
Signs of Nervous System Dysregulation: A

Christian Guide to Restoring Peace

Many faithful Christians long for a joyful life and deep relationship with Jesus, yet find themselves anxious,

exhausted, or emotionally numb. If you’ve ever felt  “on edge” for no obvious reason or struggled to feel

God’s peace despite prayer, you’re not alone. These feelings may not indicate a lack of faith at all – they can

be  signs  of  nervous  system dysregulation.  In  simple  terms,  this  means  your  body’s  stress-response

system is out of balance. The good news is that God cares about our whole being – body, mind, and spirit –

and offers hope for  healing.  In this  guide,  we’ll  explore what nervous system dysregulation is,  how to

recognize  its  signs,  and  ways  to  restore  calm  through  both  science-backed  strategies  and  biblical

wisdom. 

What Is Nervous System Dysregulation?

Your  nervous system is  the God-given internal  network that manages how you respond to stress and

relaxation. It has two main branches: the sympathetic nervous system (responsible for the “fight-or-flight”

stress response) and the parasympathetic nervous system (which promotes “rest-and-digest” calm). In a

healthy,  regulated  state,  these  systems stay  in  balance  –  revving  up when you face  a  challenge,  then

calming down when the danger passes. Dysregulation happens when this balance is disrupted. 

Chronic stress or trauma can essentially  get the “gas pedal”  of  your sympathetic  system stuck on,  or

conversely slam on the brakes too hard. Instead of smoothly adjusting to daily events, an overwhelmed

nervous system might remain in a constant state of high alert or, at the other extreme, shut down into

exhaustion.  According to  Harvard Medical  School,  the  stress  response that  is  meant  to  protect  us  can

become harmful when constantly activated by everyday pressures – contributing to issues like high blood

pressure and even brain changes linked to anxiety and depression [Harvard Health Publishing]. Over time,

this  wear and tear on the body’s stress system (what researchers call  allostatic load) makes it harder to

return to a state of rest. You might feel stuck in “survival mode” – even when your mind knows you’re safe,

your body stays keyed up or completely drained.

Why Does This Matter for Christians?

You may wonder what nervous system biology has to do with your spiritual life. In truth, our bodies and

spirits are deeply connected. Scripture affirms that we are holistic beings – “fearfully and wonderfully made”

(Psalm 139:14) – and that physical and spiritual health influence each other. When your nervous system is

dysregulated, you’re not at fault for “not trusting God enough.” Rather, your body is signaling that it’s under

strain. Recognizing this can free you from shame and empower you to seek the right help.

A chronically dysregulated nervous system can hinder the very experiences of peace and joy that Christians

desire. The constant state of fight-or-flight makes it hard to “be still, and know that I am God” (Psalm 46:10).

You might struggle to concentrate in prayer or feel numb during worship. Christian mental health coaches
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note that when we are stuck in an anxious, hyper-vigilant state, it becomes difficult to sense God’s presence

or comfort [Jessica Hottle].  It’s  important to understand that this is  not a spiritual  failure but a human

physiological  response.  Even  strong  believers  in  the  Bible  experienced  something  similar:  Elijah the

prophet, after intense stress, felt so emotionally and physically depleted that he wanted to die. How did God

respond? He sent an angel to give Elijah sleep and nourishment – addressing his physical needs first – and

only later gently corrected and encouraged him (1 Kings 19:4–8). God knows that we sometimes need rest

and recovery in our bodies in order to hear His “still, small voice” again (1 Kings 19:11–12).

Furthermore, attending to our mental and nervous system health is part of wise stewardship of the bodies

God gave us. There’s no division between “spiritual problems” and “physical problems” in God’s eyes – He

cares about both. In fact, research consistently shows a positive link between faith and mental well-being.

