
Deep Breathing Exercises: Finding Peace and Calm

through Body and Spirit

Introduction

Anxiety is a common human experience that can strike anyone – even faithful Christians striving for a joyful

life in Christ. It manifests in racing hearts, rapid breathing, and spiraling worry that  “robs us of joy and

energy” . The Bible reassures us that God cares deeply about our anxious thoughts: “Cast all your anxiety

on Him because He cares for you” (1 Peter 5:7 NIV). Yet overcoming anxiety often requires a holistic approach

addressing body, mind, and spirit together. In recent years, deep breathing exercises have emerged as a

simple but powerful tool to help relieve anxiety’s physical grip while complementing our faith and modern

medicine.  As  a  Christian  theologian  familiar  with  neuroscience  and  therapy,  I  will  explore  how  deep

breathing works biologically, why it’s biblically sound, and how it can be combined with prayer, scripture,

and even medical treatment to restore peace. By the end, you’ll understand practical breathing techniques –

from “belly breathing” to breath prayers – that can calm your nervous system, renew your mind, and draw

you closer to the “peace of God, which transcends all understanding” (Philippians 4:6–7 NIV).

Understanding Anxiety in Body and Spirit

Anxiety isn’t merely a lack of faith – it’s a whole-person experience involving our physiology, thoughts, and

spiritual life. When we face a threat or even everyday stress, our God-designed biology triggers a “fight or

flight” response:  the  heart  races,  breathing  shallows,  muscles  tense .  This  is  driven  by  the

sympathetic  nervous  system,  preparing  us  to  react  to  danger.  However,  many  of  us  experience  this

response inappropriately in modern life – during exams, work pressures, or health worries – leaving us in a

constant state of tension. Prolonged anxiety can lead to physical symptoms (chest pain, dizziness, nausea)

and emotional  distress,  as listed by mental  health experts .  Importantly,  feeling anxiety is  not a

moral  failing;  even  biblical  figures  like  David  and  Elijah  experienced  fear  and  despair.  God’s  Word

acknowledges our anxiety and invites us to respond in trust: “Do not be anxious about anything, but in every

situation, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God” (Philippians 4:6). This verse

doesn’t deny the reality of anxiety – instead, it offers a path to  exchange anxiety for God’s peace through

prayer. 

From a spiritual perspective, anxiety can be seen as an opportunity to draw nearer to God’s care. Yet we

must also recognize the God-given mechanisms in our bodies that can help settle anxiety. Deep breathing

is one such mechanism. The very breath in our lungs is a gift from our Creator – Scripture tells us, “the Lord

God formed man…and breathed into  his  nostrils  the  breath of  life” (Genesis  2:7).  Every  breath we take is

evidence of His sustaining power. It’s no surprise, then, that regulating our breathing can have a profound

effect on our mental state. In fact, “breath” and “spirit” are closely linked in the Bible (the Hebrew ruach and

Greek  pneuma mean both breath and Spirit).  As we’ll  see,  slowing our breath can physically  signal  our

bodies to relax,  creating a space where the Holy Spirit  can speak peace to our hearts.  Deep breathing

exercises thus become a practical way to  “be still,  and know that [He] is God” (Psalm 46:10) even in life’s

storms. 
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The Science of Deep Breathing and the Nervous System

If you’ve ever been told to “take a deep breath” when you’re stressed, know that this advice “isn’t merely a

platitude – it’s backed by science.” Research shows that conscious deep breathing produces immediate and

long-term benefits: reduced anxiety, improved mood, better focus, and even improved sleep quality . How is

this possible? The key lies in how breathing interacts with our nervous system. 

When we deliberately slow and deepen our breathing, we activate the body’s parasympathetic nervous

system – nicknamed the “rest and digest” system, which counteracts fight-or-flight.  Deep  diaphragmatic

breathing (sometimes called “belly breathing”) engages the vagus nerve, a major nerve running from the

brainstem down into the chest  and abdomen .  The vagus nerve plays  a  crucial  role  in  calming our

physiology. When stimulated through slow, deep breaths,  it  “sends calming signals throughout the body,”

helping to regulate heart rate and blood pressure . In other words, by changing our breathing pattern, we

can directly influence our heart and mind. One pulmonologist explains that “breathing slower and consciously

can ease symptoms of stress, anxiety, and depression” – the longer and slower your breaths,  “the more you

activate the calming effects” of the vagus nerve and parasympathetic system . This is why after a few deep

breaths, you may feel your racing heart begin to steady and your tense muscles loosen. Physically, carbon

dioxide levels also slightly rise when breathing slows, which actually helps dilate blood vessels and ensure

oxygen gets to your brain and heart  – countering the lightheadedness of panic. 

