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CHAPTER TEN 

ABNORMAL PSYCHOLOGY 

 

 

 Several years ago, a young lady who was 

acquainted with my wife came to our home late at night.  

She was clearly depressed and suicidal.  She said she 

became that way every few weeks and could no longer 

cope with her periods of despondency. 

 Upon talking with her further, I found there were 

days when she felt quite normal and other days when she 

was quite busy and talkative.  My wife confirmed her 

reports of these rather extreme mood swings. 

 The young woman’s employer, a Christian, 

repeatedly told her that a Christian should not have such 

changes in mood.  Rather than suggesting psychological 

help, the employer recommended that she firmly resolve 

not to become depressed.  The young lady stated that she 

had tried her hardest to do so, but had finally concluded 

that God had no use for her and thus He would not help her.   

 Under what general category of psychological 

problems would the young lady best be described?  What 

detrimental effects did the employer’s advice have?  How 

would you have responded to her conclusion and what 

would you suggest she do? 

 

Before going further, try answering the following questions. 

 

1. The most important thing a church leader should know about abnormal psychology is:  

(A) how to specifically define psychological problems  (B) when problems are severe 

enough to refer the person  (C) why people have certain psychological problems. 

 

2. Can religion contribute to psychological problems?  Yes or No. 

 

3. Name five ways demon possession is different from psychological problems. 

 

4. A woman who is consistently impulsive, seductive and dramatic, and constantly 

craves attention is most likely to be diagnosed      . 

 

5. The perfectionist who is unable to express emotions is most likely to be diagnosed       

     . 

 

Compare your responses with those on page 83.  If you get all of the answers correct, you 

may skip to the Applications section. 
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WHAT IS ABNORMAL PSYCHOLOGY? 

 

 Abnormal psychology describes the many psychological problems individuals 

can have.  This section of general psychology tends to be much like studying an 

encyclopedia because there are so many categories of people’s problems. 

  

 Rather than consider all of the problems in this area, we will instead look at two 

issues which the church leader is likely to encounter.  Then we will explore three specific 

psychological problems that are particularly important for the Christian to understand. 

 

 Perhaps the most important thing a person should know about abnormal 

psychology is how to spot problems that are extreme enough to be considered clearly 

abnormal.  The main consideration is whether the difficulty interferes with the person 

living a fairly normal life or hinders his or her coping abilities.  If one finds a person with 

such a problem, the best thing to do is to refer the individual to a trusted counselor. 

 

6. How could you find out if a certain counselor would be likely to help someone in 

your church who needs help? 

 

 

 

 

 

Compare your response with that on page 83. 

 

DOES RELIGION CONTRIBUTE TO PSYCHOLOGICAL PROBLEMS? 

 

 There have been a number of psychologists, including Sigmund Freud, who have 

thought that religion contributes to problems people have.  As a psychology assistant in 

an institution, I found people who often spoke about God and sounded very religious 

even though they had extreme mental problems. 

 

 Gary Collins, a well-known Christian psychologist, has offered the opinion that 

faulty religion can help produce psychological problems.  The difficulty is not religion 

per se, but religion that is not adequate and biblical.  In his book, Search for Reality, 

Collins surveys many problem areas in church contexts which are partly psychological. 

 

 Perhaps people with extreme problems are more likely to be attracted to the 

church.  Even Christ stated that he had come not for the healthy but for the unhealthy.  

On the other hand, it is also possible that religious people have psychological problems 

because they have twisted Christianity or perhaps are unwilling to submit to what they 

see Christ requiring.  The Bible seems to indicate that having a little religion is worse 

than none at all. 
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7. A non-Christian comments to you that “it sure seems like a lot of Christians are 

psychologically messed up.”  How do you respond? 

 

 

 

 

 

Compare your response with that on page 84. 

 

DEMON POSSESSION AND PSYCHOLOGICAL PROBLEMS 

 

 Trying to find the difference between psychological problems and demon 

possession is a very controversial area, one which has not been extensively considered by 

either psychologists or Bible scholars.  Perhaps the best contributions to date have been 

by Gary Collins, Walter Johnson, Millard Sall, and a section of Meier, Minirth and 

Wichern’s general psychology text. 

 

 Several of the cases of demon possession in the Bible are similar to descriptions 

of multiple personality, others are more like epilepsy, and still others don’t seem to fit 

any disorder.  Another complicating fact is that, taken as a whole, demon possession is 

very rare in the Bible.  Most of the cases are mentioned during the ministry of Christ.  In 

the entire Old Testament, which covers several thousand years, only one or two cases are 

mentioned. 

