20). Their lives will then point to the greatest truth, the best news, 
the gospel of Jesus Christ (Matt. 5:16). An event at the center of human history, where God used 
the most horrific trauma any human has ever inflicted on another to accomplish the greatest 
good (Is. 53:10; 2 Cor. 5:21; Rom. 8:28). 

 
Helping someone fight the challenges of  PTS is difficult. How they respond to counseling and 
how they mature in Christ will depend a great deal on various elements of  life before they faced 
trauma. Preparation for trauma and the ability to resist or recover from the effects of  trauma is 
often called resiliency. The final section of  this essay will describe the importance of  preparing to 
face suffering in this world and the vital role the church and biblical counseling can play in this 
preparation. 
 
 
 
Pre-Counseling as Preparation to Prevent PTS 
 
Anyone who has ever competed in any event, including orienteering races, knows that how you 
finish the race depends a great deal your preparation before the race begins. If  someone has no 
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idea how to read a map, he is going to have tremendous difficulty reaching a single checkpoint. 
Similarly, how one responds to trauma and its aftermath is greatly influenced by a one’s 
preparation. There are innumerable influences that shape someone’s life prior to potentially 
traumatic events, and the influence of  these factors is ultimately incalculable. However, it is clear 
from life and research that pre-traumatic factors are important in developing resiliency.  
 
Why is this important to biblical counselors? Because some of  the most significant pre-traumatic 
factors involve one’s personal beliefs and values. What someone believes about God, moral 
reasoning, and her perspective on the nature and purpose of  life are extremely influential in how 
she responds to trauma when it comes. 
 
Families and the church have an important role to play in addressing PTS in a preventative 
fashion. To illustrate let me share a brief  segment of  the testimony of  Captain Matt Myer who 
served as Company Commander over “Chosen Company” during the battle of  Wanat, one of  
the worst days of  combat in U.S. Army history. To give you some context, Jason Hovater was a 
strong Christian who encouraged the faith of  his fellow soldiers and kept his entire unit laughing 
with antics and impersonations. His life was cut short a month from his twenty-fifth birthday 
when an enemy round deflected off  the night vision mount on his helmet and into the center of  
his face.  
 

Matt Myer saw the foundations of  his belief  in God and Christianity shaken to the core after the horrors 
of  Wanat. He had been raised with the faith that Jesus died for everyone’s sins and believing in Him was 
an avenue to paradise. There was a contract with God which held that a good person doing good deeds 
would see blessing and favor. But he knew that Jason Hovater lived this kind of  life, and Myer could not 
forget the image of  that young soldier’s destruction. It would be years of  thought and contemplation, part 
of  that time spent working with an Army chaplain, before Myer began to reconcile those religious 
contradictions. He found solace in the book When God Weeps, by Joni Eareckson Tada, a woman 
confined for decades to a wheelchair who discusses how a loving God allows suffering and the opportunity 
to appreciate unexpected blessings.17 

 
When one’s core or deeply held beliefs comes into conflict with perceived reality it results in a 
great amount of  distress to one’s soul. There is a tension that threatens to tear one apart and the 
seeming solution is to abandon either the centrally held belief  or abandon reality—or at least 
one’s perceived reality. One significant, pre-traumatic factor that played a role in Myer’s life was 
his faulty view of  the Christian life. Had he been raised to understand the world through a more 
biblical lens, his faith might not have been so shaken.  

 
General Preparation for Suffering 
   
Teaching a robust theology of  suffering is a way churches can help prepare people to face 
potentially traumatic events. Jesus warns His followers that they will be hated by the world and 
face persecution (Jn. 15:18-20). Peter reminds Christians that they are called to suffer, and Jesus 

 
17Gregg Zoroya, The Chosen Few (Boston, MA: Da Capo, 2017), 349. 
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has given them an example to follow in suffering (1 Peter 2:21). Suffering is a component of  the 
Christian walk that should come as no surprise to the followers of  Jesus. It is important that 
suffering be a part of  our biblical theology. Suffering is inevitable and truths from Scripture can 
greatly impact how people respond to trials. Richard Baxter was no stranger to suffering18 and he 
encourages Christians to draw on Scriptural truths in preparation for suffering so that we might 
suffer well to the glory of  God. Baxter encouraged Christians to pray that God would give them 
the strength to endure suffering well. He also challenged them not to be surprised by suffering 
when it comes but to expect it and recognize that it is an intrinsic component (Acts 14:22) of  the 
Christian life that God uses to shape people into the image of  Christ (Rom. 8:16-17; 28-30).19  
Believing that the world is chaotic, out of  control, and completely random adds to the sense of  
helplessness that afflicts those who have been through traumatic experiences.20 The sovereignty 
of  God places firm grounding under the feet of  those who have been faced with the realization 
that they are not in control of  their own lives. Comfort can be found in acknowledging that God 
maintains absolute control over our suffering. As Richard Baxter wrote when referencing Amos 
3:6, “‘Remember that nothing can be amiss which is done by God:’ for where there is perfection 
of  power, and wisdom, and goodness, no actions can be bad. And there is nothing done by any 
of  your afflicters, which is not governed by the will of  God: “Shall there be evil in a city, and the 
Lord hath not done it?”21 
 
Scripture provides the incredible hope that suffering is not a result of  God’s abandonment. 
Instead, He is with His followers in the midst of  their trials and promises never to leave them or 
forsake them (Isaiah 43:1-3, 1 Cor. 10:13, 1 Pet. 4:14).  

Specific Pre-Counseling 
 
Having a solid theology of  suffering is vitally important for every Christian, but we can also offer 
specific counsel for those who are at a higher risk of  facing the intense suffering that often leads 
to PTS. There are certain careers, locations, and particular situations where trauma is more likely 

 
18Baxter lived in a time of human history where trauma was plentiful. Baxter lived to see the Great Plague 

of London, the burning of London, the Thirty-Years War, and the English Civil War. He served as a chaplain during 
the English Civil War and lost close friends to combat. Richard Baxter, The Crucifying of the World by the Cross of 
Christ in The Practical Works of the Rev. Richard Baxter, ed. William Orme, vol. 9 (London: James Duncan, 1830), 
484; Richard Baxter, Obedient Patience in The Practical Works of the Rev. Richard Baxter, ed. William Orme, vol. 11 
(London: James Duncan, 1830), 502-504.Richard Baxter, J. M. Lloyd Thomas, and N. H. Keeble, The Autobiography 
of Richard Baxter (Totowa, N.J: Dent; Rowman & Littlefield, 1974), 57; Doris L. Bergen, ed., The Sword of the Lord: 
Military Chaplains from the First to the Twenty-First Century (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2004), 
95. 