Neuroscience is now shedding light on why deep breathing works so well. A groundbreaking 2024 study at

the Salk Institute identified a  specific  circuit  in  the brain  that  links  conscious breathing to  emotional

regulation. Researchers found a pathway from the frontal cortex (the thinking part of the brain) to the

brainstem breathing center that can override panicked breathing . When this pathway was activated

in experiments, animals breathed more slowly and exhibited calmer behavior, even in stressful situations .

Essentially, taking control of the breath engaged higher brain centers to turn down the anxiety dial in the

lower brain. This validates our intuitive experience that slow breathing helps us “self-soothe” . Similarly,

back  in  2017,  Stanford  scientists  discovered  a  tiny  cluster  of  neurons  in  the  brainstem  that  connects

breathing rhythms with the brain’s arousal and alertness systems . They concluded that this neural link

“explains how slow, controlled breathing can...induce a state of calm” . Science is thus catching up with what

God’s design has always implied: mindful breathing is a God-given lever we can pull to manage our fear

response.

Crucially, research also shows measurable health improvements from regular deep breathing practice. One

randomized study found that  after  8 weeks of  daily  diaphragmatic  breathing training,  participants had

significantly  lower levels of cortisol,  the body’s primary stress hormone . They also showed decreased

negative emotions and improved attention compared to a control group . Another review noted that

breathing exercises can lower heart rate and blood pressure in patients, and even improve blood sugar

regulation  and  pain  tolerance .  In  short,  controlled  breathing  triggers  a  cascade  of  positive

physiological  effects:  activating  your  vagus  nerve,  slowing  your  pulse,  reducing  stress  hormones,  and

releasing tension. No wonder the American Heart Association now recognizes that “if you take a slow, deep

breath to calm down, that’s actually working physiologically” by shifting the nervous system toward relaxation

. It’s “not just mental” – it’s a whole-body technique ordained by our Creator’s intricate design. 
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Biblical Insights on Breath and Stillness

Beyond biology, deep breathing carries rich symbolism and support in Scripture. The very act of breathing

is tied to our relationship with God: His Spirit is our life-breath. In moments of anxiety, when our breathing

becomes rapid and shallow, we can remember that God’s breath is as close as our lungs. The Psalmist

writes, “Let everything that has breath praise the Lord” (Psalm 150:6). Even our breath can be an act of worship

and trust. When panic threatens, intentionally slowing your breathing can be a physical way to “be still and

know that I am God” (Psalm 46:10 NIV). In fact, an ancient Christian practice known as breath prayer uses

the rhythm of inhale and exhale to pray short scriptures. For example, you might inhale and silently say, “Be

still and know,” then exhale and say,  “that I am God.” By aligning our breath with God’s Word, we obey His

command to be still in both body and soul. As one Christian counselor explains,  “Breath prayers combine

deep breathing with prayers of meditation on God’s Word to help calm your body while focusing your mind on

truth.”  The slow breathing calms the physical symptoms of anxiety, while the act of prayer recenters our

thoughts on Christ’s presence and love . This union of body and spirit in breath prayer beautifully

reflects Jesus’ teaching that we should love God with “all your heart, soul, strength, and mind” (Luke 10:27) –

our whole being. 

It’s important to note that Christian deep-breathing practices differ from Eastern meditation techniques

that aim to “empty the mind.” In biblical meditation, we seek to fill our minds with God’s promises. We are

not tapping into an impersonal inner force or simply  “looking within” for healing . Rather, as we slow

down our breathing and still our body, we place ourselves humbly before the Lord, acknowledging “God is

our refuge” (Psalm 46:1). “In breath prayers we practice the spiritual discipline of being still in order to draw close

to God. We slow our breathing because it literally calms our physical body, and we focus on God’s Word because it

reorients our mind to Christ,” as one author puts it . By quieting our physical anxiety, we become more

attentive to the Holy Spirit, who is often compared to wind or breath in Scripture (John 20:22, Acts 2:2). 