 

 From the sources mentioned above, it is possible to distinguish several 

characteristics of genuine demon possession from mere psychological influences that 

seem to be demonic but actually aren’t.  These also help us distinguish psychological 

problems from possession. 

 

•••• The demon possessed have extra-human strength. 

 

•••• Demons react negatively to the name of Jesus Christ, while those with 

psychological problems usually react positively. 

 

•••• There is a change of voice when the demon speaks. 

 

•••• Demon possessed people can perform supernatural acts. 

 

•••• Demons speak logically while those with psychological problems sometimes do 

not. 

 

•••• These possessed often have a past history of occult activities such as involvement 

in séances or Satan worship. 

 

•••• Demons do not respond to therapy positively. 

 



 81 

8. A middle-aged woman comes to you and states that she is demon possessed and 

needs to have the demon cast out.  How should you respond? 

 

 

 

 

 

Compare your response to that on page 84. 

 

THE AFFECTIVE DISORDERS 

 

 It is helpful for the church leader to be familiar with all of the psychological 

disorders but especially the affective (mood) disorders.  People with these sorts of 

problems are quite common in the church. 

 

 Perhaps the most common affective disorder seen is depression in which the 

person withdraws, is sad, and sometimes becomes suicidal.  It is quite possible that there 

is a physical basis for this difficulty which can be helped by prescription medicine. 

 

 Another kind of affective disorder is the manic-depressive disorder.  People with 

this problem have periods of depression which alternate with a normal mood.  In 

addition, the person has experienced at least one “manic” episode in which he or she is 

very active, talks and moves quickly, is impulsive, and changes topics quickly.  Another 

affective disorder is called the cyclothymic disorder which has less extreme swings of 

emotion than the manic-depressive disorder. 

 

9. Sidney, a middle-aged man, has not left his house in a week.  He spends a great deal 

of his time crying, while his wife continues to work and keep the house going.  What 

is the likely diagnosis? 

 

 

 

Compare your response with that on page 84. 

 

THE COMPULSIVE DISORDER 

 

 The person with a compulsive personality disorder tends to be a perfectionist and 

unable to express warmth.  He or she is usually devoted to occupational duties and 

unaware of the effects of his or her behavior upon others. 

 

 Many people have some of the traits of the compulsive disorder without having 

all of the indications, thus we would say they have compulsive tendencies.  This becomes 

a detriment to having a good family and social life.  Children and the spouse may be 

neglected so that other activities (usually job-related) can be accomplished.  Often the 

person with compulsive traits attempts to hide a deep sense of inferiority by excelling in 

his or her occupation. 
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10. Jim is a workaholic, spending 12 to 14 hours a day at his job.  What is the likely 

diagnosis? 

 

 

 

Compare your response with that on page 84. 

 

THE HISTRIONIC DISORDER 

 

 The histrionic is almost always female and tends to be impulsive, seductive and 

dramatic.  While they may act suicidal at times, this is actually just a means of obtaining 

attention from the observer. 

 

 Histrionics are noted for their exaggeration of emotions, their craving for 

excitement, and for throwing tantrums.  They tend to be shallow, inconsiderate, vain, and 

manipulative.  Some histrionics attempt to prove that all men are bad by seducing males 

who hold prominent positions in society. 

 

11. A retarded individual I once knew enjoyed putting on excessive makeup and lipstick, 

even though other retarded people she lived with made fun of her for it.  Occasionally 

she would tie a rope around her neck and, holding the free end of the rope in the air, 

she would proclaim she was hanging herself!  What would be the probable diagnosis? 

 

 

 

Compare your response with that on page 84. 

 

APPLICATIONS 

 

1. Since some histrionics want to make men look bad, the pastor is a likely target.  It is 

not always necessary that the histrionic actually seduce the church leader but only 

that a report of such is plausible.  Some people are quick to believe the worst about a 

Christian leader, so caution must be exercised.  What precautions might a male 

church leader take to avoid such problems? 

 

 

 

 

 

Compare your response with that on page 84. 

 

2. A tent revival was once held in which participants were told to come forward to be 

released of their demons.  Many came forward as a response to an extremely 

emotional sermon.  Many of those who responded jerked, screamed, and eventually 

fell down in exhaustion.  Do you believe they were necessarily exorcized?  Why? 
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Compare your response with that on page 84. 

