A Brief Christian Perspective on
Psychoactive Medication
By Paul O’Brien

Depression, OCD, ADHD, bipolar disorder, are just a few of the things we are taking psychoactive
medication for.1 However, have we given the use of these drugs any thought? That is, if we use
them, do we use them with a well-informed understanding? If we do not use them, or believe we
should not, do we make the decision on the basis of hard thinking?2
I want to look briefly at the question and give you my conclusion. I would also like to
know your thoughts. I would also encourage you to do more research on the subject. 3 Of course,
as you read my opinion, know that I am not a M.D., PSY.D., Dr., or D.Min.; I'm a blogger that is
presently employed as a heavy equipment operator.4

We Must Consider Common Grace
There are many things we can look at regarding common grace. God pours out grace on all men
(Ps. 145:9; Matt. 5:45). God has given us many good things to eat (Gen. 1:29). God has given us
medicine, coffee, and doctors.5 He keeps the universe from imploding; which He did not have to
do (Heb. 1:2-3; Jn. 1:1-4). God gives some form of conscious to men (Rom. 2:14-15) which in
turn means that generally speaking parents love and provide for their children (Matt. 7:9-10; Acts
14:16-17). God, through various means, has restrained much evil (Gen. 20:6, 1 Sam. 25:26; Rom.
13:1, 6). The world is not as bad as it could be. God has also graciously preserved a semblance of
His image in man (Gen. 9:6: 1 Cor. 11:7). Humanity is not as evil as they could be. In fact, because
of common grace, humans can give true, accurate, and even helpful descriptions of reality (think
of Edison and Einstein).
As Eric Johnson says, because of common grace “unredeemed humans are capable of accurately
understanding aspects of God’s creation (including human nature, psychopathology, and facets of
its remediation)—except insofar as it requires spiritual illumination—and this understanding is
the gift of God.”6 John Calvin, also agreed that there is a lot we can gain from unregenerate
humanity.7
Most evangelicals gratefully, or forgetfully, accept modern medicine (a form of common grace).

Yet, realizing there are extremes and overprescribing of psychoactive medication (laid out well in
Carlat’s book Unhinged),8 why do evangelicals so often, and so easily, disregard psychoactive
medication? Is it because they are well-informed? Because if that is the case then fine, let it be
disregarded. So long as the decision is justified on the basis of thought; and not vain heresay.
However, I am lead to believe that many are not well-informed on this subject so I will continue.
We live in a fallen world and by God’s grace we have been granted medicine to reverse or alleviate
some of the affects of the curse. If there are in fact biological factors involved in someone’s
depression, for example, then why not help them with medication (again, a form of common
grace)?9
Eric Johnson, gives a helpful point. God created marriage and food "to be received with
thanksgiving by those who believe and know the truth. For everything created by God is good, and
nothing is to be rejected if it is received with thanksgiving, for it is made holy by the word of God
and prayer” (1 Tim. 4:3-5). Johnson says, “Paul was admittedly addressing a very different subject
than we are, but a legitimate analogy can be drawn. Like food and marriage, medication for a
biological problem (such as the improper production of a neurotransmitter)… is not intrinsically
evil… On the contrary, when used consciously and explicitly in dependence on God, biological
and psychosocial soul-care assistance is ultimately a gift of God.”10
God has given us—all of us—minds. And the means by which to explore our minds. Given there
is much that is shrouded in mystery. There’s probably less explored between our two ears than in
the depth of the ocean and the limitless expanse in space. 11 Yet, we can speculate and know some
things. And for that, we must be grateful to God.
Thus, because of common grace, I believe psychoactive medication can be beneficial in certain
cases. See below.

We Must Consider that we are Psychosomatic Unities
Many today believe that we consist of mere biology. We, and everything about us—emotions,
actions, thoughts, etc., are determined by the determinism of biological and neurological activity.
This, as you can imagine, has all kinds of negative implications (e.g. think of the penal system).
However, Christians believe in the material and also in the nonmaterial. We believe that we have
a body and a soul.12 We are what is known as psychosomatic unities.13 The body is the vehicle of
our soul. It provides the soul a means of expression. The body and soul are so closely tied, perhaps
you could say interwoven even, that when the soul is absent from the body the result is death (esp.
James 2:26; cf. Gen. 35:18; Ps. 31:5; Lk. 12:20; 23:43, 46; Acts 7:59; Phil. 1:23-24; 2 Cor. 5:8;
Heb. 12:23; Rev. 6:9; 20:4). This understanding has historically had implications for various
counseling issues and still has implications for us today.14

We see in Genesis 2:7 that when God made man He made him out of dust (i.e. material, the body)
and He “breathed into his nostrils the breath of life” (i.e. the immaterial, the soul). We are spiritual
beings but God has provided us with bodies as our earthly habitation (2 Cor. 5:1ff).15 We are to be
holy in body and soul, Paul tells us (1 Cor. 7:34; 2 Cor. 7:1). This implies that we are body and
soul.
There should be certain implications if we believe we are body and soul. For one, we should realize
that the body and soul are not unrelated. They have affects upon each other. So, for example, if
you go without food or sleep (physical, bodily) you will be more irritable and prone to sin
(spiritual, related to the soul). Thus as we minister to people (and think of sanctification for our
self) the fact that we are psychosomatic unities should not go forgotten.
“Ministry must address the whole range of human needs if it is to
minister to the whole person. God has constituted us as beings who
exist as a unity but a complex unity that includes physical,
psychological, spiritual, mental, and emotional faculties.”16
So, we believe we are soul and body. But, is this what we really believe? If this is what we believe
does it show in the way that we minister to people? If we are body and soul (i.e. psychosomatic
unities), which Scripture makes clear we are, then why is it wrong to take medication? We take
medication if our knees ache, we take medication if we have a headache. So, if we can be fairly
sure that medication will help for psychological problems, then why should we not take it?
Thus, because we are body and soul, I believe psychoactive medication can be beneficial in certain
cases. See below.