The Bible contains many affirmations that God wants us to live in peace, not chronic fear.  “God has not

given us a spirit of fear, but of power and of love and of a sound mind,” says 2 Timothy 1:7. Jesus frequently

greeted fearful disciples with “Peace be with you,” and in John 14:27 He promised, “Peace I leave with you; my

peace I give you…Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid.” Taking time to breathe deeply and

pray can be a tangible way to receive Christ’s gift of peace into our bodies. It helps us “reset” both physically

and spiritually. One Christian psychologist described prayer as  “a spiritual breath: inhaling God’s grace and

exhaling our fears.”  What a perfect picture of what happens in breath-focused prayer – as we inhale, we

invite God’s presence (grace, peace, truth), and as we exhale, we surrender our worries to Him. Indeed,

“prayer is a bridge from our heart to His” , just as breathing is the bridge between our body and brain .

By coupling the two, we bridge body, mind, and spirit  in a powerful way . This integrated approach

reflects how God made us and meets us: as whole persons. He cares about our physical well-being just as

much as our soul (1 Thessalonians 5:23), so using a bodily practice like breathing to experience His peace is

thoroughly biblical. 

Embracing Modern Medicine and Holistic Healing

While spiritual practices are vital, Christians should also feel confident in utilizing  modern medicine and

therapy in the battle against anxiety. There is sometimes a misconception that taking medication or seeing

a counselor implies a lack of faith. On the contrary, these can be viewed as instruments of God’s common

grace. As an example, a pastor who struggled with severe anxiety shared that going on medication felt like

“stepping into an air-conditioned room after sweltering heat” – it brought his physical symptoms down to a
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manageable level so he could engage more with God and others . The Biblical Counseling Center

directly addresses this concern, concluding:  “No, taking anti-anxiety medicines is not wrong because you are

doing it  to find relief and the ability to function at an improved level.  This is a worthwhile goal and morally

acceptable.”  In other words, seeking treatment is not a sin; it’s an act of wise stewardship over one’s

health. If a medication or therapy helps clear the fog of constant panic, it can free a person to better “love

God and love people,” which are our greatest commandments. 

Of  course,  medication  alone  is  usually  not  a  complete  solution.  Anti-anxiety  drugs  typically  work  by

adjusting  the  body’s  biochemistry  –  for  example,  benzodiazepines slow  down  an  overactive  nervous

system, and SSRIs increase serotonin levels to improve mood . These changes can significantly  reduce

the physical feelings of anxiety, essentially “turning down the volume” on panic symptoms . However, as

Christian counselors note, “medicine can change the way anxiety feels, but it can’t actually address the object of

your fear.”  The root causes – our thought patterns, traumas, or spiritual struggles – still need attention.

That’s  why  a  combination of  all  three approaches is  often  most  effective:  physical  techniques (like

breathing exercises), cognitive-behavioral strategies or counseling, and spiritual growth through prayer

and  Scripture.  Using  deep  breathing  in  tandem with  therapy  can  help  someone  stay  calm enough to

process anxious thoughts with a counselor or to practice truth-based thinking. Similarly, if  a short-term

course of  medication lowers  your  baseline  anxiety,  you might  find it  easier  to  engage in  prayer,  Bible

meditation, and making lifestyle changes without being constantly overwhelmed. Far from showing lack of

faith, responsibly using medical help can be an act of humility – acknowledging we sometimes need God’s

healing to come through skilled doctors or scientific knowledge. As Jesus said, “It is not the healthy who need

a doctor, but the sick” (Mark 2:17), recognizing a place for physicians in God’s plan. Christians throughout

history have used remedies available to them (Luke himself was a physician). We should defend the use of

modern medicine as  one of  the gifts  God provides for  our well-being,  to  be used with gratitude and

discernment. 

In practical terms, this means we can pray for God’s peace and take proactive steps like learning breathing

exercises, going to counseling, or taking a prescribed medication, without guilt. In fact, studies show an

integrative approach is often best. For instance, Christian counseling services report that biblical spiritual

practices  combined with relaxation techniques yield strong results  in  combating anxiety .  Even secular

research acknowledges that mindfulness and breathing can aid therapy outcomes. A 2023 article in the

American Heart Association noted that while controlled breathing  cannot by itself “cure” severe anxiety

disorders, it  “may help with symptoms” and is a valuable  adjunct to other treatments . From a faith

perspective, we trust that ultimate healing comes from God, but He can use multiple channels to bring that

healing. Taking a prescription or practicing psychotherapy can be ways of “casting your anxieties on Him” (1

Peter 5:7) – by responsibly addressing the biological and psychological aspects of anxiety, we honor the

Creator who made body and mind. Always seek guidance from trusted healthcare providers and pray for

wisdom in any treatment plan. And remember, there is no shame in needing help:  “the bravest of people

know when to ask for help,” as one pastor wrote in his journey with anxiety . We fight anxiety best

when we attack it from all sides, spiritually, mentally, and physically.