 

3. David spends many hours away from his family working hard at the church.  When 

asked why he doesn’t go home more often, he replies that God’s work comes first.  

What problem does this best describe? 

 

 

 

Compare your response with that on page 84. 

 

4. A young person comes to you and asks why so many Christians seem to have 

psychological problems.  How do you respond? 

 

 

 

 

 

Compare your response with that on page 85. 

 

5. Reread the opening illustration.  What diagnosis is most likely?  What would you 

suggest to her? 

 

 

 

 

 

Compare your response with that on page 85. 

 

FEEDBACK 

 

1. B 

 

2. Yes 

 

3. Any five:  unusual strength, negative reaction to “Jesus Christ,” change of voice, 

supernatural acts, logical speech, history of occult, no response in therapy. 

 

4. Histrionic 

 

5. Compulsive 

 

6. You need to become acquainted with psychologists and counselors in the community 

you minister in.  Their viewpoints regarding psychology and Christianity will help 

you know whether to refer people to them.  You should also explore what areas they 

specialize in—what kinds of problems they are best equipped to deal with. 
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7. Probably the best response is to admit that some are, but certainly not all Christians 

have severe problems.  You might explain that God has tremendous resources, but not 

all Christians take advantage of those resources.  Also, not all people who say they 

are Christians actually are. 

 

8. You should examine the seven characteristics for evidence of possession.  It is 

important to realize that just because a person states she is demon possessed proves 

nothing.  This is common with schizophrenics, obsessive compulsives, and probably 

those with other disorders.  It is also important to distinguish between oppression by 

Satan, which can happen to Christians, and actual demon possession which I believe 

cannot occur to Christians (see II Corinthians 6:14). 

 

9. Probably depression.  However, if he is grieving over the recent death of a loved one, 

he probably would not be given this diagnosis.  Also, if he has had a manic state 

sometime in his life, he would probably be considered a manic depressive or 

cyclothymic. 

 

10. Be careful here!  There is no evidence that he should receive any diagnosis—one can 

have compulsive traits without being diagnosed with a compulsive disorder.  Yet 

there are signs of such traits in this situation. 

 

11. Certainly the diagnosis would be retardation, but a second diagnosis of histrionic 

personality was given.  Not all histrionics would be this extreme since most are not 

retarded.  Yet they might be. 

 

FEEDBACK APPLICATIONS 

 

1. Perhaps the best precaution is to counsel women only with another woman present, 

such as one’s wife, or to have women counsel women.  Perhaps I am overreacting at 

this point, but I have heard of ministries being ruined due to alleged sexual 

involvements when the real problem was probably an imaginative histrionic.  

Precautions are also good insurance against the temptation to actually become 

physically involved. 

 

2. Again, it is important to compare the participant’s actions with the seven 

characteristics mentioned previously.  It is possible that they were subtly influenced 

to act that way (one of the appendices of this book details how this can happen).  

Certainly the actions contrast markedly with biblical accounts such as Mark 5:1-5. 

 

3. Again be careful—he probably would not be given a diagnosis, but he appears to 

have compulsive traits. 

 

In their general psychology text, Meier, Minirth and Wichern have targeted the 

compulsive disorder as important for Christian leaders to be familiar with, not so 

much because they are likely to see the disorder in common church situations but 

because Christian leaders often have some of the traits of the disorder. 
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Compulsive traits are quite common among pastors, missionaries, Christian 

educators, and other Christians.  In fact, some compulsive traits may work to the 

benefit of leaders since they may result in the person working hard both in school and 

in the ministry.  Considering the biblical references that state a church leader must 

have obedient children and provide for his or her family, we must conclude that the 

family must take priority over vocation, even a religious vocation. 

 

4. As mentioned earlier, you might state that it is faulty religion that can produce 

problems and that people with problems are more likely to be attracted to the church 

because they realize they need help.  It would be better to consider how true religion 

has improved those who hold to it faithfully. 

 

5. She suffered from either a manic-depressive or cyclothymic disorder.  She was 

referred to a psychiatrist for medication which helped her significantly. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

COUNSELING AND THERAPY 

 

 

 While in college I joined a small group of about ten 

people, most of whom were psychology and sociology 

majors. All in the group were Christians.  

 Meeting once a week in a professor’s apartment, we 

all looked forward to those gatherings because we could be 

totally open with one another. I recall times when some 

would have special insight into themselves which would be 

accompanied by crying and warm expressions of affection. 

In many ways the group was similar to the early church, I 

think.  

