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Introduction 

 Psychotherapy has been practiced by workers in the field of religion as early as written 

history is around.  It is estimated there are over four hundred psychotherapeutic schools which 

can be grouped into ten major categories based on their theories and techniques (Wachtel and 

Messer, 1997; Tan, 2011).  Cognitive behavior therapy (CBT) is chosen from the variety of 

classes for discussion for the following three reasons.   

First, I found the roots of the philosophy behind CBT interesting.  Even though the 

technique has been practiced for only around fifty or so years, the origin of its philosophy can be 

traced to the behavioral science of Pavlov and Skinner’s conditioning theories of the 1900s, to 

the scientific method and philosophy of the 17th - 18th century Enlightenment period, and to as 

early as the first century AD in the teachings of the Stoics who taught that destructive emotions 

resulted from erroneous judgment (Ellis, 1996; Jones and Butman, 2011).   

Second, Even though CBT model is atheistic, both Christian theology and CBT say that 

human problems have their roots from within a person.  However, Christian theology goes 

beyond the etiology of dysfunctional emotions and behavior that CBT holds from the faulty 

“what I think” to the fallen “who I am”.  Since the fall of Adam and Eve our original design 

which was created in the image of God has been corrupted.  The sinful state of human beings and 

of the world are the underlying factors of distorted views and beliefs.  Christian theology 

explains the deep-seated origin of psychological problems that CBT cannot.  Through the 

redeemed “who I am”, people can be brought to a healthier “what I think” for fulfilled lives.    

Third, there are strong empirical studies with positive outcomes that support the practice 

of CBT over a wide range of clinical settings for a broad range of problems (Wachtel and 
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Messer, 1997; Sheldon, 1995).  The Prochaska and Norcross 2010 study estimated CBT would 

have the greatest increase in psychotherapy practice over the next ten years (Tan, 2011).  It is a 

useful evidence-based practical tool to use in the psychotherapeutic field.  

History of Development 

The philosophy of CBT can be traced to the first century AD Stoic philosopher Epictetus 

who had noted that people “are disturbed not by things but by the views which they take of 

them” (Curwen, Palmer and Ruddell, 2000, p. 8).  Cognitive behavior therapy is influenced by 

the Enlightenment scientific method that places emphasis on observation, experience and rational 

thought.  In the early 20th century, behaviorism that stemmed from classical and operant 

conditioning theories emerged as a branch of natural science. Then around the 1950’s behavior 

therapy was practised as an application of modern learning theory and behavioral science in the 

clinical setting.  In the 1960s and 1970s, Aaron Beck (founder of cognitive therapy) and Albert 

Ellis (founder of rational emotive behavior therapy) focus on understanding and changing the 

internal events of their patients.  It is interesting to note that both Beck and Ellis were originally 

trained in the dominant psychoanalytical therapy of their time.  They were frustrated with the 

slow and ineffective Freudian method, they then began a set of practice behaviors in their clinical 

settings and founded their own therapeutic models. (Jones and Butman, 2011; Tan, 2011).  

Currently, CBT is practised with a dual emphasis of thought and affect on behavior, and of 

behavior on thought and affect (Sheldon, 1995).  

View on Human Personhood 

 Cognitive behavior therapy model’s view on human personhood is largely influenced by 

the philosophies of reductionism, naturalism and logical positivism (Wachtel and Messer, 1997; 
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Jones and Butman, 2011).  A person, though complex, can be looked as the sum of its parts 

which is a collection of behavioral and cognitive habits and predispositions.  The body and mind 

can be understood by the same physical laws that explain the rest of the material world.  

Thoughts and behavior are believed to be interrelated, hence the model sees a strong 

interrelationship between the two.  Since spirits are not empirically verifiable, the existence of 

gods or spirits is meaningless, and is not part of the CBT model.        