19Richard Baxter, The Practical Works of the Rev. Richard Baxter, ed. William Orme, vol. 7 (London: 
James Duncan, 1830), 459; Richard Baxter, The Practical Works of the Rev. Richard Baxter, ed. William Orme, vol. 
8 (London: James Duncan, 1830), 430; Richard Baxter, The Practical Works of the Rev. Richard Baxter, ed. William 
Orme, vol. 12 (London: James Duncan, 1830), 313; Richard Baxter, The Practical Works of the Rev. Richard Baxter, 
ed. William Orme, vol. 3 (London: James Duncan, 1830). 

20Dr. Powlison noted the almost universal experience among trauma survivors of feeling completely 
helpless and out of control. Powlison, “Gripping Fears.” 

      21Richard Baxter, The Life of Faith in The Practical Works of the Rev. Richard Baxter, ed. William Orme, 
vol. 12 (London: James Duncan, 1830), 485. 
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to occur. For instance, if  there is a young man in your church who serves in combat related MOS 
(Military Occupational Specialty, the military term for career field) who is preparing to deploy to 
an active theater of  operation, he is much more likely to face trauma related to combat.  
 
One way I like to prepare men for such a deployment is to warn them of  some of  the particular 
dangers involved in combat and the peculiar temptations they will face that can dramatically 
impact their lives. Vengeance killing is one of  those temptations that is more prevalent in a 
combat zone than in most other places. Many military members who have lost a close friend in 
combat can lash out in anger seeking to exact vengeance for their loss. The Bible gives us very 
clear instruction on this type of  scenario. Romans 12:19 is clear that we are not to take revenge 
but leave all justice to the Lord. But the story of  David’s first encounter with Abigail in 1 Samuel 
25 is also very insightful. In verses 26 and 31 Abigail warns David about shedding blood to 
avenge his own name. Her words make it clear that there would be severe consequences for 
David’s soul if  he acts with vengeful motives, “And when the LORD does for my lord according 
to all the good that He has spoken concerning you, and appoints you ruler over Israel, this will 
not cause grief  or a troubled heart to my lord, both by having shed blood without cause and by my 
lord having avenged himself ” (1 Sam. 25:30-31). Abigail does not condemn the taking of  life, she 
actually commends David’s military accomplishments and acknowledges the Lord’s work in 
granting David victory over his enemies (vs. 29). What results in internal turmoil is killing for the 
wrong motive. Warn young men headed into combat to guard their hearts against these 
temptations and earnestly pray the Lord will deliver them in the midst of  these trials perhaps by 
recalling the counsel you have lovingly given them. This is just one example of  the kind of  
specific counsel that can be offered to help prepare people and prevent the potential struggle with 
PTS. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder is a diagnosis that has gained prominence in our culture in recent 
decades. While PTSD is not only a military issue, the ongoing war in Afghanistan and the 
soldiers, sailors, airman and marines returning home with the invisible wounds of  war have 
brought greater attention to the problem. As biblical counselors we need to be prepared to help 
those who have suffered in the aftermath of  life-altering and sometimes life-ending affliction. 
This essay has described how pre-counseling about sin and suffering can prepare individuals to 
face traumatic events and buffer the effects of  that suffering. When counseling is necessary for 
those who have already faced intense suffering it is important to begin with a proper 
understanding of  the nature of  Post-Traumatic Stress and then move onto counsel that includes 
a demonstration of  1 Corinthians 10:13, a reinterpretation of  the life of  the sufferer, and moves 
to reengage them on a new and better mission. All of  this preparation and all these checkpoints 
are steps along a course that is aimed at a finish line. That finish line is the glory of  God through 
the transformation of  the sufferer to the image of  Christ. My hope is that this essay will help you 
move those who are struggling with Post-Traumatic Stress to Post Traumatic Sanctification.  
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Traumatic events including war, active shooter incidents, stabbings, bombings, hijackings, 
natural disasters, and violent crime happen all too frequently. They affect not only military 
personnel and first responders, but also innocent bystanders, students, church members, and 
employees. Anyone can be impacted by a traumatic event. They are not predictable and are very 
devastating to those affected.  It is the thesis of this author that the Bible is sufficient for ministry 
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to those impacted by trauma and that the church in general, and biblical counselors in particular, 
should be prepared for and even seek out opportunities for ministry in such contexts.1   
Additionally, almost anyone who struggles with the aftermath of a traumatic event will have 
some difficulty and concerns with memories of the event. Biblical counselors who understand 
traumatic events in general, and who have considered the biblical teaching on memories can 
provide effective counsel to those struggling with trauma. In this paper the author will present 
examples of actual traumatic events, provide an overview of the world’s approach to such events, 
and then suggest a model through which Christians can minister effectively to those who have 
been impacted by trauma. 

It Can Happen Anywhere 

It was a typical Friday toward the end of the school year when the shots rang out in the suburban 
Texas high school. When the school district assistant police chief heard the shots, he quickly ran 
from the front of the school towards the area where he believed the shots were being fired. As he 
got to the end of the hallway, he carefully looked around the corner and saw the shooter and the 
barrel of his gun. A shotgun blast rang out, shattering the glass window just a few feet behind 
him. A second blast was fired and hit in the same area. The assistant chief realized that he 
needed to move to a place of cover. As he ran down the hallway the shooter shot at him again, 
this time through the door of the classroom as he ran by, and missed him for the third time. He 
found cover a few feet down the hallway and the next time he looked out he noticed a S.W.A.T. 
team stacked at the end of the hall where he had just been. Since his uniform that day did not 
obviously distinguish him as a police officer, he was concerned that he might be hit by “friendly 
fire.” While the S.W.A.T. team was attempting to address the shooter, he ran down the hall the 
other way to silence the fire alarm that had been set off and was adding to the chaos. After he 
silenced the alarm he circled back to his original position and found that one of his officers had 
been shot in the upper arm. The officer had been hit in an artery and was bleeding profusely and 
running around. The assistant chief slowed him down and then put a tourniquet on his officer’s 
arm to stop the blood flow. The assistant chief was not alone in dealing with this traumatic 
incident as his wife was a captain of a neighboring police department and was on the scene as 
well. One can imagine that such an experience would bring about significant physical, emotional, 
mental, and spiritual challenges. 