 One member of the group, however, was a 

participant in an encounter group at a nearby university. 

She recounted a number of experiences where there were 

extreme verbal abuse including insults and obscenities. 

From her account, the purpose of the group seemed to be to 

tear down one another, which supposedly would be 

followed by the development of a more realistic self. 

Apparently the group she described caused more emotional 

problems than it solved.  

 If you were given the opportunity of being in a 

group like the one I was in, would you join? Do you 

believe small groups should be used in your church 

ministry?  

 

Before going further, try answering the following questions.  

 

1. Free association and insight are used in what form of counseling? 

 

 

2. Relaxation exercises and contingencies play an important part of what kind of 

counseling? Irrational thoughts are central to what style of counseling? 

 

 

3. Reflection and unconditional positive regard constitute an important framework for 

what theory of counseling? 

 

 

4. Counseling for most pastors is (A) an option  (B) a necessity  (C) not needed 

 

 

Compare your responses with those on page 91. If all of the answers are correct, you may 

go to the Applications section.  
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THE NEED FOR CHRISTIAN COUNSELORS 

 

 There is a greater need for Christian counselors today than perhaps ever before. 

As was mentioned in the first chapter of this book, graduate schools in psychology are 

available which teach from a Christian perspective. In addition, many seminaries have 

graduate programs in pastoral counseling.  

 

 One very fine book, General Psychology for Christian Counselors by Ronald 

Koteskey, takes many of the concepts from general psychology and applies them to 

Christian counseling. Since Koteskey has done such a fine job, we have not attempted to 

make applications to this important area of ministry in the book you are now reading.  

 

 A case could be made that all church leaders are involved in counseling when 

they contact people and try to meet their needs. One of the things that surprises new 

pastors is that so much time is spent on a personal basis with people who want the 

leader’s advice and help. I generally advise prospective pastors to take at least one class 

in counseling and preferably other classes in psychology and counseling regardless of the 

ministry they plan to enter.  

 

5. Counseling, in the broadest sense of the term, is seen as a __________ ministry of the 

church.  (A) major  (B) minor  (C) almost non-existent 

 

Compare your response with that on page 91.  

 

PSYCHOANALYSIS 
 

 Freud’s concepts have been widely used in counseling for many years. Freud 

believed that unconscious conflicts and thoughts the person is not immediately aware of, 

play a large part in determining a person’s behavior. Freud investigated several methods 

of analyzing the unconscious, including dream analysis and hypnosis. Perhaps the 

approach that has had the most effect on counselors is what Freud called free association 

in which the client rests quietly and talks about whatever comes to mind. Meanwhile the 

counselor attempts to find the connections that the unconscious mind makes between the 

different topics that come up.  

 

 Freud believed that defense mechanisms are attempts to disguise the unconscious 

conflicts (see chapter 9). The solution to defense mechanisms, said Freud, is for the 

person to realize they exist and attempt to explore the conflicts that underlie the problem. 

Insight from defense mechanisms and the reasons for them is a key to restoring mental 

health, Freud believed.  

 

6. The behaviorist is most interested in studying a person’s behavior, while cognitive 

psychologists are primarily interested in the person’s conscious thinking. How would 

Freud view these?  
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Compare your response with that on page 91.  

 

BEHAVIORISM 

 

 The behaviorist, in contrast with Freud, emphasizes the role of the actual 

behavior of the person.   Outward  influences  upon  behavior  should be the emphasis in   

counseling. These influences are called contingencies and include such things as 

rewards, punishments, and other conditioned 

stimuli. Suggestions for practical use of the first 

two of these contingencies have been previously 

suggested in chapter four of this book (also see 

appendices).  

  

Relaxation skills are also suggested for 

helping people to overcome unrealistic fears and 

anxiety. First the person must learn how to relax the 

muscles. Then he or she is exposed to the feared 

object either in its totality or in small steps (the 

latter is called desensitization). By combining the 

feared object with relaxation, the person eventually 

begins to lose fear of the object. This procedure is 

helpful for overcoming a common problem among 

students called “test anxiety” (see appendix two).  

 

 

 

  

 

7. How would the behaviorist respond to the Freudian view of the person? How would 

the behaviorist feel about cognitive psychologists who focus on the conscious 

thinking of the person?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Compare your response with that on page 91.  