 People are viewed as neutral, neither inherently good nor bad.   They are mainly seen as 

products of their environments and learning.  Genetics and other physiological factors can affect 

the learning experience and behavior.  Thoughts, emotions, physiology and behaviours are 

viewed as one system.  A change in any one of these components will affect the others.  The 

model adopts the underlying assumptions of evolutionary psychology.  People adapt their 

thoughts, feelings and actions to their environments according to the effects exerted on them.  

Personhood depends on both nature and nuture and there is a limited freedom that people have 

on their emotions and behavior. (Curwen, Palmer and Ruddell, 2000; Jones and Butman, 2011; 

Tan, 2011)   

 Cognitive behavior therapy adopts a humanistic view on human beings.  Each person is 

unique and human beings are considered as the center of the universe (Beck, 2005; Jones and 

Butman, 2011).   People will generally thrive to achieve their goals to feel happy and have a 

sense of achievement.  It is expected that people are to accept themselves and others 

unconditionally (Ellis, 1996).  

 The view on personhood is important as it forms the basis of how the model looks at 

etiology, wholeness and process of change.  Cognitive behavior therapy’s model on personhood 

is incomplete, egoentric, and relative in moral values.  It holds different views from the Christian 
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teaching on who we are, what our purpose on earth is and how we are related to God and with 

each other.  The CBT model sees no God and no spirit in a person.  It ignores the fact that we are 

created in the image of God and that we are a “biopsychosocial-spiritual” being (Jones and 

Butman, 2011).  It gives a deficient understanding of the whole person and makes the therapy 

myopic addressing only the temporal issues.  The egocentric CBT model does not deal with the 

brokenness of our relationship with God and with one another.  The underlying spiritual 

brokeness that very often surface as dysfunctional interpersonal relationships that lead to 

emotional and behavior problems is ignored.  The model holds a relative view in moral standard.  

There is no absolute truth and no absolute moral obligation.  As long as a thought does not affect 

the physical and mental “well-being” of a person, the thought is considered “rational”.  It looks 

at a person as most important in the universe which contradicts to the Christian’s teachings that 

God is severeign and supreme.  It is true that each of us is special and unique in front of God.  

However, we are created for the purpose to glorify God.  We are not created purely to enjoy 

ourselves.    

View on the Etiology of Pathology 

 The etiology of pathology according to CBT can be explained with Albert Ellis’ A-B-C 

concept.  A person encounters A (activating events) that trigger B (beliefs) can lead to C 

(consequences) (Tan, 2011).  Hence a misperception, misinterpretation or dysfunctional 

interpretation (B) of a situation (A) can give rise to maladaptive responses (C) that surface as 

problem emotions or behavior (Beck, 2005; Ellis, 1996).  Individual’s view of self and the 

personal world are central to behavior (Wilson, 2005).  Therefore, irrational thinking (beliefs) are 

viewed as the root of psychological problems.   
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There are two components of thinking - “automatic thoughts” and “underlying beliefs”.  

“Automatic thoughts” are the involuntary thoughts and images that occur in a person’s 

consciousness.  “Underlying beliefs” are the beliefs and assumptions that generate the thoughts 

and images forming the content of automatic thoughts.  A person with distorted unrealistic 

underlying beliefs can generate inappropriate automatic thoughts.  These thoughts and beliefs 

lead to the dysfunctional emotions and behavior.   (Curwen, Palmer and Ruddell, 2000; Tan, 

2011)  Factors such as genetics, learning history and a person’s idiosyncratic attitude can 

predispose a person to these illogical thoughts (Beck, 2005; Sheldon, 1995; Wilson, 2005). 