In a large review of studies, Dr. Harold G. Koenig found that people who are more religious or spiritual tend

to  have  better  mental  health and  adapt  more  quickly  to  health  challenges  than  those  who are  less

spiritually involved [Charter for Compassion – Koenig’s findings]. This means that your spiritual practices

can be a source of resilience, helping buffer stress. Conversely, persistent stress and anxiety can interfere

with your ability to engage spiritually. Recognizing and healing dysregulation removes barriers, allowing

you to fully experience the “love, power, and sound mind” that God has given you (2 Timothy 1:7).

Common Signs of a Dysregulated Nervous System

How do you know if your nervous system is dysregulated? There are many possible signs, and they can be

grouped  into  physical,  emotional,  cognitive,  and  behavioral  symptoms.  You  might  notice  some  of  the

following:

Physical  Signs: Chronic  muscle  tension  (especially  neck,  shoulders,  or  jaw  aches),  frequent

headaches,  or unexplained body pain.  Digestive issues like nausea,  stomach cramps,  or irritable

bowel symptoms can flare up due to stress. You might have  sleep disturbances, struggling with

insomnia or unrefreshing sleep. Other signs include a racing heart or shortness of breath that isn’t

due to exercise. Even  hormonal and energy swings can occur – for example, feeling tired all the

time (chronic fatigue)  or experiencing blood sugar fluctuations.  If  you find yourself  “running on

adrenaline” during the day and crashing later, your body is likely in overdrive.

Emotional Signs: Heightened anxiety is common – persistent worry, feeling constantly “on edge” or

prone to panic over minor triggers. Some people experience frequent mood swings, rapidly shifting

from calm to upset. Others might feel depressed or hopeless, unable to take pleasure in activities

they  used  to  enjoy.  Irritability  or  anger  over  small  things  can  be  a  red  flag,  as  can  emotional

numbness – feeling detached or unable to fully experience joy or sadness. You may also notice you

feel  guilty  for  resting or  relaxing,  as  if  you  must  stay  alert;  this  is  a  sign  your  system hasn’t

downshifted from survival mode [Unyte Integrated Listening – Signs of Dysregulation].

Cognitive Signs: A dysregulated nervous system often goes hand-in-hand with chronic stress and

mental  overload.  You might have difficulty  concentrating or  brain fog –  simple tasks take extra

effort, or your mind feels scattered. Memory issues can arise; for instance, you struggle to recall

recent conversations or misplace things frequently. Many people also experience racing thoughts

that  won’t  quiet  down,  especially  at  night,  or  a  tendency  toward  catastrophic  thinking (always

expecting something bad). You may feel as if your mind is continually worrying or problem-solving

and never at rest.

• 

• 

• 
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Behavioral Signs: These are outward clues in your actions and habits. For example, hypervigilance

– constantly scanning for threats or startling easily at noises – shows your body is stuck in high alert.

You might start  avoiding certain places or situations that trigger anxiety (for instance, avoiding

driving,  crowds,  or  specific  social  settings).  Some develop  compulsive behaviors or  rituals  (like

excessive checking, cleaning, or other routines) in an attempt to soothe their anxiety. On the flip

side,  you  might  withdraw  and  isolate  yourself,  cancelling  plans  because  social  interaction  feels

overwhelming.  You may notice you’re reacting impulsively –  snapping at  loved ones or breaking

down in tears – more than you’d like. These patterns indicate your nervous system is not effectively

regulating emotional responses. 

Keep in mind, experiencing one or two of these signs occasionally is normal – life has its ups and downs.

But if you recognize  many of these signs persisting for weeks or longer, it’s a signal that your nervous

system  is  struggling  to  regain  balance.  It’s  similar  to  a  smoke  alarm  that  keeps  chirping;  it  means

something inside needs attention. The sooner you acknowledge these signs, the sooner you can invite God

(and perhaps healthcare professionals) into the healing process. 

The Biblical Call to Rest and Regulate

Centuries before modern science described stress hormones and vagus nerve exercises, Scripture pointed

toward principles of nervous system regulation.  The Bible frequently addresses anxiety, fear, and the

need for rest, which correlate with what we now understand about the body. Jesus Himself recognized the

toll of stress and offered an antidote: “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest”

(Matthew  11:28).  Notice  that  He  cares  about  our  labor and  burdens,  which  include  not  just  spiritual

struggles but also the mental and physical exhaustion we carry. 