Practical Deep Breathing Exercises for Anxiety Relief

Now, let’s get very practical about deep breathing exercises that you can start using today. These exercises

are simple to learn, require no special equipment (perhaps just a quiet space), and can be done by anyone –

whether you’re a teenager anxious about exams or an adult dealing with daily stress. The key is to practice

them regularly, not just during panic moments. Think of it like spiritual and physical training. Just as you
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wouldn’t run a marathon without regular runs, you can’t expect one deep breath to erase all anxiety if you

haven’t built a habit.  Experts recommend making deep breathing part of your daily routine so that your

body’s  relaxation  response gets  stronger  over  time .  Even a  few minutes,  twice  a  day,  can make a

difference. Consider setting an alarm or using a smartphone app to remind you to do breathing practice –

many smartwatches have a “breathe” function for this purpose . By practicing when you’re relatively

calm, you’ll be better prepared to use these techniques in the heat of anxiety and get quick relief. 

Below are several proven  breathing exercises and how to do them. Try them out to see which resonate

with you. You might incorporate one or two into your morning devotions or bedtime routine, and also use

them “in the moment” whenever you feel anxious. As you practice, remember to “commit your anxieties

to the Lord” in prayer as well, so that each breath becomes an act of surrender and trust.

1. Belly Breathing (Diaphragmatic Breathing)

This is the foundation of all deep breathing techniques. Belly breathing means using your diaphragm, the

large  muscle  under  your  lungs,  to  draw  air  deep  into  the  lungs.  Unlike  shallow  chest  breathing,

diaphragmatic breathing causes your belly to expand on inhale. It more fully oxygenates your body and

stimulates the vagus nerve for relaxation. It’s been shown in research to reduce stress hormones and even

improve cognitive function . Here’s how to do it: 

Posture: Sit in a comfortable chair or lie down on your back. Relax your shoulders and unclench your

jaw. Place one hand on your chest and the other on your abdomen, just below your ribcage. 

Inhale: Breathe in slowly through your nose. Let the air fill your belly – you should feel the hand on

your abdomen rise, while the hand on your chest remains relatively still. Imagine inflating a balloon

in your stomach. 

Exhale: Purse your lips (like you’re going to whistle) and exhale slowly through your mouth. Feel

the hand on your belly fall as you gently push out all the air. Your exhale should be long and

unforced – try counting about 4 seconds in, and 6 seconds out. 

Repeat: Continue this belly breathing for several minutes. Keep your breathing smooth and even. If

you notice tension in your muscles, consciously relax them. You may silently pray a phrase like

“Jesus, give me Your peace” as you breathe out anxiety. 

This exercise can be done for 5–10 minutes at a time. It’s normal if you feel a bit lightheaded at first – that

should pass as your body adjusts. Belly breathing is very effective for general stress reduction. For example,

a  2017  study concluded  that  just  8  weeks  of  diaphragmatic  breathing  practice  “improve[s]  cognitive

performance  and  reduce[s]  negative  ...  stress  in  healthy  adults.”  Try  incorporating  5  minutes  of  belly

breathing into your morning prayer time, or use it to unwind before sleep. Over time, you may find your

baseline anxiety decreasing as your body learns to relax more readily.

2. Box Breathing (Four-Square Breathing)

Box breathing is a favorite technique for many people – including U.S. Navy SEALs – because it’s simple,

structured, and can be done almost anywhere, even in the middle of activity. It’s called “box” breathing

because it involves four equal parts (like four sides of a square): inhale, hold, exhale, hold, each for an equal

count (typically  4 seconds).  While box breathing may not deepen your oxygen intake as much as belly

breathing,  it’s  excellent  for  quickly  focusing the  mind and regaining calm.  It  also  naturally  slows  your
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breathing pace. You don’t even need to be seated; you can do it while driving, working, etc., making it a

versatile tool for on-the-go stress. Here’s how to perform box breathing:

Exhale (4 seconds): First, breathe out normally to a count of four, emptying your lungs. 

