
Panic Attack vs Heart Attack: How to Tell the
Difference and Find Peace
Imagine  you  suddenly  experience  chest  pain,  a  racing  heartbeat,  and  shortness  of  breath.  Your  mind
instantly fears the worst – am I having a heart attack, or is this a panic attack? It’s a frightening scenario
that many people, including faithful Christians, have faced. Differentiating a panic attack vs heart attack –
how to tell one from the other – is crucial for both your physical health and your peace of mind. Medical
experts acknowledge it can often be difficult to distinguish the two based on symptoms alone, which only
adds to the confusion and anxiety in the moment (Cleveland Clinic, 2023). This article will explore the key
differences between panic and heart attacks, steps to take in each case, and holistic strategies – blending
theology, psychology, neuroscience, and medicine – to help you find hope and healing. Throughout, we’ll
reinforce insights with both clinical research and Biblical wisdom, because caring for both body and soul
is essential to living the joyful life God desires for you.

An  illustrative  depiction  of  an  individual  clutching  their  chest.  Panic  attacks  and  heart  attacks  share  many
symptoms – such as intense chest pain, shortness of breath, dizziness, and a sense of impending doom – often
making it challenging to immediately tell them apart. In any case of sudden severe chest pain, seeking prompt
medical evaluation is crucial to determine the cause.

Comparing Symptoms: Panic Attack vs. Heart Attack

Both  panic  attacks  and  heart  attacks  can  cause  very  similar  symptoms:  chest  pain  or  tightness,  a
pounding heart, shortness of breath, sweating, lightheadedness, nausea, and an overwhelming sense that
something is terribly wrong. Because of this overlap, people having a severe panic attack often believe they
are dying of a heart attack. In fact, doctors and psychologists agree that you should never just assume it’s
“only anxiety” – if there’s any doubt, it’s safest to treat it as a potential heart attack and seek immediate
medical help (American Heart Association News, 2022). The stakes are high: a heart attack (a blockage of
blood flow to the heart muscle) is a life-threatening emergency that requires prompt treatment, whereas
a panic attack, though intensely uncomfortable, is not dangerous in itself and will eventually pass on its
own (ADAA – Anxiety & Depression Assoc. of America). 

So how can one tell  the difference? While  no simple rule is foolproof,  here are some key distinctions
identified by cardiologists and anxiety experts:

Chest  Pain  Quality: Heart  attack  pain  often  feels  like  pressure,  squeezing,  heaviness,  or  an
uncomfortable tightness in the chest – some describe it as “an elephant sitting on your chest” or a
deep  ache/burning  sensation  similar  to  heartburn.  In  contrast,  panic  attack  chest  pain  is  more
typically  sharp  or  stabbing and  may  be  hard  to  pinpoint;  it  can  also  feel  like  an  undefined
discomfort that comes with a racing heart (Cleveland Clinic – Dr. Mistyann Blue Miller). Moreover,
panic-induced chest pain might be accompanied by a sensation of choking or a lump in the throat,
which is uncommon in a heart attack.
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Pain Radiation: In a heart attack, chest pain often radiates to other areas – commonly the left arm,
shoulder, jaw, neck, or back (Cleveland Clinic, 2023). This means you might feel an aching or tingling
in your arm or jaw along with chest pressure. Panic attack pain, on the other hand, usually  stays
localized to the chest area. It is unusual for a panic attack to cause true radiating pain to the jaw or
arm. If you experience pain moving into your shoulder or jaw, it’s more suggestive of a cardiac issue.

Onset and Triggers: Heart attacks often occur  during or after physical exertion or effort.  For
example, symptoms might hit while shoveling snow, climbing stairs,  or exercising, and they may
start gradually, building from mild discomfort to intense pain over several minutes (American Heart
Association).  Panic  attacks,  by  contrast,  tend to  come  suddenly,  “out  of  the blue,” or  after  an
emotional stressor rather than physical effort. Panic symptoms typically  peak within 10 minutes of
onset and often strike when you are at rest or even in a calm environment – you could be sitting
quietly or even sound asleep and suddenly be hit with a wave of terror and physical symptoms.
(Notably, both panic attacks  and heart attacks  can occur during periods of high stress. But if you
consistently get chest pain during exercise, that’s a red flag for heart trouble, whereas panic attacks
rarely happen because of physical exercise alone without an emotional trigger.)