God built rhythms of rest into creation – the concept of Sabbath (Exodus 20:8-10) is essentially a divine

mandate for restoration, allowing mind and body to reset. In Psalm 23, David beautifully says of the Lord,

“He makes me lie down in green pastures. He leads me beside still waters. He restores my soul” (Psalm 23:2–3).

This pastoral image connects physical stillness (lying down, calm waters) with soul restoration. In terms of

our nervous system, we see a picture of shifting out of stress into a parasympathetic state of safety. 

Another example:  “In returning and rest you shall be saved; in quietness and in trust shall be your strength”

(Isaiah 30:15). Quietness and trust – taking time to be quiet before God – are remarkably similar to what

therapists today encourage when they advise practices like deep breathing, meditation, or mindfulness. Far

from being new-age gimmicks, stillness and quiet trust are biblical strategies to calm our inner turmoil.

When you engage in a quiet time of prayer or meditation on Scripture, you are not doing nothing – you are

activating your body’s relaxation response and renewing your mind (Romans 12:2). 

It’s also important to recognize that seeking help for mental or physical distress is encouraged in the Bible’s

ethos of  wisdom. Proverbs 11:14 notes,  “in  an abundance of  counselors  there  is  safety.” Sometimes that

“counselor” might be a professional therapist or doctor. There is no conflict between faith and medicine –

all truth is God’s truth, and God often works through skilled people and well-researched treatments. Just as

we’d see a doctor for a broken bone, there should be no shame in getting support for a “dysregulated”

nervous  system.  In  fact,  refusing help  can be  more harmful,  whereas  embracing  the  tools  God has

provided (including medical knowledge) is part of humble trust. The Apostle Paul advised Timothy to take a

little wine for his stomach ailments (1 Timothy 5:23), showing a very practical approach to health. In the
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same way, taking an antidepressant or anti-anxiety medication, or going to counseling, can be viewed

as receiving God’s provision for healing – not a lack of faith. 

Steps to Heal and Restore Balance

Healing a dysregulated nervous system is a holistic journey. It involves both practical lifestyle changes and

spiritual growth. As a Christian, you have the advantage of combining proven therapeutic techniques with

the power of prayer and biblical truth. Here are some steps and strategies that blend science and faith to

help restore your nervous system to a state of peace:

1. Prioritize Rest and Sabbath Rhythms: In our busy culture, constant activity keeps the nervous system

on high alert. Make room for regular rest just as God commanded. This includes getting sufficient sleep (7-9

hours for most adults) – because chronic lack of sleep is a major stressor on the brain and body. Create a

calming evening routine (dimming lights, gentle music, prayer) to signal your body it’s safe to wind down.

Also, practice micro-rests during the day: short breaks to breathe deeply, stretch, or pray. Even Jesus took

time to step away from crowds and recharge (Luke 5:16).  Honoring a sabbath day each week – a day

without work and with extra time for worship and leisurely activities – can significantly lower stress. Trust

that the world can go on while you rest, because God is in control. As Jesus said, “The Sabbath was made for

man” (Mark 2:27) – in other words, God gave us the gift of rest to help us, not to burden us.

2. Practice Stillness and Breath-Prayer: When you notice your anxiety spiking or your body tensing up, try

a  simple  breathing exercise combined with prayer.  The concept  of  breath-prayer  has  ancient  roots  in

Christian tradition. For example, breathe in slowly and pray in your heart, “Abba, Father”, then breathe out

slowly,  “I  belong to  You.” This  kind of  slow,  rhythmic  breathing (aim for  about  5-6  breaths per  minute)

activates your vagus nerve, which in turn tells your heart and brain to calm down. Researchers have found

that  prayer elicits the relaxation response, lowering blood pressure and reducing stress hormones like

cortisol [University of Minnesota – Taking Charge of Your Health]. Essentially, when you pray and feel peace,

your body’s physiology responds by inhibiting the release of cortisol and adrenaline. So when Philippians

4:6-7 urges “Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything by prayer… let your requests be made known to

God. And the peace of God… will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus,” it aligns with a tangible

bodily process. In prayer, we release control to God, which reduces the mental pressure of feeling we must

handle  everything alone –  what  psychologists  call  “secondary  control.”  We stop the  flood of  “what  if?”

thoughts and experience being cared for by Someone bigger. This shift in mindset, combined with the slow

breathing, helps break the cycle of fight-or-flight and ushers in God’s peace. 