 

THE CLIENT CENTERED APPROACH 
 

 Carl Rogers has pioneered a theory of counseling that is widely used in today’s 

world. Sometimes called humanistic counseling, it should not be confused with the 

philosophy of humanism which most Christians are opposed to.  
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 The client centered approach emphasizes unconditional positive regard in which 

people are totally accepted as they are. The counselor uses reflection in trying to help the 

client. Reflection is when the counselor restates what a client says, paraphrasing his or 

her words, so both can be sure they understand one another. Sometimes the counselor 

will also try to clarify what the client has tried to say through the use of summary 

statements.  

 

 The client centered form of counseling assumes that within each person is the 

potential to become all he or she should be. Given the opportunity and support, each 

person can find the solutions to his or her problems.  

 

8. How is client-centered counseling similar to Christianity? How is it different? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Compare your response with that on page 91.  

 

COGNITIVE COUNSELING 
 

 Albert Ellis has stated that people often have irrational thoughts which result in 

certain kinds of psychological problems. These thoughts are statements we make to 

ourselves which produce self-condemnation.  

  

Some examples of these irrational thoughts include: 

 

•••• I must be loved by everyone. 

•••• I must be absolutely competent. 

•••• I have no control over things. 

•••• There is always a perfect solution. 

•••• It is a catastrophe if things don’t go the way I want them.  

•••• It is easier to avoid problems than to face them. 

  

 Ellis believes that a counselor should identify the irrational self-statements that 

the person has and then attack those ideas. Eventually the person is able to substitute 

more reasonable self-statements and the person’s behavior will change accordingly.  

 

9. Ellis might suggest that the real problem with the procrastinator is not just the 

behavior but instead the basic problem is     . 

 

 

 

 

Compare your response with that on page 92.  
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APPLICATIONS 

 

1. Many churches have certain meetings or small groups where individuals can give a 

testimony about their faith.  How might some of the concepts of client centered 

therapy be used in that context? 

 

 

 

 

 

Compare your response with that on page 92. 

 

2. Freudian psychology states that insight is the best solution to the conflicts in the 

unconscious.  How might the Christian add to this Freudian idea? 

 

 

 

 

 

Compare your response with that on page 92. 

 

3. When a pastor talks with a person about spiritual matters, what behavioral concepts 

might be used to help in steering the conversation? 

 

 

 

 

 

Compare your response with that on page 92. 

 

4. How might a Sunday school teacher make use of some of the ideas under cognitive 

counseling in a Sunday school lesson? 

 

 

 

 

 

Compare your response with that on page 92. 

 

5. How might a pastor use the cognitive counseling ideas in spiritual counseling? 

 

 

 

 

 

Compare your response with that on page 92. 
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6. Reread the opening illustration of this chapter.  What kind of counseling theory was 

prominent in the description of the group?  How could such a small group be used in 

your church? 

 

 

 

 

 

Compare your response with that on page 92. 

 

 

FEEDBACK 

 

1. Psychoanalysis 

 

2. Behaviorism.    Cognitive counseling. 

 

3. Client-centered counseling 

 

4. B 

 

5. Major.  Hospital and home visitation, spiritual and other devise, comforting the 

bereaved, and many other tasks of the pastor are actually counseling in the broadest 

sense of the term. 

 

6. Freud was relatively uninterested in these.  He would state that behavior is largely the 

product of the unconscious mind, thus to find causes of behavior the unconscious 

mind should be the primary object of study.  The conscious mind is less significant to 

behavior than the overwhelming influence of the unconsciousness, Freud believed. 

 

7. Behaviorists generally feel that Freud’s concern with the unconscious mind was not 

very helpful.  Why spend so much time with something that cannot be seen or studied 

systematically, they would ask.  A person can see outward behavior, thus is it more 

important than thinking.  Some radical behaviorists state that there is no unconscious 

mind and that thinking is only internalized behavior. 

 

8. The emphasis upon acceptance is very much in line with Christianity.  Christ spoke to 

the woman at the well and other sinners with acceptance and love.  The use of 

reflection is less explicit in traditional Christianity, but not contradictory to it.  The 

idea that people can help themselves is quite different from the basic thrust of the 

Bible, since people are insufficient in themselves and the human race has fallen into 

sin.  However, to emphasize the fall and overlook the image of God in people is to 

make a serious mistake.  While mankind is grievously distorted by sin, we must not 

overlook the tremendous worth of the individual. 
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9. The real problem, says Ellis, is irrational self-talk.  From the examples given, the 

procrastinator probably uses “It is easier to avoid problems than to face them.” 

 

FEEDBACK ON APPLICATIONS 

 

1. Unconditional positive regard is helpful emphasis that encourages others to speak up. 

Reflection can profitably be used in church services, particularly during testimonies. 