We Must Consider that We are to Have Dominion
Many today believe that man is no different than animals (1 Cor. 15:39). However, it is clear both
biblically and logically that we are more. We are sentient and rational beings. We are created in
the image of God. We are more than animals, we are to have dominion over the animals.
Our dominion over the earth is derived from the fact that we are created in the image of God (Gen.
1:26-28). That’s why we’re vice-regents. God is Lord over all the earth (cf. Lev. 25:23; Ps. 24:1;
50:10-11; Matt. 5:45; 6:26, 28, 30) yet He has put us over the work of His hands (Ps. 8:6). So man
is supposed to work. We see this teaching in Scripture and it is often referred to as the Protestant
work ethic (cf. Gen. 1:28; 2:8, 15; 4:17-20; Ps. 128:2; Prov. 12:11; 13:4; 14:23; 16:3; 20:4; 22:29;
Eccl. 2:20, 24; 3:22; 9:10; Acts 20:35; 1 Cor. 10:31; 15:58; Eph. 4:28; Col. 3:17, 23; 2 Thess. 3:10;
1 Pet. 4:10-11). We are to subdue the land with our hands and our heads.
We are to bring good out of what was cursed.17 Of course, we can’t take away all the groaning,
only the Lord can ultimately do that (Rom. 8:19ff). However, an implication of our dominion
function and work ethic is that if we can relieve some of the strain caused by mental illness we
should.

God has said, subdue the earth. Work the earth. Bring good out of what was cursed. God has also
said work hard. Do a good job, and do it for my glory. I believe scientists, neurologists, and
psychiatrists can do all of these things.18 I believe God has commanded them to.
Thus, because we called to have dominion and bring good out of what was cursed and because we
are to work hard to God’s glory in whatever we do, I believe psychoactive medication can be
beneficial in certain cases. See below.

Principals for taking Psychoactive Medication
1. We should be fairly sure that the medication will help us before we take it.
2. We should understand that psychoactive medications are not the elixir of life. They cannot,
nor should we seek for them to, fix all our problems.19
3. We should understand that they often have negative side-affects. We should understand what
the possible side-affects are and inform those closest to us.
4. We should seek the advice of a competent doctor or psychiatrist; preferably with Christian
convictions or sympathies.
5. We should know the limitations of psychoactive medication. The medication cannot save or
sanctify. However, that is not to say that God cannot use the medication to more easily
facilitate the process.
6. We should receive psychoactive medication, like all medication, with thankfulness. We
must consciously thank God for His common grace in the provision of modern science and
medicine.20
7. We should take psychoactive medication, like all medication, in reliance on God asking Him
to bless its use.
8. We should realize that people, you and me, and even psychiatrists and neurologists, come
to the data with a certain worldview biases that shapes the interpretation of things.21
9. We should realize that the use of psychoactive medication does not do away with the need
for reformational counseling (when counseling is needed) and vice versa, the presence of
counseling does not mean that medication may not be needed.22
10. We should understand that sometimes, as Hezekiah says, it is to our benefit that we have
great bitterness (Is. 38:17). It just may be the fire alarm of our soul. It may be sounding to
warn of imminent danger. Thus, to "smash" the "fire alarm" in this case would likely not be
helpful.23 Instead, we should seek counsel to root out the real underlying heart issue.
11. We should understand that there is quite a bit of speculation involved in our understanding
of how exactly psychoactive medications work. We cannot, for example, cut a patients head
wide-open and see what's going on.24
12. We should understand that some physical ailments are the result of direct sin in our lives
(Ps. 31:10; Prov. 14:30), others are not (e.g. Jn. 9:3), and still other ailments are a complex
and interwoven mix of the two. It can be very difficult to know the difference between a
spiritual and physical issue.25

13. We should understand that the issue is complex. We must ask God to guide us with His
wisdom. We must also remember His grace and love in the midst of uncertainty.

Conclusion
Mike Emlet agrees that there are times to use medication. He says, “Medications are a gift of God’s
grace and they can be used idolatrously. Any good gift can be used in a way that displaces God,
his glory and his good purposes and makes something else (comfort, escape, even ‘normality’)
more ultimate. We have freedom to use—but not abuse.”26
So, my perspective is one of caution and thankfulness. I praise God that He has allowed medication
that can relieve great suffering. And I am cautious because we must realize that psychoactive
medication is not anyone's savior and it can be overprescribed. I conclude by echoing Jeremy
Pierre’s words:
“Applying this teaching practically is no simple matter. The
psychiatric medication industry is largely driven by naturalistic
assumptions and compelled by profit margins, and mental illness has
been stigmatized in many of our churches. Thinking about how to
navigate the process practically would require a discussion beyond
the present one.”27
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