It was early one morning in a Fort Worth, Texas neighborhood when a young mother home 
with her two daughters heard a noise. As she listened further she thought someone was outside 
her home. She called her husband and asked him to come home from work. She continued to 
hear noises and realized that someone was trying to break in the house. With 911 on the phone 
she took her two daughters and retreated into a closet in the bedroom where she was able to 
access a handgun and lock the door. She placed the baby in a dresser drawer and had the older 
girl sit on the floor in a corner of the closet. It was not long before they heard the intruder jiggle 
the handle on the closet. She told him that if he opened the door, she had a gun and would shoot 
him. He stepped away from the door and went into another room apparently waiting to see if she 
and the girls would come out. The sirens of the approaching police cars motivated the intruder to 
leave and just as the husband pulled up in front of the house the intruder was fleeing out the 

1John Babler, Biblical Crisis Counseling: Not If, But When. (Scotts Valley: CreateSpace Independent 
Publishing Platform, 2014). 
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front door. While no one was physically injured, the family was impacted dramatically. 

At home, at school, and even at church traumatic events can occur without the slightest warning. 
One of the biggest challenges faced by those experiencing trauma is in the area of memories. 
Memories of the event(s) can become pervasive and debilitating. Biblical counselors have much 
to offer in these situations.  

The World’s Wisdom 

Trauma is recognized by many in the world as a significant issue that can have serious effects. 
Due to factors such as the prominence of live media coverage for traumatic events, the increased 
frequency and severity of large-scale traumatic incidents, and a greater awareness of such 
incidents by people in general, there is a growing focus on helping people deal with trauma.2 
There also seems to be a growing expectation that people who experience traumatic events are 
going to have significant struggles processing and recovering from the events.3 The world has 
categorized such difficulties under the umbrella diagnosis of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 
(PTSD). PTSD is a formal diagnosis listed in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders (DSM-5), but is also frequently used informally as a label for people who have 
experienced trauma themselves or who have been involved in or witnessed one or more 
traumatic events.4  

The DSM-5 can be intimidating and mysterious to those untrained in the behavioral sciences. 
The criteria from the DSM-5 that lead to a diagnosis of PTSD are not complex and an 
awareness of them can be useful for the biblical counselor. The author presents them here so that 
the reader will be familiar with how the formal diagnosis is made and have a working knowledge 
of the world’s diagnosis. The DSM-5 categorizes PTSD under the heading of Trauma- and 
Stressor-Related Disorders. The diagnostic criteria for Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder are as 
follows:       

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 

Note: the following criteria apply to adults, adolescents, and children older than six years. For children 
six years and younger, see corresponding criteria below. 

2Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder: The Management of PTSD in Adults and Children in Primary and 
Secondary Care. (Leicester: Gaskell and the British Psychological Society, 2005). 

3"Trauma, including one-time, multiple, or long-lasting repetitive events, affects everyone differently. 
Some individuals may clearly display criteria associated with Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), but many 
more individuals will exhibit resilient responses or brief subclinical symptoms or consequences that fall outside of 
diagnostic criteria. The impact of trauma can be subtle, insidious, or outright destructive. How an event affects an 
individual depends on many factors, including characteristics of the individual, the type and characteristics of the 
event(s), developmental processes, the meaning of the trauma, and sociocultural factors.” Trauma-Informed Care in 
Behavioral Health Services. (Rockville, MD: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Substance Abuse and 
Mental Health Services Administration, Center for Substance Abuse Treatment, 2014). 

4Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders: DSM-5. (Arlington, VA: American Psychiatric 
Association, 2017.) 
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A. Exposure to actual or threatened death, serious injury, or sexual violence in one (or more) of the
following ways:

1. Directly experiencing the traumatic event(s).

2. Witnessing, in person, the event(s) as it occurred to others.

3. Learning that the traumatic event(s) occurred to a close family member or close friend. In
cases of actual or threatened death of a family member or friend, the event(s) must have been
violent or accidental.

4. Experiencing repeated or extreme exposure to aversive details of the traumatic event(s) (e.g.,
first responders collecting human remains; police officers repeatedly exposed to details of child
abuse).

Note: Criterion A4 does not apply to exposure through electronic media, television, 
movies, or pictures, unless this exposure is work-related.  

B. Presence of one (or more) of the following intrusion symptoms associated with the traumatic event(s),
beginning after the traumatic events occurred:

1. Recurrent involuntary, and intrusive distressing memories of the traumatic event(s).

Note: in children older than six years repetitive play may occur in which themes or 
aspects of the traumatic event(s) are expressed. 

2. Recurrent distressing dreams in which the content and/or effect of the dream are related to the
traumatic event(s).

Note: in children, there may be frightening dreams without recognizable content. 

3. Dissociative reactions (e.g., Flashbacks) in which the individual feels or acts as if the
traumatic event(s) were recurring. (Such reactions may occur on a continuum, with the most
extreme expression being a complete loss of awareness of present surroundings.)

Note: in children, trauma specific reenactment may occur in play. 

4. Intense or prolonged psychological distress at exposure to internal or external cues that
symbolize or resemble an aspect of the traumatic event(s).

5. Marked physiological reactions to internal or external cues that symbolize or resemble an
aspect of the traumatic events.

C. Persistent avoidance of stimuli associated with the traumatic event(s) beginning after the traumatic
event(s) occurred as evidenced by one or more of the following:

60



1. Avoidance of or efforts to avoid distressing memories, thoughts, or feelings about or closely
associated with the traumatic event(s).

2. Avoidance of or efforts to avoid external reminders (people, places, conversations, activities,
objects, situations) that arouse distressing memories, thoughts, or feelings about or closely
associated with the traumatic event(s).

D. Negative alterations in cognitions and mood associated with the traumatic event(s), beginning or
worsening after the traumatic event(s) occurred, as evidenced by two (or more) of the following:

1. Inability to remember an important aspect of the traumatic event(s) (typically due to
dissociative amnesia and not to other factors such as head injury, alcohol, or drugs).

2. Persistent and exaggerated negative beliefs or expectations about oneself, others, or the world
(e.g., “I am not bad,” "No one can be trusted," "The world is completely dangerous," "My
whole nervous system is permanently ruined").