The pastor can reflect feelings and clarify the theology implicit in what has been 

shared in a manner that will encourage others to share of themselves. Reflection is a 

good technique for helping us listen to one another and can be practiced in church, 

Sunday school, and in personal evangelism. The board member who reflects and 

clarifies the thinking of others may be able to defuse potentially explosive situations, 

and the moments taken to restate positions can give people time to think before 

reacting. 

 

2. Insight is a good first step, because we must realize problems before we can solve 

them. Yet it is only the beginning to a satisfactory solution. 

 

 In contrast, Christianity provides the only sufficient solution to anxiety and defense 

mechanisms, through the power of Christ. Christian theology gives us a more 

satisfactory description of the source of the self-deception implicit in defense 

mechanisms (the fall), but our theology also gives us the answer to self-deception. 

Self examination for hidden motives, confession of sin found, and apology or 

restitution are all found in the Bible, actions which bring emotional healing and 

spiritual growth. 

 

3. The pastor may move the conversation in certain directions by giving attention and 

perhaps even praise for certain statements or topics. Meanwhile he can be silent or 

change the topic when the other person becomes irrelevant. These kinds of influences 

are present whether we realize them or not, they do not disappear just because we 

choose to ignore them. 

 

4. A Sunday school lesson might be developed in which the irrational self-statements 

are discussed and refuted from both the Bible and everyday experience. This might 

even be expanded into a series of lessons. 

 

5. The pastor should listen for statements that seem to imply irrational self-talk. Pointing 

out the self-statement implied and saying “that isn’t realistic, is it?” may help the 

other person realize the problem. Confrontation and extensive analysis in this area, 

however, is best handled by those with specialized training, such as pastoral 

counselors or psychologists. 

 

6. The emphasis upon insight might sound Freudian, but actually the group was based 

upon the client centered approach.   
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Ideas from any of the four theories could be mixed and used in the small group 

setting, although the content of the group should be predominantly spiritual since it is 

in the church context. It might also be possible to use the self-change plan in the 

appendix of this book within the group setting to change undesirable habits such as 

giving up smoking. 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 

SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY 

 

 

 Reverend Smith believes the best way to convince 

someone to become a Christian is to use strong hell-fire 

sermons to scare them. “People are just too complacent 

today, they need something to get them upset and worried 

about their spiritual condition. Preaching about hell has 

been very effective for me; I’ve gotten several people from 

my church to come forward that way.” 

 Is preaching about hell the best way to convince 

people to become Christians? Are there other ways of 

persuading people? 

 

Before going further, try answering the following questions. 

 

1. The best known studies of conformity in social psychology were conducted by             

     . 

 

2. The inner tension between two different opinions, attitudes, or behavior and attitude, 

is called      . 

 

3. Inoculation involves (A) presentation of desirable view (B) presentation of an 

undesirable view (C) both of these. 

 

4. Giving only one side of an issue rather than giving both sides will ________ be more 

effective in convincing people.  (A) always  (B) sometimes  (C) never 

 

Compare your responses with those on page 98.  If all of the answers are correct you may 

skip to the Applications section. 

 

CONFORMITY 

 

  Social Psychology is concerned with social influences upon the individual 

person. Because it emphasizes the individual, it qualifies as psychology, yet because of 

the emphasis upon the social situation it has much in common with sociology. Thus the 

general area where sociology and psychology overlap is called social psychology. 

 

  Solomon Asch conducted experiments in which a person entered a room with 

nine other subjects, where everyone was instructed to compare three lines drawn on a 

card with a line drawn on another card. Each person was asked which of the three lines 

was the same length as the line on the second card. 

 

  While one of the three lines was clearly the same length as the line on the second 

card, all of the first nine people in the group gave the wrong answer (they had been 



 95 

previously told to do so, without the tenth person’s knowledge). Would the tenth person 

agree with the nine others, or give the answer that was clearly the correct one? About 

one-third of the people who occupied this tenth seat conformed to the other nine, and if 

the task was given seven times, 80% conformed at least once. With additional 

experiments it was found that if the decision of the tenth subject was anonymous, of it at 

least one other person of the nine gave the right answer, there was far less conformity by 

the tenth person. 

 

5. Suppose you are on a class trip with some of your friends and know of two different 

restaurants at which you could stop. You are anxious to be sure everyone will vote for 

the place they really want to stop at, not just go along with what they think the rest 

want. How can you be sure they will give their real opinions? 