Timing (Day vs. Night): If severe chest pain wakes you up from sleep in the middle of the night,
consider your history.  Heart attacks can and do strike during sleep,  and if  you have no prior
history of panic attacks, an abrupt nighttime episode should be treated seriously as a possible heart
attack. However,  people who experience nocturnal panic attacks almost always have a history of
daytime panic attacks as well (Cleveland Clinic – Dr. Miller). In short, if you wake up with chest pain
and you’ve never had a panic attack before, that scenario is more concerning for a heart problem.

Duration of Symptoms: Panic attack symptoms, although intense, are relatively brief. The worst of
a panic attack usually passes within 10–30 minutes (with the peak at around 10 minutes), and most
panic attacks resolve completely within an hour at most. You may feel exhausted or shaky afterward,
but the crushing symptoms do not last  all  day.  In contrast,  a heart attack’s  pain and symptoms
persist. Heart attack pain may come in waves – it might peak, then weaken somewhat, then surge
again – but it  will not fully go away after a few minutes like a panic attack does (Cleveland Clinic,
2023). As one cardiologist explains, “Heart attacks can cause severe chest pain, like a 9 or 10 on the pain
scale, then later it may drop to a 3 or 4, before getting worse again. The pain might change, but it won’t go
away” without  treatment (Cleveland Clinic,  2023).  By contrast,  after  a  panic  attack subsides,  you
typically experience relief of the physical pain and can catch your breath again.

Other Symptoms and Signs: There is a great deal of overlap in symptoms (both may have sweating,
shortness  of  breath,  palpitations,  dizziness,  nausea,  etc.),  but  some  symptoms  are  more
characteristic of one or the other. For example, trembling, shaking, and tingling/numbness in
the hands or face are more common with panic attacks (often caused by hyperventilation). Feelings
of  unreality or detachment (feeling “outside of your body” or like things aren’t real) are also classic
during panic episodes and not reported in heart attacks. On the other hand, vomiting or actually
passing out (fainting) can occur with heart attacks (especially in women or older patients), whereas
fainting is rare in panic attacks (it can happen, but the hyperventilation in panic usually makes blood
pressure rise  slightly,  whereas heart attacks or serious heart rhythm problems more often cause
blood pressure to drop and result in fainting). Also, pale or bluish skin and cold, clammy sweat are
warning signs  leaning toward a  cardiac  event,  whereas  a  panic  attack  might  cause you to  look
flushed and warm from the adrenaline surge. 
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Pressure Sensitivity: One quirky clue some doctors note is that musculoskeletal chest wall pain
can accompany anxiety – meaning if you press on your chest or move your torso, panic-related chest
pain might feel tender or get worse (because your chest muscles are tight and overworked from
rapid breathing). True heart attack pain is usually  not reproducible by pressing on the chest or
changing body position (News-Medical, 2021). So if touching the area or twisting your body causes
more pain, it could suggest the pain is coming from ribs or muscles (which often happens in panic or
even acid reflux), not the heart itself. However, this is not a definitive test – sometimes a panic attack
can co-occur with something like acid reflux or muscle spasm, muddying the waters. Always consider
the whole picture.

Demographics and Risk Factors: Your personal risk factors and history play a role in the likelihood
of heart  vs.  panic.  Heart  attacks are more common in  older adults (rare under age 40 without
underlying heart disease) and in those with risk factors like high blood pressure, high cholesterol,
diabetes, smoking, or a family history of early heart disease. Panic attacks often begin in one’s
teens or twenties and are more common in younger adults, especially females (women are about
twice as likely to experience panic disorder as men) (NIMH Statistics).  If  you’re 25 years old and
healthy but have a history of anxiety, chest pain is statistically less likely to be a heart attack (though
not  impossible).  Conversely,  if  you’re  a  65-year-old  with  hypertension  and  you’ve  never  had  an
anxiety attack before, a new onset of severe chest pain should be treated with high suspicion for a
cardiac event. That said, remember that neither panic nor heart attacks are exclusive to any one
age or group – young people can have heart attacks and older people can have panic attacks, so no
one is completely “immune” from either scenario.