 The CBT model says that psychological problems arise from irrational beliefs and there 

are predisposing factors to these dysfunctional thinking.  However, it cannot explain why people 

harbor distorted beliefs.  The Bible gives a comprehensive explanation of the problems.  After 

the fall in the Garden of Eden, moral and natural evils enter the world.  “Moral evil is the result 

of moral choice” and “natural evil” can be represented by “most instances of disease, decay and 

death” (Jones and Butman, 2011, pp. 79-80).    Therefore, a person who suffers chemical 

imbalance in the brain has delutional thoughts that lead to psychotic behavior is a consequence 

of natural evil.  Another person who envies other people’s success thinks lowly of himself (moral 

evil) and, if predisposed, can suffer depression (genetic disposition).  This is a combination of 

both moral and natural evils.  The Christian teaching goes deeper into the roots of etiology.  It 

explains that we have dysfunctional automatic thoughts and underlying beliefs because both 

human beings and the world around us are inherently sinful in nature.  The fallen “who I am” 

and the fallen world around us give rise to the fautly “what I think”.       
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View on the Nature of Health and Wholeness 

 The cognitive behavior therapy model views a healthy person as basically a “rational” 

person (Jones and Butman, 2011).  Irrational beliefs lead to emotional difficulties and behavioral 

problems, hence a person who is healthy is a person with rational thoughts.  Happiness is 

regarded as an important contributor to physical and mental health.  Pleasure, joy, creativity and 

freedom are considered profitable for human living, whereas pain, joylessness, uncreativeness 

and bondage are inefficient to health and wholeness (Ellis, 1996).  Unconditional acceptance of 

oneself and others is important as self-criticism or contempt can cause much emotional pain 

(Ellis, 1996; Tan, 2011).  Therefore, a “whole” person is one with a “correct” outlook of life, of 

the people around and of the situations encountered.  The indications of wholeness are feeling 

good of oneself, happiness and freedom to achieve one’s goals in this life on earth.      

 The Christian’s view of health and wholeness involves all four dimensions – physical, 

mental, social and spiritual (McMinn, 2011; Tan, 2011).  People are created in the image of God 

and there is a place in our hearts that can only be filled by God.  We cannot be whole unless we 

return to God and have our relationship restored through Christ’s redemption.  When our 

relationship with God is restored, then we can genuinely mend our relationship with one another 

another.  Wholeness means redeeming our broken image, to know and enjoy God, and to grow 

spiritually.  Without considering the spiritual element, the CBT model’s perspective of health 

anad wholeness is superficial and temporal. 

 The CBT model uses a ruler of measurement for health and wholeness that is different 

from the Christian’s perspective.  Happiness and freedom to affirm oneself are contradictory to 

the biblical teaching on the wholeness of a person.  The fruit of the Spirit (Gal 5:22-23) is the 

natural outflow from a wholesome person.   The CBT model’s inflated view of self can stifle a 
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person’s awareness of the need for repentence and seek for the true purpose of life.  A state of 

brokenness can be an opportunity for emotional and spiritual growth.  Sufferings on earth can be 

God’s tool to accomplish His soverign plan.  It is difficult to understand and accept, but bearing 

this mind can lead to a deeper meaning of life.              

 View on the Nature of the Process of Change 

Since the CBT model says that a dysfunctional behavior or emotion is due to a 

malfunction belief, the responsible underlying belief is to be uncovered, examined, challenged 

and modified in a therapy (Curwen, Palmer and Ruddell, 2000).  This is the D (disputing) step of 

Albert Ellis’ A-B-C model. Three points are highlighted here to contrast the nature of the process 

of change between the CBT model and the Christian view. 

The goal of CBT is to eradicate the pathological beliefs or cognitions.  The judgment on 

whether a thought is pathologic or not depends on whether the belief leads to a psychological 

problem.  Truthfulness or moral value are not part of the consideration process.  If a man thinks 

it is perfectly fine to have an affair with the wife of his friend and as long as the triangle 

relationship goes fine on the surface and all parties are happy about their lives, the thought is not 

considered problematic.  This is in sharp contrast to the biblical teaching where rationality is not 

defined on the basis of personal happiness but on God’ truth.   

