BIBLICAL HELP FOR PEOPLE WITH OBSESSIONS AND COMPULSIONS

In his review of the book of Ian Osborn Can Christianity Cure Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder?  Eric Johnson pleads a case that Christians should  “ … develop and test theories that elaborate specifically Christian psychiatric and psychological concepts, models, and practices, e.g., (1) viewing humans not merely as organisms, but also as social persons made in the image of the triune God, dependent and ideally centred on Him; (2) understanding sin as the worst kind of psychopathology that afflicts all humans, including Christians; and (3) developing counselling models that focus on Christ's death and resurrection and the edifying benefits he thereby provides his people. Perhaps in coming decades, Christians in psychiatry, psychology, and the human sciences in general can break free of secularism's hold on these fields, and understand human beings Christianly, developing theories, research, and counselling practices that conform to Christian standards of good science and good soul care”.
Michael Emlet in his OCD: Freedom for the Obsessive-Compulsive has such a biblical approach and practice and his insights will now be shared with the reader.

The American Psychiatric Association (APA) describes obsessions as persistent ideas, thoughts, impulses, or images that are experienced as intrusive and inappropriate and cause marked anxiety or distress in the individual. The individual attempts to suppress or “neutralize” such thoughts or impulses with another thought or action, that is, a compulsion. 

Common obsessions include:

· Repeated thoughts of contamination.

· Repeated doubts (wondering if you turned off the oven).

· A need to have things in a particular order.

· A need to do a task “just right”.

· Aggressive or horrific impulses (to hurt one’s child).

· A recurrent sexual imagery.

· An irrational, persistent fear of developing a life-threatening illness.

Compulsions are repetitive acts to prevent anxiety or distress. Someone with a contamination obsession might wash her hands thirty times a day. Common compulsions include:

· Repetitive behaviours (checking, washing, cleaning, demanding assurances, ordering and arranging, doing and undoing certain tasks in an exact sequence).
· Hoarding things such as magazines or newspapers.

What causes obsessions and compulsions? A biblical understanding of man believes that the thoughts and desires of our hearts are expressed through our bodies. 
Sometimes the body has weaknesses and limitations and these put pressure on us. These include over activity in the orbital frontal cortex and caudate nucleus. The orbital frontal cortex, located behind the eyebrows, is involved in the perception of fear and danger. The caudate nucleus, one of the brain's communication hubs, is involved in one's ability to start and stop different thoughts and activities. OCD may also involve abnormal functioning of the neurotransmitter serotonin in the brain.

The Bible teaches that the heart (thoughts, desires, motivations, fears) determines our behaviour (Proverbs 4:23; Luke 6:45). A consideration of the following motivations may be helpful to identity obsessions and compulsions:
· The need for certainty: These people doubt what they see and need total assurance and seek certain knowledge and attempt to control the environment.
· The demand for control or mastery: They become slaves of their struggle for control. 

· The need for order: This may lead to repetitive behaviours such as checking and cleaning.

· The expectation of perfection: They desire to do things “just right” and fear being wrong. They feel extremely bad when a bad thought enters their mind. They want to cancel the thought by ritualistic or perfectionist behaviour.
· Guilt: Some obsessions centre on the fear of doing (or having done) something horribly bad. This is not about real sin, but potential sin. This moves the person into

· Self-atonement: The sin must be atoned for through compulsions. The self-righteousness is soon replaced by despair and a renewed obsession. The once-for-all sacrifice of Christ is bypassed.
· Fear of man: People are obsessed by the fear: “What will others think?”

How can someone with obsessions and compulsions be helped? 
Biblical counselling should address heart and body issues biblically:

Heart issues

· Need for certainty: The ultimate reason for being certain about anything does not come from within man himself, but from God. His promises are “Yes” in Christ (2 Corinthians 1:20). God revealed enough to have trust, which is not the same as 100% exhaustive knowledge. It is not the strength of faith that counts, but the One in whom one places faith. Reliance upon the person, character, and work of God helps to conquer doubt and break the obsession-compulsion connection.
· Demand for control and mastery: The quest for control, primarily over anxiety, manifests itself in compulsive behaviours. To control anxiety, the environment must be controlled. Make absolutely sure by bolting and re-bolting the door three times. When God’s real and loving providential care is not experienced in the moment, the anxiety returns (Psalm 104, 121, 127, 131, 139).
· Desire for a “Black and White” World: People with obsessions and compulsions want to live in a black and white (all or nothing) world. Yet we live in a grey world. God does not give us full access to his mind (Job 38-41). God gives us direction in his Word, but many issues are not clear-cut. 
· Perfectionism, Guilt and Self-atonement:  People with obsessions and compulsions believe that their potential sins are real. Rather than focusing on their own attempts to be righteous, they should focus on the righteousness of Christ (Hebrews 8-10). Self-cleansing, either for real sin or imagined sins is useless. Only the perfect life of Christ could please God. Only the blood of Christ can cleanse. God is a father and not a harsh taskmaster. The identity  of a Christian is that of a child, not an orphan 
Body Issues

People with obsessions and compulsions should undergo thorough medical examination. The body and brain are ultimately do not cause sin, but can put immense pressure on an individual. Individualized medical treatment may relieve symptoms. Medical treatment and Biblical counselling go hand in hand.
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