As you can see, these differences can guide you, but they are general patterns, not iron-clad rules. Even
doctors sometimes can only tell for sure  after running medical tests.  Never ignore symptoms or avoid
getting care out of embarrassment. If you have chest pain and serious symptoms, the safest course is to
assume it  could be a heart attack and act quickly.  “When in doubt, get it checked out,” says cardiologist Dr.
Glenn Levine; it’s far better to go to the ER and find out it was “just a panic attack” than to stay home when it
was actually a heart attack that needed immediate treatment (American Heart Association News, 2022). Call
911 or emergency services if you experience classic heart attack warning signs (crushing chest pressure,
pain radiating to arm or jaw, severe shortness of breath, etc.), especially if you have risk factors. Paramedics
would much rather find out you’re okay than arrive too late. “Only medical tests can rule out the possibility of a
heart  attack,” one anxiety  expert  emphasizes.  “Whenever  you’re  in  doubt  about  your  symptoms,  seek  care
without delay” (ADAA, Reid Wilson, PhD). Even the Mayo Clinic – a leading medical authority – urges those
with panic-like symptoms to get a thorough evaluation, because  panic attack symptoms can mirror a
heart attack and other serious conditions, so a doctor’s exam (including EKG, blood tests, etc.) is critical if
it’s the first time or if you’re unsure (Mayo Clinic). In summary: Don’t self-diagnose a heart vs. panic attack on
your own with 100% certainty – get professional help to be sure. Once a heart attack or other medical issue is
ruled out, then you can address the panic attacks with confidence and proper treatment.

“False Alarm”: Why Panic Attacks Feel Like Heart Attacks

Why do these two very different problems feel so alike? The answer lies in how God designed our bodies’
emergency alarm system, known as the fight-or-flight response. A heart attack is a physical crisis – part
of the heart muscle isn’t getting enough blood. A panic attack is essentially a  false alarm of a crisis – an
outpouring of  fear  response when there  is  no real  external  danger.  But  physiologically,  a  panic  attack
activates the same survival mechanisms that a life-threatening emergency would. The brain (specifically the
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amygdala and other limbic  system parts)  sends a warning signal,  and the body responds by releasing
adrenaline and stress hormones. This causes your heart rate to skyrocket, your blood pressure to rise, your
breathing to become rapid and shallow, and your muscles to tense up. It’s the body’s way of preparing to
fight or flee a threat – useful if you’re facing a wild animal or a real peril, but in panic disorder, the brain
misfires this alarm when no real threat exists. 

As  a  result,  panic  attacks  produce very  real  physical  sensations –  pounding heart,  chest  tightness,
sweating, dizziness – even though your heart is actually healthy. It’s important to realize that it’s not “all in
your head”. One psychologist put it this way: “It’s the fight or flight response – the alarm system is going off.
But with a panic attack, it’s burnt toast – not the house on fire.” In other words, your body’s smoke alarm is
blaring as if the whole house is burning down, when in reality you just burned the toast in the toaster
(American Heart Association News). This vivid analogy shows that the symptoms are genuine – you’re not
imagining  the  racing  heart  or  pain  –  but  the  cause  is  a  benign  trigger rather  than  a  deadly  event.
Understanding this can be validating for sufferers: you’re  not “crazy” or weak;  your nervous system is
reacting in an exaggerated way to stress or thoughts. 