3. Engage in Gentle Physical Activity: Our bodies often need physical cues to exit a stress state. Gentle

exercises can discharge nervous energy and signal safety. Activities like  walking outdoors, stretching, or

slow yoga can be very helpful. Walking in nature, especially, has been shown to lower stress hormone levels

and improve mood. Think of  how Jesus frequently taught or prayed on mountainsides or in gardens –

creation itself has a calming effect as we admire God’s handiwork. If you feel “stuck on high,” try taking a

brisk walk while breathing deeply, or do some light aerobics to burn off adrenaline. Conversely, if you’re in a

shut-down, depressed state, a bit of movement can gradually raise your energy.  Rhythmic movements

(rocking, swaying, or even slowly pacing around the house) can soothe the nervous system – much like a

parent rocking a fussy baby. In fact, many of these intuitive actions (rocking, singing a lullaby, gentle touch)

are ways we naturally co-regulate each other’s nervous systems. You can do similar things for yourself as

forms of self-soothing guided by the Holy Spirit’s comfort. For instance, listening to calming worship music

and swaying gently can be a form of both worship and nervous system regulation.
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4. Ground Yourself in the Present: When anxiety races, grounding techniques help you reconnect with the

present  moment and  your  body,  pulling  you  out  of  spiraling  thoughts.  One  simple  method  is  the

“5-4-3-2-1” exercise: look around and name 5 things you can see, 4 you can touch, 3 you can hear, 2 you can

smell, and 1 you can taste. This brings your mind back from future worries to the  here and now,  where

typically you are actually safe. As Christians, we can add a layer of grounding by also declaring a truth in the

moment,  such  as  “Right  now,  God  is  with  me” (Matthew  28:20)  or  reciting  a  short  scripture.  Another

grounding approach is progressive muscle relaxation – gradually tense and then relax each muscle group,

while thanking God for the ability to release tension. This not only calms the physiology but becomes a

prayerful practice of surrender: “Be still and know that I am God” can be experienced in your very muscles as

they loosen. 

5. Renew Your Mind with God’s Truth: Mental rumination and negative thought patterns fuel nervous

system  dysregulation.  Breaking  out  of  that  loop  requires  intentionally  redirecting  your  thoughts –  a

concept found in Scripture as  “taking every thought captive to obey Christ” (2 Corinthians 10:5). In practice,

this could mean journaling your fears and then writing down God’s promises next to them. For example, if

you have a recurring catastrophic thought like “I’ll never get better,” counter it with a promise: “He restores

my soul” (Psalm 23:3) or “With God all things are possible” (Matthew 19:26). Recite these promises out loud.

Many have found  memorizing comforting Bible verses to be a powerful tool in moments of panic or

despair – the verses become like anchors to hold onto when the emotional storm rages. This is essentially a

holy form of  cognitive restructuring (a technique in therapy where you replace distorted thoughts with

truthful ones). By affirming who God says you are and what He says about your situation, you dismantle the

lies that trigger chronic stress (such as “I have to handle this all myself” or “I am in danger with no help”).

Instead, your brain learns to rest in truths like “God is my refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble”

(Psalm 46:1). Over time, deliberately meditating on Scripture can even “rewire” thought patterns – a concept

supported by neuroplasticity research and by Romans 12:2, which calls us to “be transformed by the renewing

of your mind.”

