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Social Anxiety: Learning from the 
One Who Despised the Shame
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Social anxiety can impact daily life in profound ways. Listen to this 
description of what it feels like for one woman.

In social situations, I feel painfully shy. Even if I want 
to open up and be considerate of others, I always feel 
paralyzed when interacting with people. I can force 
myself to try to engage in conversation, but it is an 
uphill battle and I never feel free to enjoy the other per-
son. How can I love and enjoy people when I constantly 
fear negative scrutiny? Are these thoughts and feelings 
always supposed to be there? What does faith look like 
in my situation?

Let’s listen to another woman.
I am mindful of others in my private prayer life and 
would like to pray out loud for someone—but I 
worry. Will anything come out of my mouth?! I have 
experienced times when I needed to say something 
and either no sound came out, or my voice would be 
high and barely audible. Once I committed to giving 
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a conference presentation, and the entire time lead-
ing up to it I was on the edge of mental and physical 
breakdown. My mind constantly searched for ways to 
get out of doing it.

Or consider these words from William Cowper, an eighteenth-century 
poet and hymn writer. He suffered from extreme social anxiety. 

Those whose spirits are formed like mine, to whom 
a public exhibition of themselves, on any occasion, 
is mortal poison, may have some idea of the horror [I 
feel]….others can have none.1

And this is how Cowper describes the lead up to a required oral examina-
tion. He says: “every day, for more than half a year … [my] feelings were 
those of a man when he arrives at the place of execution.”2

Do you hear the dread—the angst—in these descriptions? One 
woman experiences shyness to the point of having to force herself to 
have a conversation with another person. Another fears that no sound 
will come out of her mouth if she tries to pray out loud for someone. 
And Cowper describes any public display as mortal poison, likening 
his experience to arriving at the place of his execution! This is how 
social anxiety feels. Those who suffer from it feel inhibited, fearful, and 
physically tense in situations that involve groups of people. Reactions 
span the spectrum—from feeling shy and restrained in unfamiliar set-
tings to a pronounced, persistent, debilitating fear in just about every 
social and performance situation. Most of us can probably identify on 
some level with these experiences. In fact, social anxiety is fairly com-
mon on the lower end of the spectrum. Still, people need help with it, 
especially if it’s severe.

I (Aaron) know this because I experience social anxiety myself. 
Though I teach and speak on a regular basis, I’ve never known a time in 
my life when I have not struggled with shyness, stage fright, and fear in 
social settings. And though being a Christian does not immunize me (or 
anyone) from this difficult struggle, God does graciously and mercifully 

1. Gilbert Thomas, William Cowper and the Eighteenth Century (London: I. Nicholson 
and Watson, Revised edition, 1948), 94.

2. Ibid. 
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help those who rely on him (2 Cor 1:9). He offers a pathway to over-
come the crippling effects of social anxiety, enabling us to serve publicly 
in weakness and to live intentionally in our communities and within 
our unique callings. I can testify from my own experience that he is 
faithful in the midst of it, and that it is possible, with his help, to grow 

in strength and faithfulness.
The goal of this article is to describe 

the pathway forward. We begin by 
describing the core struggles of those who 
are socially anxious, and follow each with 
a biblical response. We discuss why some 
people experience social anxiety more 
severely than others, and ask: What drives 

these fears? What desires are at stake? And how do we help those whose 
social anxiety is stoked by deep-seated feelings of inadequacy and inferi-
ority? In our final section, we will describe the mindset and new habits 
that will enable strugglers to face difficult social situations with courage. 
And though our primary goal is to equip counselors and pastors to offer 
godly care to those who experience social anxiety, if you struggle with it 
personally, we hope you will find help as well. 

Understanding and Addressing Social Anxiety
So much is going on in someone who struggles with social anxiety. 
Some of it is visible, but mostly it’s something you cannot see. It is the 
result of a variety of interrelated fears and anxieties that wrestle below 
the surface. Depending on the person, certain aspects of these fears 
and anxieties are more prominent than others. To help strugglers, we 
need to see both the components of the problem and the interactions 
between them that feed off each other, holding people captive. By way 
of illustration, picture social anxiety as a tightly woven rope made of 
three thick strands. In this section, we will separate these strands and 
look at each individually.

• Strand 1 is the experience and fear of shame; 
• Strand 2 is underlying desires to please others and be affirmed; 

and 
• Strand 3 is deep feelings of inadequacy and low self-worth. 

Those who 
experience social 
anxiety describe a 
distinct, relentless, 
and reflexive fear.
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