 

 

 

 

 

Compare your response with that on page 99. 

 

COGNITIVE DISSONANCE 

 

 Leon Festinger developed the concept of dissonance, which refers to an inner 

tension resulting from attempting to hold two contrasting opinions or attitudes at the 

same time, or from having an attitude that is not consistent with a behavior. When 

dissonance occurs, the individual tries to relieve that tension by either: 

 

•••• changing thoughts, 

•••• changing actions, or  

•••• adding new ideas to their thinking,  

 

any of which will tend to nullify the original conflict. 

   

 Consider the young woman who needs to decide which of two men she wants to 

marry. If both men have an equal number of good qualities and an equal number of 

negative qualities, dissonance will be very high. This is because two contradictory 

opinions are held at the same time – wanting to marry both. As a result she will try to get 

more information (add more evidence, either pro or con) about the two men so that one or 

the other of the men will be clearly preferable, thus relieving dissonance. Or possibly she 

might forget both of them and go looking for a third person to marry, which would be a 

change of behavior. 

 

6. You have decided you want to buy a new car. Two different models appear to be 

equally desirable to you. How might you relieve the resulting dissonance? 
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Compare your response with that on page 99. 

 

INOCULATION 

 

The inoculation effect refers to giving an undesirable idea a weakened 

presentation followed by strong refutation. This has been found to influence opinions 

significantly. Indeed there is evidence that a great deal of education is conducted using 

this method. For example, rarely would you find a teacher of literature who would give 

you a strong case for not studying literature! 

 

7. If you wish your children not to use alcoholic beverages, how could inoculation be 

used to convince them? 

 

 

 

 

 

Compare your response with that on page 99. 

 

ATTITUDE CHANGE 

 

Social psychology is concerned about persuasion and change of attitudes, as we 

have seen already. An excellent book on this subject from a Christian perspective is Em 

Griffin’s The Mind Changers. Griffin states that an attitude is made up of 

 

•••• thinking,  

•••• feeling, and  

•••• behavior.  

 

If one has only thinking, an opinion exists, not an attitude. While thinking and feeling 

may make up an attitude, usually the third factor, behavior, is also required. 

 

 The credibility of the person attempting to change attitudes is an important factor 

in whether he or she will succeed. The perceived intentions of the communicator are 

especially important. If intentions are seen as positive, influence will tend to be higher 

than if intentions are not seen as being positive. 

 

 Some have debated whether one sided or two sided presentations are most 

effective. As we have seen, inoculation requires a two sided presentation. Would it be 

even better to not present the opposite side? The research suggests that the two sided 

approach is usually more effective in convincing people, with three exceptions. The one 

sided approach is more effective if the audience is unintelligent, authoritarian, or already 

agrees with your position. Generally, however, the two-sided approach works better 

because the presenter sounds more objective. 
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 Some people believe that fear is a good way to convince others. To some extent 

this seems to be the case in research. Fear, however, only seems to be effective if the 

feared consequences are perceived as realistic by the listeners, there is enough fear to 

make them concerned, and the fear is not so intense that listeners avoid the issue. 

 

8. You may have noticed that some advertisers on television have begun to say 

something like “This may not be for everyone, but is sure works for me.” Arthur 

Godgrey advertised products by saying they weren’t perfect but they were the best 

you could buy. Is this approach more or less likely to convince people than standard 

approaches to advertising? Why? 

 

 

 

 

 

Compare your response with that on page 99. 

 

APPLICATIONS 
 

1. Many evangelists ask people to indicate their desire to become Christians by raising 

their hands during the invitational. From your knowledge of social psychology, is this 

a desirable method? Why or why not? 

 

 

 

 

 

Compare your response with that on page 99. 

 

2. Frank is firmly convinced that he is a Christian, yet he gives little evidence of living a 

Christian life. In addition he is unable to recall a point in time when he made a 

decision to become a Christian. Using cognitive dissonance theory, explain how he 

might have come to this conclusion. 

 

 

 

 

 

Compare your response with that on page 99. 

 

3. How might cognitive dissonance theory be used to influence an atheist to become a 

Christian? 
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Compare your response with that on page 99. 

 

4. At a conference I once attended, Francis Schaeffer encouraged Christians to teach 

their adolescents philosophy early in life. As a result, they would be prepared later 

when they meet secular viewpoints. What concept in social psychology does this 

sound like? 

 

 

 

 

 

Compare your response with that on page 99. 