Interestingly,  research  indicates  that  panic  attacks  can  even  cause  some  temporary  physical  cardiac
effects.  The surge of  adrenaline and rapid breathing can lead to things like coronary artery spasm or
hyperventilation-induced chest pain in some individuals. In fact, one study noted that about  20–25% of
patients who rush to the ER with chest pain and no heart problems are ultimately found to have
panic/anxiety  disorder as  the  cause  (News-Medical,  2021).  Many  of  these  patients  undergo  repeated
cardiac  tests  that  all  come  back  normal.  This  shows  how  convincing  panic  symptoms  can  be  –  even
seasoned doctors must do tests to confirm the heart is fine. Anxiety can truly “mimic” heart disease in
the moment. Moreover, chronic anxiety and stress can put a strain on the body over time. For example,
persistent high stress levels can contribute to high blood pressure and inflammation, which are risk factors
for heart disease (Cleveland Clinic). So while a single panic attack won’t kill you, living in a constant state
of panic or worry isn’t harmless either – it  can chip away at your physical health (and certainly your
quality  of  life).  This  is  one  reason  it’s  important  to  address  recurrent  panic  attacks  through  effective
treatment and healthy coping strategies, rather than just suffering through them. 

On the flip side, having a heart attack (a real one) can trigger panic as well – the intense fear of experiencing
those symptoms again can lead to anxiety. There’s even some evidence of a link between panic disorder and
heart health: some research has observed that people under 50 who have frequent panic attacks may have
a slightly higher risk of developing heart disease later in life (the reasons aren’t fully clear, and more studies
are needed) (ADAA, 2020). One hypothesis is that the stress hormones and blood pressure spikes during
panic attacks could, over years, affect the heart – or that there may be a common underlying vulnerability.
The hopeful news is that treating panic and anxiety might actually benefit your heart in the long run.
As  psychiatrist  Dr.  Mark  Pollack  noted,  managing  anxiety  could  be  considered  “like  other  modifiable
cardiac risk factors” (such as diet or smoking); in other words, reducing chronic anxiety might help reduce
the likelihood of heart problems down the line (ADAA – Pollack). This is yet another reason to seek healing
for your anxiety – it’s good for both soul and body.

From a Biblical perspective, it’s noteworthy that the Bible acknowledges the powerful physical sensations
of fear. King David poetically described what sounds like a panic attack thousands of years ago: “My heart is
in anguish within me; the terrors of death have fallen on me. Fear and trembling have beset me; horror has
overwhelmed me” (Psalm 55:4–5, NIV). He talks of his heart pounding and an overwhelming dread of death –
that is precisely how a panic attack feels. Yet, in that same Psalm, David shows the way through the fear:
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“But I call to God, and the Lord saves me… Cast your cares on the Lord and He will sustain you” (Psalm 55:16, 22,
NIV). Scripture recognizes our human fear response but encourages us to turn to God in the midst of
it. Physically, your body may be sounding a false alarm, but spiritually, you can remind yourself of what is
true: that God is with you, the threat is not what it seems, and with God’s help, you will get through this
storm (Isaiah 41:10). 

Before we discuss coping strategies, let’s emphasize one comforting truth: having a panic attack does not
make you a “bad Christian.” It’s easy to feel guilty or ashamed – you might think, “If I truly trusted God, I
shouldn’t be panicking like this.” But the reality is that anxiety can afflict anyone, even strong believers.
Some devout Christians (and many biblical figures) have experienced deep fear and anguish. Even our Lord
Jesus, on the night before His crucifixion, experienced extreme distress – “troubled” in soul and sweating
drops of blood in agony (a rare but real physical reaction to stress) (see Luke 22:44). Jesus said, “My soul is
overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death” (Matthew 26:38, NIV) in Gethsemane. If the sinless Son of God
could  feel  such  emotional  turmoil,  then  feeling  anxiety  or  panic  is  not  itself  a  sin  –  it’s  a  human
experience. The key is what we do with it. Jesus responded to His fear by prayer:  “going a little farther, He
fell with His face to the ground and prayed…” (Matthew 26:39). He entrusted Himself to the Father’s will, and
ultimately  an  angel  strengthened  Him  (Luke  22:43).  So  if  you  have  panic  attacks,  know  that  “God
understands. He’s with you now. Yes, some Christians have panic attacks. This doesn’t make them – or you – bad
Christians” (as one Christian counselor wisely said). The Lord is compassionate and wants to help you find
freedom from fear, not condemn you for it. “The Lord is close to the brokenhearted” (Psalm 34:18) and He will
walk with you through this valley.