Hold (4 seconds): Keep your lungs empty and hold your breath for a silent count of four. (If 4

seconds feels long, start with 3). 

Inhale (4 seconds): Breathe in slowly through your nose for four seconds, filling your lungs. 

Hold (4 seconds): Now hold the air in your lungs for four seconds. 

Repeat: Exhale again for four, hold empty for four, inhale for four, hold full for four… and so on.

Envision tracing the sides of a square in your mind with each phase. 

Start with 3–5 cycles of this. As you get comfortable, you can extend the count to 5 or 6 seconds for an even

deeper effect. Box breathing can be extremely helpful in acute anxiety moments – for example, if you’re

having a panic attack or feeling overwhelmed at work, stepping aside for a few minutes of box breathing

can steady you. It forces a rhythm onto your breath, interrupting rapid panting and signaling your nervous

system to slow down. The Christian counselor who taught me this technique noted that it’s a way to “pause”

and remember God is in control of the timeline – the deliberate holds symbolize that not every moment

must be filled with doing or worrying. As you hold your breath, you might mentally say, “Be still.” And as you

release the breath,  “…and know that I am God” (Psalm 46:10). In this way, box breathing becomes a mini

spiritual retreat amidst chaos.

3. 4-7-8 Breathing (The “Relaxing Breath”)

The  4-7-8 breath is a technique popularized by Dr. Andrew Weil and often taught for inducing sleep or

coping with  high anxiety.  Dr.  Weil  calls  it  a  “natural  tranquilizer  for  the  nervous  system.”  It  involves  a

particular ratio: inhale for 4, hold for 7, exhale for 8. The relatively longer hold and exhale are designed to

maximize activation of  the vagus nerve and the relaxation response .  However,  because of  the long

counts, this exercise should only be done when you’re in a safe, quiet environment (not while driving or

in a situation requiring constant attention). It’s fantastic for bedtime anxiety or anytime you can close your

eyes a moment. Here’s the method:

Prepare: Sit up comfortably (with back straight) or lie down. Relax the tip of your tongue against the

ridge behind your upper front teeth (this is traditional in this exercise to control airflow). 

Inhale for 4: Exhale completely through your mouth (making a “whoosh” sound to empty lungs).

Then close your mouth and inhale quietly through your nose for a count of 4. 

Hold for 7: Gently hold your breath for a count of 7. Do not clamp your throat – just pause the

inhale. If 7 seconds is too long initially, try 5 and work up to 7 with practice. 

Exhale for 8: Exhale slowly through your mouth for a count of 8, making a soft “whoosh” sound

(pursed lips can help). Fully expel the air by the end of the count. 

Repeat: Do not do more than 4 cycles when first learning, as this breath can be potent. Over time

you can increase to 8 cycles. 

By the end of a few 4-7-8 breaths, many people feel significantly calmer – some even slightly drowsy, which

is  why  it’s  great  for  nighttime  use.  The  long  exhale  (twice  as  long  as  inhale)  especially  triggers  the

parasympathetic response, slowing the heartbeat and releasing tension. One pulmonary specialist notes

that  making  your  exhale  longer  than  inhale  “helps  to  activate  the  vagus  nerve  and  bring  on  the

parasympathetic response” for relaxation . If you struggle with racing thoughts at night or an adrenaline

surge at bedtime, this exercise can help your body switch into a sleep-ready state. Consider pairing the
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4-7-8 rhythm with a prayer or scripture in your mind – for example, silently quote “Peace I leave with you, my

peace I give you” ( John 14:27) during the 7-second hold, as you absorb Christ’s peace, then “Let not your heart

be troubled” as you breathe out the 8-count, releasing fear. This transforms a physiological exercise into a

spiritual meditation.  (Medical note: If you have serious lung issues (like COPD or asthma), consult your doctor

before doing long breath-holds like 7 seconds.)