 

5. How might the two sided approach be combined with the inoculation effect in 

evangelism? 

 

 

 

 

 

Compare your response with that on page 99. 

 

6. A well-known TV preacher was found to have purchased several expensive cars and a 

mansion. At the same time, he was begging people to send money in because his 

work was nearly bankrupt. Using ideas we have discussed in this chapter, why would 

he tend to be less influential as a result? 

 

 

 

 

 

Compare your response with that on page 99. 

 

7. Consider the opening illustration of this chapter. Using the content of this chapter, 

what is the probable effect of Rev. Smith’s approach? Why? 

 

 

 

 

 

Compare your response with that on page 99. 

 

FEEDBACK 

 

1. Solomon Asch 
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2. Dissonance 

 

3. C 

 

4. B 

 

5. Probably the best approach is to let them vote anonymously, such as writing their 

preferences on sheets of paper. 

 

6. You might check your consumer bulletins for past records about each model. You 

might talk to friends who have one of the models or you could get literature about 

each. 

 

 After the decision is made, you will try to prevent further dissonance by avoiding 

literature on the other car. Perhaps you would also avoid any sources of information 

that might give negative information about the care you decided on. Auto dealers 

report that more literature is picked up by those who just bought a car than 

prospective buyers! 

 

7. You might first want to make a weakened case for drinking (such as it is enjoyable – 

at least for a while). You could then make a strong case against it (you may become 

an alcoholic, it is expensive, it dulls the senses, tastes bad, etc.). As a result, the child 

is less likely to drink and more likely to resist those who promote it. This, of course, 

assumes the arguments against it are genuine and the case for drinking is not so weak 

that there is no real case at all (a “straw man”). 

 

8.  All things being equal, it is more likely to sell products because it is a bit like the 

inoculation effect. It would seem to be most effective with an intelligent audience 

(perhaps that is why so few TV advertisers use it!). Credibility of the speaker may 

also be enhanced in this manner. 

 

FEEDBACK ON APPLICATIONS 

 

1. If the desire of the evangelist is to avoid sheer conformity and have genuine 

indications of personal desire, probably the raising of hands publicly would not be the 

best. The Asch experiments indicate that people conform less if responses are 

anonymous; thus raising hands with everyone closing their eyes would be appropriate. 

 

2. He has possibly convinced himself he is a Christian by saying he is one (behavior). 

He probably has added new ideas to any doubts he might have about his salvation, so 

dissonance will be minimized. For example, he might agree with the pastor’s 

statement that a person needs salvation, yet not see how it affects him. 

 

3. This is a tall order! Probably the best approach would be to create small amounts of 

dissonance, since change of opinion is more likely (the person tends to reject 

viewpoints markedly different from his or her own). 
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 For example, when the atheist states the church has problems, you could agree. When 

the atheist states the church has a lot of hypocrites, again you could agree. You might 

then inject “they sure don’t live up to the Bible’s standards, do they?”, thus affirming 

the value of standards. Agreeing as much as possible, without compromising the 

message, can help influence others. Gradually introducing ideas that require small 

amounts of opinion change can be effective (I convinced a very racist person of the 

error of his ways in this manner but it took about two hours!). 

 

4. While you could make a case for cognitive dissonance, I suspect this would be most 

like inoculation. Early presentations of philosophy would probably not be a rigorous 

study of the field, and teaching adolescents to reject anti-Christian philosophy would 

probably take the form of strong refutation. 

 

5. You could make a weakened case for not becoming a Christian (such as having a lot 

of shallow excitement), followed by a strong case for becoming a Christian (real 

meaning in life, joy, eternal life, etc.). A social psychology teacher I once had told me 

it was not until he heard an evangelist give a two sided approach that he responded 

for salvation. 

 

6. Clearly the issue is credibility, and one aspect of credibility we mentioned is the 

perceived intentions of the communicator. I suspect most of the listeners would 

perceive the TV preacher as wanting to line his pockets with money, (whether it was 

true or not) and thus his appeals for money would be less effective due to less attitude 

change. 

 

7. The hell sermons probably will not be effective unless the audience sees hell as a 

realistic fear. Even then, vivid sermons on eternal judgment will probably cause most 

non-Christians to avoid the church, thus they will not have an opportunity to hear the 

message of salvation. A positive approach would probably be more effective. One 

might note that nearly all references by Christ to the subject of judgment were in the 

context of speaking to religious leaders and his disciples; fear was not used when 

attempting to evangelize. 

 