Dealing with an Attack: Immediate Steps to Take

Let’s get practical: if  you experience sudden chest pain and symptoms and you’re  not sure whether it’s
heart  or  panic,  the  first  step is  always  safety.  As  we noted earlier,  err  on the side  of  caution:  call
emergency services (911 in the US) or have someone take you to the hospital.  Chew an aspirin if  you
suspect a heart attack (aspirin can help keep blood flowing in a heart attack) – unless you’re allergic or a
doctor has told you not to. If you’re driving when symptoms hit, pull over safely and call for help; do not try
to “power through” severe symptoms while driving. Remember, minutes matter in a heart attack. Getting
paramedics on the way could save your life. It’s far better to find out it was a false alarm than to suffer heart
damage (or worse) by delaying. 

While  waiting for  help,  or  if  you’ve recognized it  as  a  panic  attack,  you can also begin some  calming
techniques. Here are a few immediate actions that help during a panic attack, which also do no harm if it
were a heart issue (they might even help a bit there too):

Breathe  Slowly  and  Deeply. Counteract  the  rapid,  shallow  breathing  of  panic  by  deliberately
slowing your respiration. Take a deep breath in through your nose for about 5-10 seconds, fill your
abdomen with  air,  then gently  hold  for  a  second,  and  exhale  slowly for  another  5-10  seconds
through your mouth. Feel your shoulders drop as you exhale. This deep breathing exercise activates
the body’s parasympathetic (calming) nervous system, which can help ease the chest tightness and
lightheadedness. For example, one recommended technique is the 10-1-10 pattern: inhale for ~10
seconds,  hold 1 second, exhale for ~10 seconds (News-Medical).  You may not manage a full  10-
second inhale at first, but the exact number is less important than  making your exhales long and
steady. As you do this, you might say a short prayer with each breath – e.g. mentally pray “Lord, give
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me Your peace” as you breathe in, and  “I cast my cares on You” as you breathe out. Breathing and
prayer together are incredibly effective in taming the immediate storm.

Use  a  Grounding  Technique. Panic  attacks  often  make  you  feel  detached  or  overwhelmed  by
catastrophic  thoughts  (“I’m  dying  right  now!”).  Grounding  techniques  can  interrupt  that  cycle  by
refocusing your mind on the present, tangible reality. One simple method is the "5-4-3-2-1" exercise:
Look around and name  5 things you can see,  4 things you can feel (touch),  3 things you can
hear,  2 things you can smell, and 1 thing you can taste. Describing these out loud can engage
your rational brain. As a Christian, you can combine grounding with faith by, for example, reciting a
favorite Scripture or promise of God out loud. “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of
death, I will fear no evil, for You are with me” (Psalm 23:4, NIV) is a powerful one to declare. Or simply
say the name of Jesus and affirm His presence. The Bible says,  “He will keep in perfect peace those
whose minds are steadfast, because they trust in You” (Isaiah 26:3, NIV). Shifting your focus to God’s
truth – I am not alone, this will pass, God is in control – can start to calm the inner alarm.

Relax Your Body Muscles. Panic floods your body with tension. Try to intentionally relax one muscle
group at a time. Unclench your jaw, drop your shoulders from your ears, loosen your fists. If you’re
sitting, press your feet to the floor and notice that the ground is supporting you. Some people find it
helpful to do a quick progressive muscle relaxation: tense up a muscle group (like shoulders) for 5
seconds, then release it completely and feel the difference. This can actually signal to your brain that
the “danger” is over, aiding the come-down. If you have some training in biofeedback or relaxation
techniques, apply them now. Even  gentle stretching or pacing slowly while you breathe can help
burn off the adrenaline in your system faster.