3. Persistent, distorted cognitions about the causal consequences of the traumatic event(s) that
lead the individual to blame himself/herself or others.

4. Persistent negative emotional states (e.g., fear, horror, anger, guilt, or shame).

5. Markedly diminished interest or participation in significant activities.

6. Feelings of detachment or estrangement from others.

7. Persistent inability to experience positive emotions (e.g., inability to experience happiness,
satisfaction, or loving feelings).

E. Marked alterations in arousal and reactivity associated with the traumatic event(s) beginning or
worsening after the traumatic event(s) occurred, as evidenced by two (or more) of the following:

1. Irritable behavior and angry outbursts (with little or no provocation) typically expressed as
verbal or physical aggression toward people or objects.

2. Reckless or self-destructive behavior.

3. Hypervigilance.

4. Exaggerated startle response.

5. Problems with concentration.

6. Sleep disturbance (e.g., difficulty falling or staying asleep or restless sleep).

F. Duration of the disturbance (criteria B, C, D, and E) is more than one month.

61



G. The disturbance causes clinically significant distress or impairment in social, occupational, or other
important areas of functioning.

H. The disturbance is not attributable to the physiological effects of a substance (e.g., medication, alcohol)
or another medical condition.

One of the ongoing challenges in the field of biblical counseling is how to appropriately respond 
to and interact with the behavioral sciences.5  Anyone who has worked with men and women in 
the military or emergency services, individuals who would be most frequently exposed to 
traumatic events and most likely to struggle with them, could affirm that they know many who 
exhibit at least some of the symptoms described above in the DSM-5 diagnosis.6  The fact that 
the PTSD diagnosis to some degree accurately describes people who have been exposed to 
traumatic events indicates that the behavioral sciences can be helpful to biblical counselors at a 
descriptive level. One task of those in the behavioral sciences is to observe human 
behavior.7 Research observations made by studying those impacted by trauma can provide 
helpful information. 

While we may be able to benefit from such descriptive data, biblical counselors should recognize 
the impact of sin upon one's observations and even upon one's motive to observe or study specific 
symptoms. This reality should cause us to be appropriately skeptical of even descriptive data 
from the behavioral sciences.8 Considering the observations (descriptive data) of those who have 
studied people in the military and emergency services and how they react to and struggle with 
traumatic events can be helpful to biblical counselors.9 Such observations should help us 
recognize that the church needs to be prepared to address traumatic events, not only with those 
in the military and emergency services, but also with those who less routinely deal with traumatic 
events. Many of these individuals are in our churches and communities. 

5“Serious questions arise concerning the true scientific nature of psychology as greater reliance is placed 
upon the so-called “behavioral” sciences. Much of the espoused scientific evidence is no better than opinion 
research.” John MacArthur, Think Biblically! Recovering a Christian Worldview. (Crossway: Wheaton. 2003). 

6Bret A. Moore and Walter E. Penk, Treating PTSD in Military Personnel, Second Edition: A Clinical 
Handbook. (New York: Guilford, 2019.)  

7Jonas Ramnero, ABCs of Human Behavior: Behavioral Principles for the Practicing Clinician. (Oakland: 
New Harbinger Publication, 2011.) 

8The secular world has been devoting time and resources to identify those who struggle with dealing with 
traumatic events. “Post-traumatic stress disorder is more prevalent than previously believed, and is often persistent. 
Progress in estimating age-at-onset distributions, cohort effects, and the conditional probabilities of PTSD from 
different types of trauma will require future epidemiologic studies to assess PTSD for all lifetime traumas rather 
than for only a small number of retrospectively reported "most serious" traumas.” Ronald C. Kessler, “Posttraumatic 
Stress Disorder in the National Comorbidity Survey.” Archives of General Psychiatry 52, no. 12 (1995): 1048.  

9“I do not wish to disregard science, but rather I welcome it as a useful adjunct for the purposes of 
illustrating, filling in generalizations with specifics, and challenging wrong human interpretations of Scripture, 
thereby forcing the student to restudy the Scriptures. However, in the area of psychiatry, science largely has given 
way to humanistic philosophy and gross speculation.” Jay Adams, Competent to Counsel. (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1986). 
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The problem with the behavioral sciences is that they move beyond the descriptive task of 
observation to the prescriptive task of attempting to resolve the issues being observed.10 In the 
case of what is identified as PTSD, while the observations may be beneficial, the prescriptive 
values are antithetical to biblical teaching. Theories in the behavioral sciences include not only 
observations of people—they also posit methods of how to treat such people. It is important to 
note that method is not neutral and so we should avoid attempting to “parse” some “appropriate 
or acceptable” techniques out of the psychological prescription. There are many competing 
theories and little agreement as to which prescriptive theory is best or most effective.  

In 1980, PTSD was included as a diagnosis in the DSM-III.11 Jeffrey Mitchell wrote an article in 
1983 in the Journal of Emergency Medical Services introducing the idea of critical incident stress 
debriefing.12  Mitchell and George S. Everly Jr. developed the international critical incident stress 
foundation and began to offer formalized training in what became known as critical incident 
stress management (CISM).13 This approach of dealing with and attempting to prevent PTSD is 
focused primarily on emergency responders and then expanded and developed classes for 
businesses, schools, and airlines. CISM became a staple in the emergency services and was 
frequently offered or mandated for those who responded to traumatic calls.14 It resulted in an 
organization known as the International Critical Incident Stress Foundation (ICISF) that 
provides and facilitates training in the Mitchell model.15  A similar treatment approach for 
victims was developed by the National Organization of Victims Assistance (NOVA). Both 
approaches are still broadly used today. In 2003 Brian Bledsoe wrote an article in a different 
EMS publication stating unequivocally that CISM is ineffective.16  He cited research that showed 
that debriefings were neutral at best, but might even cause people's PTSD to be extended.17  

10“The distinction that must be maintained between the two branches of psychology is the difference 
between descriptive psychology and prescriptive psychology (counseling or clinical psychology). One involves the 
study of the soul; the other involves its cure. One merely describes human behavior; the other prescribes its 
therapy.” Lou Priolo, “Presupposition Four: The Bible and Psychology,” The Journal of Modern Ministry 2, no. 1 
(2005). 

11American Psychiatric Association. Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders III. 
(Washington, D.C.: American Psychiatric Association, 1985). 