Cognitive behavior therapy deals mainly on current symptoms and problems but not on 

existential issues such as meaning in life, authentic values or fear of death (Tan, 2011).  Only 

when the thoughts give rise to emotional or behavioral problems, then these thoughts will have to 

be disputed.  The subconscious mind is generally not tapped.  It is believed that conscious 

thought can override primal thinking and that thoughts contributing to a person’s distress are not 
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deeply buried in the subconscious (Beck, 2005).  The Bible deals with the inner heart of a 

person.  Our God examines (Ps 26:2) and probes (Jer 20:12) into our hearts.  The real problem is 

not a superficial irrational thought, but the deep-seated inner rebellious self that gives rise to the 

dysfunctional belief and thought.    

In CBT, the disputing of irrational beliefs is accomplished through various techniques of 

self-reflection, cognitive restructuring, coping and self-control (Beck, 2005; Tan, 2011).  The 

techniques and skills are taught to the client based on the principles of learning through training, 

homework and reinforcement.  No doubt these are important tools in the process of change.  But 

Chrisian teaching on the power of the Holy Spirit through prayer, Scripture, confession and 

forgiveness are equally effective tools and can also be utilized simultaneously at the appropriate 

time.                 

View on Spirituality and the Place of God in the Healing Process 

 As mentioned before, the CBT model is basically an atheist model.  Since the 1990’s the 

model has been influenced by ideas of social constructivism, postmodernism and spirituality.  

However, the interest is more in how these ideas can interact with the therapeutic process instead 

of what the content of these thoughts are (Jones and Butman, 2011; Tan, 2011).  The idea of 

spirituality of the model is pluralistic in nature and incorporates all sorts of faith especially 

Buddhism.  However, the opening up to religious ideas in the model can be favorable as 

Christian counselors can then incorporate biblical truths into the model under the guidance of the 

Holy Spirit.     

 The Bible teaches a monotheistic God.  Our God is a jealous God and does not tolerate all 

other pagan gods.  Therefore Christian counselors have to be cautious in this area and not to 
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introduce beliefs or philosophies from other religion into the therapeutic model.  God is the 

ultimate healer of our corrupted selves.  It is through the redemption power of Jesus on the cross 

that we can reconcile genuinely with God and with others.   

Conclusion 

 Even though CBT is built on a godless assumption, there are two areas that the CBT 

model and Christian teaching view from a similar perspective.  First, the model recognizes the 

uniqueness of human being and each client should be treated individually and with respect.  The 

Bible teaches that each of us is unique and precious in the eyes of God (Jer 1:5).  Therefore, both 

the CBT model and Christian teaching work with the best interest of the client in mind.  

Second, the CBT model attributes dysfunctional thoughts and beliefs as the roots of 

psychological problems.  Jesus taught that it is out of the hearts come evil thoughts that defile a 

person (Matt 15:19-20).  The difference is that for the therapist or client who do not recognize 

biblical teachings as truth view the A-B-C model through the eyes of a broken self without 

perceiving their own brokenness.  Each of the elements of A, B and C can be misperceived and 

misinterpreted, hence, it can lead to disputing the wrong culprit.  There is no absolute view on 

the value of a belief and it is evaluated according to the consequence that it brings.  Whereas for 

the therapist or client who believe in the biblical truth view each of the elements of A, B and C 

through the eyes of a redeemed self.  Biblical truth helps the therapist and the client to discern 

the belief that needs to be restructured and renewed to bring genuine restoration of relationships 

and brokenness.  

I see the cognitive behavior therapy as a useful tool for the Christian therapists.   The 

model is particular useful in cases where a rebellious inner self underlies the dysfunctional 
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thoughts.  Dysfunctional cognitions are examined, evaluated and corrected under the light of 

biblical truth and guidance of the Holy Spirit.  Tools from both CBT and biblical teachings can 

be used with the consent and understanding of the client.  Through the integration of 

psychotherapeutic tools and spiritual truths, brokenness can be healed and people in their midst 

of emotional sufferings and pain can be ministered.     
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