Enlist Help and Comfort. If someone trustworthy is with you, tell them what you’re feeling. Simply
having another  person voice  reassurance (“I’m here with  you;  you’re  going to  be okay”)  can be
extremely comforting. Don’t be afraid to ask for prayer in the moment. James 5:14 encourages us to
call  on others for prayer when we are unwell.  A friend or spouse praying over you or reading a
calming Bible verse in a soothing voice can remind you that God is with you and you are cared for. If
you’re alone and waiting for an ambulance, perhaps call a loved one on speakerphone to talk until
help arrives – hearing a calm familiar voice can keep you grounded. Note: If you are truly having a
heart attack, try not to exert yourself with too much talking; in that case, just unlock your door, chew
an aspirin, and sit and breathe until paramedics arrive. But in many “false alarm” cases, talking to a
support person can lower panic.

Use Focused Prayer or a Worship Song. In a panic  attack,  your thoughts often race with fear.
Deliberately switch tracks by praying earnestly – not long, elaborate prayers (you might not be able
to focus that well), but short breath prayers. For example, pray on each inhale “Jesus, have mercy”
and each exhale “Give me peace.” Recall that  God is your ever-present help (Psalm 46:1). Some
people find playing a favorite worship song softly in the background can change the atmosphere of
their mind. The song “Peace” by Bethel Music, or classic hymns about trust, have been helpful to
many in panic moments. Singing along (even trembling) can also slow your breathing and direct
your mind to the Lord.  “When I am afraid, I put my trust in You” (Psalm 56:3, NIV) – make this your
mantra in the storm.

These steps can help de-escalate a panic attack faster. If it was a heart attack after all, these steps are
not a cure – you still need emergency medical intervention – but staying calm and minimizing stress will
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only help until the professionals take over. If it turns out to be a panic attack, you’ll likely notice that after
20-30 minutes of employing these techniques, your symptoms have significantly subsided: your chest pain
fades, breathing slows, and you feel worn out but relieved that you survived what felt like an “attack.” Many
people describe a kind of euphoric exhaustion after a panic episode ends – the body’s relief response can
flood you with a sense of calm once the adrenaline burns off.

Long-Term Solutions: Faith, Treatment, and Lifestyle for Freedom
from Fear

Experiencing one panic attack can be a wake-up call that something needs attention – whether that’s your
heart health, your stress levels, or both. The good news is that both heart disease and panic disorder are
treatable and often preventable problems when addressed with wisdom. In this section, we’ll look at an
integrated approach to  moving forward:  strengthening your  physical  heart,  renewing your  mind and
nervous system, and nourishing your  spirit. As a Christian, you are called to steward your body as the
temple of  the Holy Spirit  (1 Corinthians 6:19-20)  and to be transformed by the renewing of  your mind
(Romans 12:2). That means using every God-given means – medical care, counseling, spiritual disciplines,
and healthy habits – to overcome this challenge.  There should be no shame in pursuing any of these
avenues. Just as you’d pray for God’s healing and also take antibiotics for an infection, so you can pray for
relief from anxiety and also take practical steps like therapy or medication. Below are key components of a
holistic strategy to overcome panic attacks and live in the “abundant life” Christ intends (John 10:10).