12Jeffery Mitchell,  “When disaster strikes … The critical incident stress debriefing process.” Journal of 
Emergency Medical Services 13, (1983).  

13Mitchell, Jeffrey T., and George S. Jr Everly. “Critical Incident Stress Management and Critical Incident 
Stress Debriefings: Evolutions, Effects and Outcomes.” Psychological Debriefing (1983). 

14Everly, George S., and Jeffrey T. Mitchell. Critical Incident Stress Management -CISM: A New Era and 
Standard of Care in Crisis Intervention. (Ellicot City, MD: Chevron Pub., 1999.) 

15“About Us.” ICISF. Accessed July 6, 2019. https://icisf.org/about-us/. 

16Brian Bledsoe, “EMS Myth #3: Critical Incident Stress Management (CISM) Is Effective in Managing 
EMS-Related Stress.” EMS World. Last modified December 1, 2003. Accessed July 6, 2019. 
https://www.emsworld.com/article/10325074/ems-myth-3-critical-incident-stress-management-cism-effective-
managing-ems-related-stress.  

17New South Wales Health Department. Disaster Mental Health Response Handbook: An educational 
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Bledsoe recommended that instead of debriefings, emergency services workers should be 
provided psychological first aid.18  He suggested that psychological first aid should include 
listening to concerns, conveying compassion, assessing needs, ensuring that basic physical needs 
are met, and keeping the person from further harm. In 2006 a section of the Department of 
Veterans Affairs developed a formal program to help those with PTSD called psychological first-
aid.19 While many in the field have embraced and are committed to psychological first aid, the 
ICISF and NOVA continue to offer training and present research to defend the effectiveness of 
their approaches. 

Even this brief overview of significant research shows there is disagreement and changing 
perspectives in the world’s assessment of what is labeled PTSD. The descriptive research may be 
helpful, but the prescriptive suggestions for how to treat those suffering from traumatic incidents 
is not unified. There continues to be debate among practitioners and researchers in the field as to 
whether CISM or Psychological First Aid is more effective. At the end of this paper, the author 
will present a biblical model of crisis counseling that will enable the biblical counselor to minister 
effectively to those suffering from trauma. 

Memories 

Memories are a significant part of PTSD. This can be seen in the DSM-5 criteria and through 
basic observations of people who have experienced traumatic events. Research into memories 
and PTSD reveals a number of theories. The National Institute of Health completed a study 
attempting to determine whether memory deficits after a traumatic event were caused by PTSD 
or if there are pre-existing memory deficits that serve as a risk factor for the development of 
PTSD following trauma exposure.20 The conclusion of the study was that it is likely that memory 
dysfunction is both a pre-existing risk as well as a consequence of the disorder.  

A Psychology Today article in 2016 by Nathan Lents related a study where subjects were shown 
graphic scenes of traumatic events but some of the scenes had been removed leaving some gaps 
in the details.21 The participants scored well on their recognition and remembrance of scenes that 
they had viewed, but many also “recognized” scenes that they had not seen. Some participants 
reported symptoms similar to PTSD just from watching the videos. In another study Karim 

resource for mental health professionals involved in disaster management. NSW Health Department, Sydney, NSW, 
2000, www.nswiop. nsw.edu.au. 

18“The last thing we want to do is provide a service that may actually harm our colleagues. Like many 
archaic and anecdotal EMS practices, CISM is a bad idea and does not work. Let's put it behind us and practice, 
instead, simple psychological first aid” Bledsoe, EMS Myth #3. 

19“Psychological First Aid: Field Operations Guide: 2nd Edition.” PsycEXTRA Dataset (2006). 

20Kristin W. Samuelson, “Post-traumatic stress disorder and declarative memory functioning: a review.” 
Dialogues in clinical neuroscience vol. 13,3 (2011).  

21Nathan Lents. “Trauma, PTSD, and Memory Distortion.” Psychology Today. (Sussex Publishers, 2016.) 
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Nader, a neuroscientist at New York University, was able to use a chemical that inhibited protein 
synthesis in a group of rats to cause them to forget a “memory.”22  This study has led to some 
(overconfident) anticipation that in the not-too-distant future a pill can be developed to help 
people forget thoughts that are troublesome.23  

While the DSM diagnostic criteria do present descriptive data, does the person who meets the 
criteria for the diagnosis actually have a mental disorder? Is there a better biblical description or 
label? Finally, is it possible that someone who meets the diagnostic criteria might not be 
impaired, but exhibiting normal responses to trauma? The author would argue that while PTSD 
is a common term used within the culture, wide use and acceptance of the term in biblical 
counseling might be counterproductive. It may bring a victim mentality to those dealing with 
trauma and eclipse normal reactions to serious trauma. Rather than focusing on PTSD the focus 
should be on whether a Christian is pleasing God and obeying His Word. 

By definition, those who are struggling with symptoms of what is labeled PTSD have experienced 
a traumatic event.24 This reality may make it difficult for those who want to help, as they wonder 
if they are competent. Whether biblical counselors or not, for those who have experienced little 
trauma in their lives it is easy to conclude that people need help from someone who has 
experienced such things or who has received specialized training. With the prominence and 
severity of bad memories, those who want to help may feel insecure. It is a common mistake for 
those new to biblical counseling to allow the problem or the counselee to eclipse and distract 
them from the truth and sufficiency of God's Word.  

Focusing on the person or the problem rather than on God and His Word is very tempting. 
Helping people who struggle with truly traumatic issues can induce even the most experienced 
biblical counselor to be distracted from the task of ministering Scripture. Instead there is 
temptation to focus on the situation and circumstances surrounding the counselee. When biblical 
counselors help people handle bad memories from trauma it is important to remember that no 
matter how horrific the trauma, God’s Word has answers. Under the guidance of the Holy Spirit 
the counselor can provide answers, direction, wisdom, and comfort through Scripture.   

While memories resulting from trauma are significant and can become life-dominating, Scripture 
teaches that people are not powerless over their thoughts, but Christians can take all thoughts 
captive and obey Christ.25 It is common to hear people after traumatic events say they cannot 
quit thinking about the incident. Since we are not powerless over our thoughts, biblical 
counselors can help counselees learn that they can take thoughts captive and teach them how to 
do so. 

22Karim Nader. “Memory as a new therapeutic target.” Dialogues in clinical neuroscience vol. 15,4 (2013). 

23Jonah Lehrer. “The Forgetting Pill Erases Painful Memories Forever.” Wired. (Conde Nast, July 12, 
2018.) 

