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INTRODUCTION: THE INTERSECTION OF PSYCHOLOGY
AND CHRISTIANITY

For  decades,  the  relationship  between  psychology  and
Christianity  has  sparked  passionate  debate  among  scholars,
pastors, and lay believers. Can the insights of modern psychology
enrich  Christian  discipleship?  Or  does  a  biblical  worldview
demand a distinct approach to understanding the human person?
One  of  the  most  influential  frameworks  for  navigating  this
complex terrain is found in the book Psychology and Christianity:
Five  Views,  edited  by  Eric  L.  Johnson.  This  volume presents  five
distinct perspectives, each defended by a leading scholar, and
offers  a  balanced  forum  for  dialogue.  Understanding  these  five
views  is  essential  for  anyone  seeking  to  integrate  faith  and
mental health practice, counsel from a Christian perspective, or
simply think deeply about what it means to be human in light of
Scripture and science. Below, we explore each view in detail,
highlighting  its  core  commitments,  strengths,  and  areas  of
tension.

THE LEVEL OF EXPLANATION VIEW

Championed  by  psychologist  David  G.  Myers,  the  Level  of
Explanation view argues that psychology and Christianity operate
at  different  levels  of  analysis.  Psychology  explains  the
proximate  mechanisms  of  human  behavior—such  as  brain
chemistry,  cognitive  processes,  and  social  influences—while
Christianity addresses ultimate meaning, purpose, and moral
values.  According  to  Myers,  these  two  domains  are
complementary rather than contradictory.  A therapist  can use
empirically  supported  techniques  while  a  pastor  offers  spiritual
counsel, each respecting the other’s jurisdiction. This view prizes
methodological  naturalism in  science,  but  it  does  not  reduce
humans to mere biology. Instead, it insists that science and faith
answer  different  questions.  For  example,  neuroscience  might
explain  why  we  feel  anxiety,  but  Christianity  provides  the
framework  for  finding  peace  in  God.  Critics  worry  that  this  view
can lead to a compartmentalized faith where psychology and
spirituality rarely interact in practice. However, its emphasis on
intellectual  humility  and  open  dialogue  makes  it  a  widely
respected starting point.

THE INTEGRATION VIEW
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Perhaps the most discussed approach, the Integration view calls
for  a  deliberate  and  systematic  synthesis  of  psychological
knowledge and Christian theology. Leading proponent Stanton L.
Jones  sees  integration  as  a  two-way  street:  psychology  can
correct misreadings of Scripture (for instance, about the nature of
depression), and theology can challenge secular assumptions in
psychology (such as  radical  autonomy).  Integrationists  aim to
build  a  unified  model  of  the  person  that  honors  both  empirical
findings  and  biblical  revelation.  This  view  often  produces
Christian counseling programs that blend cognitive-behavioral
techniques  with  prayer,  Scripture  meditation,  and  community
support. A key strength is its commitment to both truth sources,
but  a common criticism is  that  it  can become an intellectual
exercise  that  loses  sight  of  practical  discipleship.  Integration
requires  ongoing  hard  work—reading  widely,  thinking
theologically,  and  testing  interventions.  For  many,  this  view
represents the ideal of faith seeking understanding in the human
sciences.

THE CHRISTIAN PSYCHOLOGY VIEW

The Christian Psychology view, articulated by Robert C. Roberts,
takes  a  more  radical  stance.  Instead  of  integrating  secular
psychology  with  Christianity,  it  argues  that  Christians  should
develop  a  psychology  truly  grounded  in  Scripture  and  the
Christian tradition.  This  view draws heavily  on the moral  and
spiritual  teachings  of  the  ancient  church,  the  writings  of  the
Reformers,  and  contemporary  virtue  ethics.  It  emphasizes
sanctification  and  character  formation  as  the  primary  tasks
of mental health. In this framework, psychological problems are

often seen as disorders of the soul—failures in love, hope, and
humility—rather than mere symptoms of a chemical imbalance.
Christian psychology does not reject all empirical research, but it
insists that the starting point must be a biblical understanding of
human nature. This view is especially attractive to those who feel
that mainstream psychology is too secularized. Its critics point
out  that  it  can be less  accessible  to  non-Christians  and may
downplay  the  role  of  biological  factors  in  conditions  like
schizophrenia.  Nevertheless,  it  offers  a  rich  vision  of  soul  care
that resonates deeply with pastoral ministry.