6.  Foster Supportive Relationships: God designed us for  community,  and that  plays a crucial  role in

nervous system health. When we are with people we trust – sharing, praying together, or even getting a

comforting hug – our bodies release oxytocin and other calming neurotransmitters that counteract stress

hormones.  The Bible instructs  us to  “bear one another’s  burdens” (Galatians 6:2),  which is  very practical

advice: letting someone help carry your emotional load actually lightens the physiological load too. Don’t

isolate yourself when you’re struggling. Reach out to a friend, a pastor, or a support group. Sometimes just

talking to a compassionate listener can shift your nervous system state from alarmed to calmer, through

the power of felt understanding. This is also where  professional counseling or support groups can be

invaluable. A Christian counselor or therapist can provide a safe relationship where you can process trauma

or chronic  stress  and learn regulation skills,  all  within  a  framework of  faith.  There are  evidence-based

therapies (like CBT for anxiety or EMDR for trauma) that have high success rates in reducing symptoms –

consider these as tools God has provided through human skill and knowledge. Many people also benefit

from spiritual mentorship or meeting regularly with a mature believer who can pray with them and keep

them grounded in truth when they feel overwhelmed.

7. Embrace Healthy Lifestyle Habits: Beyond rest and exercise, other daily habits can strengthen your

resilience. Pay attention to  nutrition – irregular eating or excessive sugar/caffeine can aggravate anxiety

and energy crashes. Aim for balanced, wholesome meals; something as simple as not skipping breakfast

and staying hydrated can stabilize your blood sugar and mood. Limit stimulants like too much coffee if you

notice they jangle your nerves. Incorporate relaxing routines like a warm bath, reading Scripture or an
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uplifting book in the evening instead of doom-scrolling the news (which often dysregulates us further).

Some people  find creative  outlets  (art,  music,  crafting)  very  regulating,  as  they  engage the  mind in  a

calming focus. Others benefit from specific techniques like cold water therapy (e.g. a quick cold rinse at

the  end  of  a  shower  can  activate  the  calming  parasympathetic  reflex)  or  massage to  release  muscle

tension. These kinds of self-care practices aren’t selfish; they equip you to better love God and others by

keeping your body and mind in a healthier state. Remember, your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit (1

Corinthians 6:19) – caring for it is part of honoring God.

Each of these steps – rest, prayer, exercise, grounding, renewing the mind, community support, and healthy

habits – works on both a  physical level and a spiritual level. For example, as you practice casting your

anxieties on God in prayer (1 Peter 5:7 “casting all your anxieties on Him, because He cares for you”), you are

spiritually obeying Scripture and also physically releasing tension. It’s a beautiful overlap of God’s design

and modern science. Over time, these small daily choices become “rhythms of regulation” that can gently

reset your nervous system. 

Real-Life Hope: From Survival to Stability

To see how this process can play out, consider a real-life example (with name changed for privacy). Sarah

was a 35-year-old Christian woman who had always been high-achieving and involved in church activities.

After a series of stressful events and past unresolved trauma, she found herself constantly anxious. “I wake

up with my heart racing for no reason,” she described. “Even in church during worship, I feel on edge. I pray and

pray, but I still  feel so tense.” Sarah often couldn’t sleep and began experiencing digestive problems and

frequent panic attacks. She also felt guilt, believing “Maybe I’m not trusting God enough.”

Eventually, Sarah reached out to a Christian counselor. Together, they helped her see that her symptoms

were not  a  faith failure but  signs of  a  dysregulated nervous system from all  she’d  been through.  This

understanding itself was a relief – it gave her permission to seek help without shame. They worked on

practical  skills:  Sarah  learned  breathing  exercises  and  implemented  a  routine  of  morning  devotions

combined with gentle stretches. She cut back on caffeine and set a regular bedtime. In counseling, she

processed some painful memories and released pent-up emotions, which was like  “taking a weight off my

chest,” she said. Spiritually, she focused on verses about God’s care and sovereignty, repeating truths like

“God is for me, who can be against me?” (Romans 8:31) whenever worry crept in.