4. Breath Prayer (Scripture-Based Breathing)

Breath prayers are an ancient Christian practice that directly combines deep breathing with prayer and

Scripture. As described earlier, a breath prayer is typically a short biblical phrase or holy phrase, broken into

two parts:  one spoken (or thought)  on the inhale,  and one on the exhale.  The goal  is  to  “pray without

ceasing” (1 Thessalonians 5:17) by tying prayer to the very rhythm of your breath. This practice not only

calms you physically  but  also  keeps  your  mind  fixed on God’s  truth,  which  is  crucial  for  overcoming

anxious thoughts. Isaiah 26:3 says,  “You will keep in perfect peace those whose minds are steadfast, because

they trust in You.” Breath prayer helps us keep a steadfast mind by gently refocusing us on the Lord with

each breath. 

To do a breath prayer, choose a verse or a biblical truth that speaks to your heart. The Psalms are a great

source (they’re essentially prayers!). Make sure it’s short – around 6 to 10 syllables so it’s easy to fit in one

breath cycle. Here are a few examples of breath prayers:

Psalm 23:1: Inhale – “Lord, You are my shepherd.” Exhale – “I have all that I need.”  This affirms

God’s provision and care, combating fears of lack. 

Psalm 46:10: Inhale – “Be still and know.” Exhale – “That I am God.” A direct command from God to

calm ourselves in His sovereign presence. 

Jesus Prayer (Luke 18:13): Inhale – “Lord Jesus Christ,” Exhale – “have mercy on me.” This ancient

prayer, one of the earliest breath prayers used by Christians, centers on Christ and our dependence

on His grace . 

Psalm 56:3: Inhale – “When I am afraid,” Exhale – “I will trust in You.” A honest admission of fear

followed by a declaration of trust. 

Choose one prayer and repeat it slowly for several minutes. Technique: Begin with a few rounds of normal

deep breathing (inhale  5  seconds,  exhale  5  seconds)  to  get  a  steady rhythm .  Then introduce your

chosen phrase. As you inhale, say the first part in your mind, truly breathing in the meaning. As you exhale,

think or whisper the second part, letting go of your worry into God’s hands. Continue this pattern. You may

do this for 5–10 minutes or longer. The combination of rhythmic breathing and scripture meditation can

bring a profound sense of God’s presence. People often report that breath prayer “anchors” them when

they  feel  panic  rising  –  it’s  a  tether  to  God’s  truth  when  emotions  threaten  to  sweep  them  away.

Physiologically, you’re getting the benefits of slow breathing (a steady 5-5 or 4-4 count, for example), and

spiritually you’re wielding the “sword of the Spirit” (God’s Word) against anxious thoughts. It’s a beautiful

fulfillment of the psalmist’s method:  “When anxiety was great within me, your consolation brought me joy”

(Psalm 94:19).  Breath prayers let God’s consoling words actually penetrate our tense bodies and racing

minds, bringing the joy and peace back in. Importantly, as one author notes, “breath prayers aren’t a cure for

anxiety, nor a replacement for medical treatment or therapy, but they can be a powerful tool benefiting your

physical, mental, and spiritual health.”  Used alongside the other exercises and supports, they align our

entire being with the peace of Christ. 
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5. Other Techniques and Tips

In addition to the above, there are several other breathing-related techniques you might explore:

Progressive Muscle Relaxation with Breathing: This involves tensing and releasing muscle groups

one by one, while breathing deeply. As you inhale, you tense a group (say, your shoulders), and as

you exhale, you release the tension. This can amplify the stress relief and often pairs well with breath

prayers (thanking God for rest as you release tension). 

Visualization Breathing: Also known as guided imagery, this means using your imagination while

deep breathing. For example, picture a calm scene (a beach, a peaceful garden) and with each

breath, imagine yourself more in that scene. Some combine this with faith by visualizing being in a

safe place with Jesus (like the disciples on a calm shore). Visualization can engage your mind away

from anxious thoughts while your breathing calms your body . 

Alternate-Nostril Breathing: A technique borrowed from respiratory yoga practice, where you

breathe in through one nostril and out through the other, alternating sides. Some find this balances

their feeling of alertness vs. calm. (If you’re interested: use your thumb to close your right nostril,

inhale left; then close left nostril, exhale right; inhale right, then exhale left, and so on.) It can be a bit

tricky but very soothing once you get the hang of it . 

Pursed-Lip Breathing: Simply elongating your exhale by breathing out through pursed lips (like

blowing out a candle) for longer than your inhale. This is extremely easy and can be done

inconspicuously anywhere. Doctors often teach it to patients with lung conditions, but it’s great for

anxiety too – it slows your breathing and prevents hyperventilation . Try inhaling 2 seconds (nose)

then pursed-lip exhale 4 seconds. This is a quick rescue if you start feeling panicky in a public setting.

