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Anxiety and the Body 
Michael R. Emlet 

 
I. Fright and flight 
 

a. Anxiety is a whole-person experience 
 

b. “The biblical data (cf. Gen 2:7; 3:19) show that from the outset there is a material 
aspect to man’s constitution. Man is bodily, and, therefore, the scriptural way of 
expressing this truth is not that man has a body but that man is body.” (John 
Murray, Collected Writings of John Murray, Vol 2, p. 14) 

 
II. Anxiety and the body—chicken or egg? 
 

a. Framing thoughts 
 

1. What is the role of the body in anxiety? 
 

2. Am I anxious because something happens in my brain/body or do my anxious 
thoughts precipitate changes in my brain/body? 

 
3. “There are situations when the body contributes relatively quiet background 

noise to daily life, but there are other situations when it gets loud and noisy, 
creating difficult-to-understand challenges.” (Ed Welch, “Trauma and the 
Body: An Introduction to Three Books” Journal of Biblical Counseling 33:2 
[2019], p. 69). 

 
b. The anatomy of anxiety—limbic system (hippocampus and amygdala) and basal 

ganglia are key structures 
  

c. Examples of bodily involvement in fear and anxiety 
 

III. Implications for addressing anxiety 
 

a. We often can’t be talked out of anxiety! 
 

b. “Take a deep breath” and other ways to help an unruly body (see Todd Stryd,      
“‘Take a Deep Breath’: How Counseling Ministry Addresses the Body,” Journal 
of Biblical Counseling 32:3 [2018], pp. 62-74) 

 
c. Engage multiple senses (“physicalize” your faith) 

 
d. Look for concrete markers of God’s power and love around you (Psalm 19:1-6) 

1. Slow down (“Be still, and know that I am God”—Psalm 46:10) 
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2. Savor God (“Oh taste and see that the LORD is good”—Psalm 34:8) 
 

e. Steward your body proactively—sleep, exercise, and food 
 

f. The role of medications 
 
 

IV. Resources 
a. Journal of Biblical Counseling articles referenced above are available at 

www.ccef.org under the “Resources” tab. 
b. Steve Dewitt, Eyes Wide Open: Enjoying God in Everything (Credo House, 2012) 
c. Pierce Taylor Hibbs, Finding God in the Ordinary (Wipf & Stock, 2018) 