After a few months, Sarah noticed significant improvements. Her baseline anxiety level dropped – instead

of constant 8 or 9 out of 10, she felt more often at a 3 or 4, with only occasional spikes. She learned to catch

those spikes early and use a coping tool (like stepping outside for air and prayer) before a full panic attack

set in. Her sleep improved to where she could get 7 hours a night. “I actually feel God’s peace more now,” she

reported, “not because my circumstances are perfect, but because my body isn’t in perpetual chaos. I can finally

be still enough to  sense  His  presence.” By  combining faith  and practical  steps,  Sarah went  from merely

surviving  each  day  to  engaging  with  life  again.  She  serves  in  ministry  without  constant  fear  now,  a

testament that healing is possible.

Even biblical figures show us that journey: recall Elijah’s story. After rest and nourishment, God met him in a

gentle whisper rather than in dramatic signs (1 Kings 19:11–13). Elijah went on to continue his prophetic

mission with renewed strength. Similarly, King David penned some of his most joyful psalms after seasons

of anguish and anxiety – evidence that God can restore our souls and steady our minds. 
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Embracing God’s Peace and Modern Help

Recovering from nervous system dysregulation is not an overnight event, but a gradual process – a “journey

toward shalom”, one might say. Shalom is the Hebrew word for peace, implying wholeness and harmony in

all aspects of life. That is God’s desire for you: “May the God of peace Himself sanctify you completely – spirit,

soul, and body” (1 Thessalonians 5:23). Achieving this wholeness may involve prayer and proactive self-care,

scripture meditation and counseling techniques. There is no contradiction here. In fact, the more we learn

about the nervous system, the more we see the wisdom of God’s instructions in caring for our hearts and

bodies.

Remember, you are not alone in this struggle. Many Christians silently battle anxiety, PTSD, or depression,

thinking it’s just a spiritual weakness. But as we’ve discussed, faith and physiology interweave. You can

wholeheartedly trust God and take steps to help your nervous system heal. In doing so, you are stewarding

the gift of life God gave you. The Bible says “a joyful heart is good medicine” (Proverbs 17:22). Sometimes we

need medicine (literal or figurative) to help our hearts be joyful again! There should be no stigma in using

antidepressants or seeing a therapist if needed. These can be instruments of God’s healing just as much as

prayer and fellowship are. 

In  your  journey,  celebrate  small  victories.  Maybe this  week you noticed you could  relax  during prayer

without your mind racing – thank God for that progress. Or you had the courage to open up to a friend or

pastor about your anxiety – that’s a significant step forward. Each little bit of healing is evidence of God’s

grace at work. Psalm 94:19 says,  “When the cares of my heart are many, your consolations cheer my soul.”

Indeed,  the Lord’s  consolations often come through various means:  a  timely  Bible  verse,  a  comforting

friend, a deep breath that reminds you of the Spirit’s life in you, or a therapy technique that finally gives

relief. 

In conclusion,  signs of nervous system dysregulation are like warning lights on the dashboard of our

lives. They alert us that we need restoration – and God invites us to find that restoration in Him, sometimes

through rest and wise action. By recognizing the signs and responding with both prayerful dependence

and practical steps, you can move from a state of inner chaos to one of increasing calm. Imagine a life

where your “heart does not race” at every trouble, where you can truly “lie down and sleep in peace, for You

alone, Lord, make me dwell in safety” (Psalm 4:8). This is possible as you apply these principles and lean on

the Lord. 

Healing is a journey, but you are walking it with the Great Physician by your side. Take heart that He cares

for you deeply. Through every deep breath, every scripture you cling to, every counseling session or healthy

choice, you are moving closer to the freedom and joy that Christ purchased for you. “Now may the Lord of

peace Himself give you peace at all times in every way” (2 Thessalonians 3:16) – both calming your nervous

system and guarding your heart with His perfect peace that transcends understanding (Philippians 4:7). 

Go forward with hope, knowing that with God’s help you can learn to regulate your mind and body, and

live with a renewed sense of calm, clarity, and connection to God. 
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