The Physiological Sigh: This is a quick technique identified by research as one of the fastest ways to

reduce acute stress. It consists of two sharp inhales through the nose (the second inhale filling your

lungs completely) followed by a slow exhale through the mouth. Just one or two of these “sigh”

breaths can rapidly decrease anxiety in the moment by offloading CO2. It’s something our bodies do

naturally (ever notice you sigh after crying?), but you can invoke it intentionally. Use it as a “quick

reset” in a spike of panic or before a nerve-wracking task. 

Finally, whatever techniques you use,  remember to practice them. Consistency is more important than

duration. It’s better to do 2 minutes of breathing exercises every day than 20 minutes once a week. You’re

essentially training your body’s relaxation response, much like training a muscle. Over time, you may notice

you catch yourself shallow-breathing (or even holding your breath) when stressed – and now you’ll have the

awareness to switch to slow, deep breaths. That awareness itself is a victory, as it breaks the cycle of anxiety

feeding on physical symptoms. Some people keep a journal of their practice and note improvements, which

can be encouraging. For example, you might note “Monday: feeling anxious about meeting, did 5 minutes

belly breathing and felt heart rate slow down.” Seeing that pattern reinforces your confidence that “yes, this

works for me.” And as Christians, we know it’s ultimately God who works through these means to bring the

“still waters” and restoration of soul that Psalm 23 speaks of. Each deep breath can be a reminder that the

breath of the Almighty gives us life (Job 33:4) and that He is as near to us as our own breathing.

A Real-World Testimony: Finding Peace through Breath and Prayer

To illustrate  how these  principles  come together,  consider  a  real-life  example  (with  name changed for

privacy).  “Susan” is a 45-year-old woman of faith who had suffered from moderate anxiety for years. She

often woke with a sense of dread and would experience panic attacks several times a month, where her
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heart would pound over 100 bpm and she felt unable to catch her breath. She prayed constantly for relief

and found some comfort in Scripture, but the physical symptoms were still hard to manage. On a 10-point

scale, she rated her daily anxiety an 8 out of 10 and noted, “I know in my head that God is in control, but my

body doesn’t get the message – I’m always on edge.” Her sleep was poor (maybe 4–5 hours a night), and

she was exhausted and discouraged.

Susan’s journey to healing began when she visited a Christian counselor.  Together, they implemented a

holistic plan: continue daily prayer and Bible meditation (to address the spiritual and cognitive side), start

practicing  deep  breathing  exercises  (to  retrain  her  body’s  responses),  and  consult  her  doctor  about

temporary medication to break the cycle of panic. In Susan’s case, her physician prescribed a low-dose SSRI

to help stabilize her mood. With some hesitancy, Susan took this step, encouraged by the knowledge that it

wasn’t a lack of faith to use medicine as a tool. The medication began reducing the intensity of her panic

attacks within a couple of weeks – it was not dramatic, but she felt a “buffer” that made the anxiety feel

more manageable. This gave her the mental clarity to fully engage in therapy and spiritual practices.

Susan’s counselor taught her  belly breathing and 4-7-8 breathing in their sessions. Susan set a goal to

practice belly breathing every morning for 5 minutes before the day’s busyness, and 4-7-8 breathing each

night in bed. At first, it was hard – her mind wandered and she doubted it would help. But she persisted.

After about two weeks, she noticed something: one morning her teenage son was running late for school,

which would normally send her into a frenzy of worry, but she caught herself taking slow breaths instead of

yelling. “It just happened – I remembered to breathe,” she said. The situation resolved without her usual

panic, and that’s when she realized these techniques were subtly retraining her reactions.

Over ~8 weeks, Susan’s progress was remarkable. She faithfully practiced her breath prayers using Psalm

23:1, whispering “Lord, You are my shepherd...I have all I need” with each breath. Physiologically, her resting

heart rate, which used to be in the high 80s from constant stress, came down into the 70s. She even got a

blood pressure monitor and saw her blood pressure drop from around 140/90 to 125/80 after a month of

regular breathing exercises (in line with findings that breathing can lower blood pressure by about 9 mmHg

systolic in some studies ). Subjectively, Susan rated her daily anxiety around 4/10 instead of 8/10. She had

only  one panic attack in the last month, and when she felt one coming, she immediately did a series of

physiological sighs and then some box breathing – and was able to ward off the full attack. This was a huge

victory for her. She also began sleeping 7 hours on average, as the nighttime 4-7-8 breathing helped her fall

asleep faster without racing thoughts. 