24DSM-5. 

252 Corinthians 10:5b 
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It’s a Heart Issue 

Memories may be very challenging and prominent to those dealing with trauma and they should 
not be minimized. They can, however, be a distraction from the real issue. As Henry Brandt said, 
“the heart of the problem is the problem of the heart.”26 When counseling those struggling with 
memories related to trauma the counselor must be careful not to focus primarily on the traumatic 
event or memories, but rather on God and His Word. The traumatic memories can be a 
distraction from God and His Word. The traumatic event and memories are very significant and 
often counselees need intense support. The biblical counselor should take advantage of being a 
part of the church. The church is a body and while the counselor works on assisting the 
counselee with God’s Word, others in the body should be called upon to assist, serve, and 
encourage the counselee. This can free the counselor to help the counselee focus on heart issues 
he or she may need to address. 

Ministry to someone struggling with bad memories needs to go beyond the counseling room and 
formal biblical counsel to include other members of the church with a goal of ministering to the 
whole person and frequently his or her family as well. While a major role of biblical counselors is 
to lovingly confront those who are in sin and call them to repentance, they also realize that in a 
fallen world people can face significant crises that are not a direct result of their own personal sin 
(Job 1-2). In such cases biblical counselors purposefully and patiently walk with, serve, love, 
encourage and help those suffering, calling upon others in the church to assist based on their gifts 
and roles.27 There are significant emotional, physical, and spiritual challenges that come with 
ministry to those who have experienced trauma. Utilizing others in the church to assist the 
biblical counselor can be very helpful to the counseling process. 

Normalize that which is Normal 

The author has found that a major task in helping people after traumatic events is to normalize 
many of the thoughts and emotions that they are experiencing.28  Culture encourages people 
who have struggles both minor and major to seek out a diagnosis. A diagnosis is believed to be 
helpful or necessary for people to understand their struggle. It is also believed to be foundational 
to recovery from the issue. Such an emphasis has resulted in over-diagnosis that negatively 
impacts the field of psychiatry.29 He argues that in the midst of the diagnostic inflation prominent 

26Henry Brandt, and Kerry L. Skinner. Heart of the Problem Workbook. (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 
1998.) 

27John Babler and Nicolas Ellen ed., Counseling by the Book (Fort Worth, TX: CTW, 2014.) 

28John Babler. Biblical Crisis Counseling: Not If, But When (Fort Worth, TX: CTW, 2014. 

29As the editor of the DSM IV, Allen Frances’ comments are important. “Even though we had been 
boringly modest in our goals, obsessively meticulous in our methods, and rigidly conservative in our product, we 
failed to predict or prevent three new false epidemics of mental disorder in children—autism, attention deficit, and 
childhood bipolar disorder. And we did nothing to contain the rampant diagnostic inflation that was already 
expanding the boundary of psychiatry far beyond its competence.” Allen Frances. Saving Normal: An Insider's 
Revolt against out-of-Control Psychiatric Diagnosis, DSM-5, Big Pharma, and the Medicalization of Ordinary Life. 
(New York: William Morrow, 2014) 
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in psychiatry, the concept of normal has been lost.30 In the author’s experience in trauma 
ministry, only a minority of people who struggle with significant traumatic events have ongoing 
challenges that require long-term, intensive help. Most people need encouragement and support 
as well as assurance that what they are experiencing is normal. For example, it would be more 
concerning if someone who experienced an event like those cited at the beginning of this paper 
was not struggling with memories of the event. When something out of the ordinary, especially as 
significant as trauma, occurs a natural response is to try to understand the issue, why it 
happened, and whether it might happen again. It is natural to attempt make sense out of it.  

Lt. Col. Dave Grossman trains military and law enforcement personnel to help prepare them for 
the challenges specific to their jobs. The biggest challenge they may face is the fact that they 
might have to take someone else's life. Grossman's research on killing (he calls Killology) and his 
resulting books, On Killing and On Combat, present information on the typical physiological and 
psychological responses people exhibit to killing specifically and to trauma in general.31  His goal 
is to help military and law enforcement personnel prepare for the unseemly possibility of having 
to take someone's life, as well as to help them be aware of likely reactions that they may have 
before, during, and after such an event. In On Combat, he addresses the issue of memories and 
PTSD. One of the first things he emphasizes is that it is possible to be involved in a traumatic 
event and not suffer PTSD. This is illustrated in history as the Old Testament provides examples 
of many people who were regularly subjected to traumatic incidents and apparently did not 
suffer debilitating symptoms.  

Millions in the military encountered horrific and repetitive trauma during World War II, but the 
vast majority of them did not develop the symptoms of what is now labeled PTSD. They may 
have had a variety of struggles, but most were able to work through them. To help people 
understand, Grossman used the illustration of a woman who had been married fifty years when 
her husband died. It takes time for the woman to grasp the reality of the loss of her husband—
after all there had been decades of memories, habits, and communication. For a time she may 
weep uncontrollably when his name is brought up in conversation and she might even set a place 
at the table for him for a few days after his death.32 Biblical counselors should recognize and 
understand that it will take time for her to adjust to the reality of her husband's death after many 
years of marriage.  

Grossman emphasizes the fact that a traumatic event can have a similar, significant impact on 
one's life and that it will take time to adjust to the reality that the trauma has occurred.  
Grossman argues that there are many normal, expected responses to having dealt with trauma 
including reliving or re-experiencing the event. People should not only be made aware of the fact 
that memories of a traumatic experience are normal but be taught how and what to do should 

30Allen Frances. Saving Normal: An Insider's Revolt against out-of-Control Psychiatric Diagnosis, DSM-5, 
Big Pharma, and the Medicalization of Ordinary Life. (New York: William Morrow, 2014) 

31Dave Grossman, and Loren W. Christensen. On Combat: The Psychology and Physiology of Deadly 
Conflict in War and in Peace. (Millstadt, IL: Warrior Science Pub., 2008); Dave Grossman, On Killing: The 
Psychological Cost of Learning to Kill in War and Society. (New York: Little, Brown and Co., 2009.) 

32Grossman, On Combat: the Psychology and Physiology 
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they have these memories.33  

Helping with Memories: Foundation 

Biblical counselors are uniquely prepared to teach people what to do when they have memories 
of a traumatic event.  Normalizing the fact that they are having such memories, the counselor 
should first pay attention to the importance of a strong foundation for the counselee’s life.  