THE TRANSFORMATIONAL PSYCHOLOGY VIEW

Developed  by  John  H.  Coe  and  others,  Transformational
Psychology  seeks  to  bridge  the  gap  between  academic
psychology and lived Christian spirituality. It proposes that true
human flourishing requires not just knowledge or techniques, but
a radical transformation through the Holy Spirit. This view places
great emphasis on spiritual formation, contemplative prayer,
and the healing power of the gospel. It integrates insights from
developmental psychology, attachment theory, and interpersonal
neurobiology, but always interprets them through a Trinitarian
lens. A key practice is the cultivation of a personal relationship
with God as the foundation for emotional healing. For example, a
therapist using this model might help a client forgive a parent by
first  helping  them  experience  the  unconditional  love  of  the
Father. This view is deeply holistic, viewing the human person as
an embodied soul  in relationship with God and others.  Critics
sometimes charge that it can become mystically vague or that it
overemphasizes personal experience at the expense of rigorous
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science. Nonetheless, its focus on transformation and intimacy
with Christ offers a powerful resource for Christian counseling and
pastoral care.

THE BIBLICAL COUNSELING VIEW

The  Biblical  Counseling  view,  most  famously  associated  with
David  Powlison  of  the  Christian  Counseling  &  Educational
Foundation  (CCEF),  takes  a  strong  stand:  the  Bible  alone  is
sufficient for understanding and resolving human problems. This
view rejects the medical model of mental health and instead sees
disorders  as  manifestations  of  sin,  suffering,  or  unbelief.  Biblical
counselors use Scripture to diagnose the human heart, confront
idols, and offer hope through the gospel of grace. They argue that
secular  psychology  is  built  on  humanistic  and  naturalistic
assumptions  that  distort  the  truth.  This  approach  is  deeply
committed  to  the  local  church  and  pastoral  authority.  Its
strengths include a high view of Scripture, a clear focus on sin
and repentance,  and practical  tools  for  discipleship.  However,
critics  contend  that  it  can  be  reductionistic  by  ignoring
biological  and  social  factors,  and  that  it  may  offer  inadequate
help  for  severe mental  illness.  In  recent  years,  many biblical
counselors  have  become  more  open  to  careful  use  of
psychopharmacology and to acknowledging the role of trauma,
while still maintaining the primacy of Scripture. This view remains
formative  for  countless  churches  and  counseling  ministries
worldwide.

COMPARING THE FIVE VIEWS: COMMON GROUND AND
KEY TENSIONS

Despite  their  differences,  these  five  views  share  several
important commitments. All affirm the authority of Scripture, the
reality of sin, and the need for redemption. All seek to honor God
in their understanding of the human person. They differ primarily
on  the  role  of  secular  psychology,  the  relationship  between
science  and  faith,  and  the  sufficiency  of  the  Bible  for
counseling. The Level of Explanation view sees psychology as
neutral  but  limited;  Integration  aims  for  synthesis;  Christian
Psychology  wants  a  distinctively  Christian  science;
Transformational  Psychology  stresses  the  work  of  the  Spirit;
Biblical  Counseling  prioritizes  the  Bible  alone.  Each  view has
produced  valuable  contributions  to  the  field  of  Christian  mental
health. For example, the Integration view has generated robust
research  on  topics  like  forgiveness  and  gratitude,  while  the
Christian  Psychology  view  has  revived  interest  in  virtue  and
character.  The  Biblical  Counseling  view  has  helped  many
churches take seriously the task of everyday discipleship. The
Transformational view reminds us that knowledge without love is
empty.  And  the  Level  of  Explanation  view  protects  honest
scientific inquiry.
For anyone exploring the relationship between psychology and
Christianity, the value of these five views lies in the conversation
they invite. Instead of looking for a single “right” answer, readers
are  encouraged  to  weigh  the  arguments,  test  them  against
Scripture  and  experience,  and  apply  what  best  serves  their
context.  A  pastor  in  a  low-income  urban  setting  may  find  the
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Biblical  Counseling  view  most  practical,  while  a  university
professor  may  prefer  the  Level  of  Explanation  approach.  A
therapist in private practice might lean toward Integration, while
a  spiritual  director  might  resonate  with  Transformational
Psychology. The diversity of views is not a weakness but a sign of
a living tradition that takes seriously both the complexity of the
human soul and the sufficiency of Christ.

CONCLUSION: MOVING FORWARD IN FAITH AND
UNDERSTANDING

The conversation between psychology and Christianity is far from

settled.  Each  of  the  five  views  offers  a  distinctive  lens  through
which  to  understand  human  suffering,  growth,  and  healing.
Whether you are a student of psychology, a counselor, a pastor,
or simply a curious believer, engaging with these perspectives
can deepen your appreciation for both God’s Word and His world.
The goal is not to reach a final consensus, but to grow in wisdom,
humility, and love. As you study these views, remember that the
ultimate  healer  is  Christ,  and  that  all  truth—whether  from a
psychology  textbook  or  a  Bible  passage—is  God’s  truth.  By
listening carefully, arguing charitably, and praying persistently,
we  can  better  care  for  the  souls  entrusted  to  us  and  more
faithfully reflect the image of our Creator.