Most importantly, Susan’s joy and connection to God greatly improved. With the constant physical dread

quieted, she found it easier to “hear” God’s voice through Scripture and sense His presence. “It’s like I can

finally rest in God’s love,” she shared, referencing Matthew 11:28 where Jesus invites the weary to find rest in

Him.  Susan’s  case  exemplifies  how  combining  spiritual  devotion,  breathing  practice,  and  appropriate

medical care can lead to comprehensive healing. By aligning her body with God’s design of peace (through

breathing)  and  her  mind  with  God’s  truth  (through  Scripture  and  counseling),  Susan  experienced  the

promise that  “the peace of God will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 4:7). Her

baseline anxiety (measured by an  anxiety inventory score) dropped by over 50% after 2 months. In her

own words, “I feel like myself again, and I know God is the one who knit me back together – He just used these

techniques and people to do it.”

Every individual’s journey will look different, but Susan’s story offers hope. Even if you’ve “done everything

right” spiritually and still  feel anxious, remember that attending to your physical well-being and mental
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health is part of how God brings freedom. As the pastor in the earlier story said, using tools like therapy or

breathing or medicine can be like “pill-sized prevenient grace”  – a boost of grace enabling you to pursue

God more freely. There should be no stigma in the church around caring for one’s mental health; rather, we

should celebrate it as wise and courageous.

Conclusion: Every Breath a Gift from God

Anxiety may be a formidable foe, but God has equipped us with both spiritual armor and practical tools

to combat it. Deep breathing exercises are one such tool – astonishingly simple, yet profoundly effective.

They remind us that our bodies are “fearfully and wonderfully made” (Psalm 139:14) by a Creator who built

adaptive  calming  mechanisms  right  into  our  nervous  system.  By  using  those  mechanisms,  we  are

stewarding our health and  renewing our minds (Romans 12:2) rather than passively letting anxiety reign.

Even more, when paired with prayer and Scripture, each deep breath becomes a holy act: inhaling God’s

peace, exhaling our fear; inhaling His promises, exhaling our stress. In this way we fulfill the command “Let

everything that has breath praise the Lord” – even our breath itself is directed in praise and trust. 

As you incorporate deep breathing into your life, be patient with yourself. Initial efforts might feel awkward

or you might be skeptical. But have faith that  change is happening – as research and experience show,

consistent practice will yield fruit in due season. The Lord encourages us in Isaiah 30:15 that “in quietness

and trust is your strength.” Learning to quiet your body through breathing is one way to live out that verse. It

doesn’t replace crying out to God or leaning on His Word – it complements those by quieting the flesh so

the spirit can more readily commune with Him. 

So, the next time anxiety tightens your chest and races your thoughts, remember you have some very

practical steps available: Stop. Breathe. Pray. Take a slow belly breath, speak the name of Jesus, let the air

flow out gently. Use the techniques we discussed – maybe a 4-7-8 breath or a round of box breathing – and

invite God into that moment. You may be surprised at how the storm begins to calm. Over time, these

habits can rebuild a sense of safety and serenity in your daily life. Yes, trials will still come, and yes, you may

still  have anxious moments (even the Psalmists did).  But now you know how to activate the  God-given

calming system within you, and you know that the Lord meets you in that process. 

In closing, let’s recall Philippians 4:6-7 in its fullness, as it encapsulates this holistic approach:  “Do not be

anxious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to

God.” (That’s our spiritual discipline.) “And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your

hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.” (That’s God’s promise of emotional and mental peace.) We contribute

by praying and turning our hearts to Him – and practical actions like deep breathing can be a form of

embodied prayer – and God contributes by infusing us with a peace beyond understanding. May each deep

breath you take be filled with His peace. And as you practice these exercises, trust that the Holy Spirit –

the very breath of God – is working in you to bring healing, calm, and joy. With every breath, you are not

alone: “He Himself is our peace” (Ephesians 2:14), breathing life into you. Take courage, take a deep breath,

and press on into the abundant, peace-filled life Jesus offers.
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