Traumatic events and the stress that accompanies them impacts and disrupts lives. Schedules 
change, priorities adjust, and new questions arise. Such disruptions and changes can frequently 
have a negative impact on one’s relationship with God. Before or in conjunction with teaching 
about how to deal with memories, the counselor should remind the counselee of the most 
important aspect of the Christian life. In Matthew 22, Jesus answers a question and clearly 
teaches what is most important in life:  

“Teacher, which is the great commandment in the Law?” And He said to him, “‘You shall love the Lord 
your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ This is the great and 
foremost commandment. The second is like it, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ On these two 
commandments depend the whole Law and the Prophets. (Mt. 22:36-40, NASB) 

God’s Word is clear about the foundational priorities for the Christian. Even amid trauma and 
crisis, biblical counselors need to lovingly remind counselees of the fact that their relationship 
with God is to be the priority of their lives. Asking questions about the state of their relationship 
with God and providing practical homework assignments is a vital precursor to dealing with bad 
memories. 

God-centered love does not stop at a mere recognition of its importance. It must be lived out in 
the daily routine of life. Most Christians could correctly answer the question, “What did Jesus say 
was the most important commandment?” but have never even considered what it means for day-
to-day living. Many have not considered the fact that it is even a command. To disobey it is sin. 
What does it look like to love God with all our heart, soul and mind? How does one’s 
commitment to obeying the Great Commandment affect his response when challenged by crisis, 
depression, “burn out,” or overwhelming grief? Counselors must help those they counsel work 
out the daily practical application of loving God with all their heart, soul, and mind. Homework 
assignments that focus the counselee’s attention on God are vital. Such assignments include Bible 
study, purposeful prayer, and spiritual journaling.  

At the appropriate time, the counselor should challenge the counselee to prayerfully consider 
what practical love for their neighbors looks like as well. What does it mean to love your 
neighbor, even amid bad memories from trauma? What if loving them requires a personal 
sacrifice? As the counselee grows, these and other questions can be addressed as part of the 
counseling process as the counselor helps the counselee discover the answers in Scripture. 

33Grossman, On Combat: the Psychology and Physiology 
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Helping with Memories: Teaching 

One of the primary tasks of a Biblical counselor is to teach. Scripture provides a vast treasure of 
wisdom appropriate for counseling people struggling with bad memories. After at least beginning 
to address the foundational issues presented by Jesus in Matthew 22 the following points of 
Biblical teaching should be considered.  

It is not unusual for even mature believers to have questions about God after having gone 
through significant trauma. After introducing Jesus’ teaching to, “. . . love the Lord your God 
with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind”34 it is very natural to ask the 
counselee about his or her understanding of God in the aftermath of the traumatic event(s). Jesus’ 
commandment to love God is a good way for the counselor to address the counselee’s theology of 
God. In the context of trauma, Psalm 139 can be particularly apropos for the counseling task as it 
reveals God’s love, His sovereignty, His knowledge, and His intricate involvement in our lives. It 
is long enough to allow ongoing use throughout the counseling relationship and it can be useful 
in introducing the importance of the heart. Psalm 23 is also valuable as the counselor can use this 
very familiar chapter of Scripture and teach through the significance of God being a loving 
Shepherd and discuss this in light of the trauma and resulting memories.  

Teaching that counselees are not powerless over their thoughts is a very liberating aspect of what 
the biblical counselor can offer one struggling with bad thoughts after trauma. The Bible teaches 
that believers can take every thought captive (2 Cor. 10:5b), and this has been both surprising and 
encouraging for counselees. This idea of taking thoughts captive to the obedience of Christ is 
presented in the context of spiritual warfare (2 Cor. 10:3-5a) so in helping the counselee learn the 
process of taking thoughts captive, the counselor can introduce the teaching on the armor of God 
in Ephesians 6:10-17. Teaching specific ways counselees can take thoughts captive built upon the 
truths of Ephesians 4:20-22 will help give hope as well as a focal point of work for counselees. 
This goes far beyond the efforts most counselees have made to stop thinking the intrusive 
thoughts by willing themselves to stop. The idea of putting off thoughts, being renewed in the 
spirit of the mind, and putting on thoughts that honor God can allow the counselor to suggest 
and monitor the counselee as he or she works with God’s help to overcome memories.  

Techniques can include consciously and prayerfully replacing thoughts with Scripture, God 
honoring music, prayer, fellowship with others, or intense conversations with the counselor or 
other mature believers who know about the situation. Depending on the severity of the symptoms 
and how recent or severe the trauma is, it can also be important to make sure that the counselee 
does not have extended time alone with nothing to accomplish. As a reminder, ministry and 
teaching done in the aftermath of traumatic situations should include multiple people from the 
church body to assist the counselor.  

An overarching challenge and goal of ministering to people who have memories of trauma is to 
help them take the focus off the trauma and themselves. Reminding them they have hope is 
important. Romans 8:28-29 can be used to help them see that God will bring good out of evil—

34Matthew 22:37 
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specifically that they will become more like Christ. Romans 15:4 ties hope specifically to 
Scripture and is a good verse to work through as well. As mentioned earlier, the Bible is a 
treasure of wisdom for helping those struggling with bad memories resulting from trauma. The 
suggestions in this paper are designed to serve as illustrations and suggestions to assist other 
biblical counselors in becoming confident and competent in helping people in very challenging 
situations. 

Helping with Memories: A Model 

In September 1999 a gunman interrupted a See You at the Pole (SYATP) rally at Wedgwood 
Baptist Church in Fort Worth, Texas. He killed 7 and wounded 7. The author had the 
opportunity to minister and provide counsel to many after this traumatic event. After ministering 
in the aftermath of that tragedy, the author and his colleague, Dr. David Penley began the 
process of searching the Scriptures to see what could be learned about ministry amid trauma and 
crisis. A ministry model was developed that can be helpful as an overarching schema for biblical 
counselors ministering to those struggling with bad memories from trauma.  

The model is presented below: 

Foundation - Effective Biblical ministry to those impacted by trauma should be based on four 
foundational principles.  The ministry must be: 

1. Biblical.  That is, it must focus on glorifying and honoring God (1 Cor.10:31), and
recognize that Scripture is sufficient for ministering to those dealing with trauma as well
as superior to the any of the world’s approaches. It recognizes and purposefully pursues
the ultimate, eternal values of evangelism for the lost and discipleship for the saved, while
being sensitive to people and context.

2. Relational.  Biblical ministry focuses on relationships—both loving God and loving
neighbor (Mt. 22:36-40). The relationship with those being ministered to is not a
professional/client relationship, but rather a discipling relationship modeled after Jesus’
example.

3. Comprehensive.  The focus of a Biblical response is ministering to the whole person.  If
a person needs food, clothing, or shelter the appropriate response is to do everything
possible to provide for them, in Jesus’ name.

4. Practical.  A Biblical response is hands on, challenging, sometimes messy, and does not
hide behind supposedly helpful platitudes.  It is not, “Take two Scriptures and call me in
the morning.”

Tools of Ministering to those Impacted by Trauma - Based upon this foundation are five 
ministry activities to assist those in crisis.  They are showing compassion, listening, serving, 
ministering Scripture, and praying. As you read the brief descriptions of each of these ministry 
activities below, consider the implications of the four foundational principles above (biblical, 
relational, practical, comprehensive).  
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Showing Compassion - Jesus’ life provides our example for true compassion. He left Heaven 
to walk among humans. He saw the people and recognized their need. He was moved with 
compassion and motivated by love. He took action to help.  

And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us…  John 1:14 

Seeing the people, He felt compassion for them because they were distressed and dispirited like sheep 
without a shepherd.  Matthew 9:36 

When He went ashore He saw a large crowd, and felt compassion for them and healed their sick.  
Matthew 4:14 

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all comfort, 
who comforts us in all our affliction so that we may be able to comfort those who are in any affliction with 
the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by God.  2 Corinthians 1:3-4 

Rejoice with those who rejoice, and weep with those who weep. Romans 12:15 

Listening - God’s Word teaches us that it is wise to listen. Jesus’ example shows us that asking 
questions is part of effective listening. Listening requires time and a willingness to humbly refrain 
from interrupting with our own opinions or quick-fix answers. As we listen and ask questions, our 
goal is to move a person toward biblical hope. 

While they were talking and discussing, Jesus himself approached and began traveling with them. But 
their eyes were prevented from recognizing Him. And He said to them, “What are these words you are 
exchanging with one another as you are walking?” And they stood still, looking sad. One of them named 
Cleopas answered and said to Him, “Are you the only one visiting Jerusalem and unaware of the things 
which have happened here in these days?” And He said to them, “What things?”  Luke 24:15-19a 

This you know my beloved brethren. But everyone must be quick to hear, slow to speak, and slow to anger.  
James 1:19 

He who gives an answer before he hears, it is folly and shame to him.  Proverbs 18:13 

Serving - Jesus’ example as a servant reminds us that no task is too menial for us. As Christ 
washed the disciples’ feet, so too must we be willing to serve those we minister to. Our service 
cannot be limited to offering counsel, but must be comprehensive, including practical service, 
such as providing food, shelter, transportation, childcare, and the like. 

You call me Teacher and Lord and you are right, for so I am. If I then, the Lord and Teacher, washed 
your feet, you ought to wash one another’s feet.  John 13:13-14 

But a Samaritan who was on a journey, came upon him, and when he saw him, he felt compassion and he 
came to him and bandaged up his wounds, pouring oil and wine on them, and he put him on his own 
beast, and brought him to an inn and took care of him. Luke 10:33-34 
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Be hospitable to one another without complaint. As each one has received a special gift, employ it in serving 
one another as good stewards of the manifold grace of God.  
1 Peter 4:9-10 

Ministering Scripture - Ministering Scripture begins with Jesus’ example of confronting 
people with the Truth of God’s Word and the truth of their circumstances. Each crisis situation is 
different and therefore the approach we use as we minister Scripture will vary. Sometimes we 
must minister the direct commands of Scripture. Sometimes we minister Scripture by relating 
stories from the Bible. Still other times, we may share the comfort found in the pages of 
Scripture. Remember to point people to the hope found in Scripture. 

Prayer - Jesus’ life vividly portrays the importance of prayer in life and ministry. Prayer is vital 
before, during, and after ministry. Pray for those you minister to. Pray with people you minister 
to. Pray with and for those who minister alongside you. Solicit prayer support from others.  

After He had sent the crowds away, He went up on the mountain by Himself to pray; and when it was 
evening, He was there alone.  Matthew 14:23 

Simon, Simon, behold, Satan has demanded permission that he may sift you like wheat; but I have prayed 
for you that your faith may not fail…  Luke 22:31-32a 

Brethren pray for us.  1 Thessalonians 5:25 

Therefore, confess your sins one to another and pray for one another so that you may be healed. The 
effective prayer of a righteous man can accomplish much.  James 5:16 

Application of the Model 

This model does not prescribe formulas and packaged responses to those dealing with trauma. 
Effectively using the model requires a deep understanding of God’s Word and how to apply it to 
life’s circumstances. It requires prayerful sensitivity to the leadership of the Holy Spirit. Learn to 
depend on God’s Word and to teach others to as well when you have opportunities to minister to 
those responding to trauma. 

Conclusion 

The first story shared at the beginning of the paper was taken from the author’s experience 
ministering to police officers after the Santa Fe High School shooting. Over a period of a week 
the author was able to utilize the above model with a variety of police officers, including the 
assistant chief, and see the healing process begun. Memories were discussed, Scripture was 
presented, and God’s people provided encouragement. The second story conveys a traumatic 
event that happened to the author’s daughter-in-law and grandchildren. They were shared to 
give a glimpse, especially to those who do not have much experience ministering with people 
who have been involved in traumatic situations, of how significant and challenging such ministry 
can be. All of those involved in these stories grew from their trauma. There were challenges (as 
there should be) and issues with memories (as would be expected), but these did not become 
debilitating. They were assisted by believers and family members who listened, prayed, loved, 
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served, were patient, and helped them see God in the midst of the challenges. They did not 
isolate themselves nor focus on the situation rather than God. They responded in appropriate, 
normal (although unique) ways to the trauma and experienced growth.  

The Bible is indeed sufficient for ministry to those impacted by trauma, and it is the author’s 
hope that this brief paper has provided encouragement to the reader to prepare for and seek out 
ministry opportunities with those who have experienced trauma. Biblical counselors are uniquely 
qualified to assist people dealing with trauma and should take advantage of such occasions to 
show forth God’s love and minister His Word.  
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