Medical  Evaluation and Care: Start  with  a  thorough medical  check-up.  If  you haven’t  done so
already, get an honest assessment of your  heart health.  This may include an electrocardiogram
(ECG), blood tests for cardiac enzymes, a stress test or imaging if needed, and discussion of any risk
factors. Knowing for sure that your heart is in good shape (or catching a problem early) will give you
peace of mind and guide next steps. Many people with panic attacks feel immense relief after a
doctor tells them, “Your heart is healthy – these symptoms are not coming from a heart attack.” If
tests do reveal an issue, then follow your doctor’s guidance on treating that (which might include
medications, diet changes, or procedures to restore heart function). On the anxiety front, consult
with your primary care physician or a psychiatrist about how to medically manage panic attacks if
they are frequent or debilitating. There are effective medications that can significantly reduce panic
symptoms: the most commonly used are SSRIs (Selective Serotonin Reuptake Inhibitors), a class
of  antidepressants  that,  when  taken  daily,  can  help  prevent  panic  attacks  by  regulating  brain
chemistry.  These are considered first-line medical  treatment for panic disorder and have a good
success rate, especially in combination with therapy. Another class of meds,  benzodiazepines (like
alprazolam or clonazepam), can quickly quell panic symptoms and are sometimes prescribed to be
taken  only during acute panic episodes for temporary relief.  However, benzodiazepines have to be
used with caution – they can be habit-forming and are not ideal for long-term use, especially in those
with a history of substance abuse. A doctor will weigh the pros and cons with you. It’s important to
remember  that  taking  medication  for  anxiety  is  not  a  sign  of  spiritual  failure.  If  you  had
diabetes, you’d likely take insulin without feeling you “lacked faith” – likewise, using a medication to
correct an imbalance or calm your nervous system can be viewed as a provision of God’s grace
through science. Christians from many walks (including pastors, theologians, etc.) have used anxiety
medication when needed, and it can be a lifesaver to break out of a severe cycle of panic enough to
engage in other healing practices.
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Professional Counseling and Therapy: One of the most effective treatments for panic attacks (with
or  without  medication)  is  therapy  with  a  trained  counselor  or  psychologist.  In  particular,
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) has a strong track record of helping people overcome panic
disorder. CBT will teach you to identify the scary thoughts that fuel your panic (“I’m going to die right
now!”, “I can’t handle this”) and challenge them with truth and evidence. For example, if you’ve had
multiple panic attacks and you’re still alive, a therapist will help you see that “I felt like I was dying, but
I wasn’t actually dying” – and next time that feeling starts, you can remind yourself of this fact, which
can stop the panic from spiraling. Therapists often use  exposure therapy techniques for panic as
well. One specialized form,  interoceptive exposure, actually involves deliberately  simulating panic
sensations in a safe setting to train your body and mind not to overreact. For instance, a therapist
might have you run in place or breathe through a straw to create mild breathlessness or a racing
heart,  and coach you through the anxiety without catastrophe, proving to your brain that these
sensations are not truly harmful (American Heart Association News). Over time, this can dramatically
reduce  the  fear  of  the  symptoms  themselves.  Another  helpful  therapy  approach  is  biblical
counseling or Christian counseling – where a counselor integrates psychological techniques with
scriptural principles and prayer. This can address not only the symptoms but also any spiritual roots
or false beliefs that may be contributing to your anxiety (such as perfectionism, fear of man, trauma,
etc.).  A Christian counselor will  remind you of God’s grace and sovereignty as you work through
anxious thoughts.  Support groups or  group therapy for  anxiety  can also be beneficial  –  simply
knowing you’re not alone and hearing others’ success stories inspires hope. Proverbs 11:14 says, “in
an abundance of counselors there is safety.” Seeking counsel is a wise and biblical step, not something
to be embarrassed about. God often works through gifted counselors and doctors as instruments of
His healing.

Faith and Spiritual Practices: As believers, we have access to spiritual tools that not only bring
comfort  but  also  have  real  impact  on  our  mental  state.  Prayer is  the  foremost  among  these.
Philippians 4:6-7 famously instructs: “Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer
and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.” This isn’t a harsh scolding of the anxious;
it’s  an invitation.  Whenever panic  or  worry rises,  we can turn our worries into prayers.  And the
promise follows: “the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your
minds in Christ Jesus.” Many Christians can testify that prayer literally changed their brain during
anxiety. In fact, scientific studies confirm that prayer and meditation have calming effects on the
brain, similar to relaxation techniques. Regular prayer has been associated with lower stress levels
and reduced anxiety and depression in multiple studies (Roark & Associates Coaching, 2025). Brain
scans of  people praying show increased activity  in  areas associated with  peace and focus,  and
decreased activity in the amygdala (the fear center). One researcher noted that prayer can “calm your
nervous  system,  shutting  down your  fight-or-flight  response,” making  you  less  reactive  to  negative
emotions  (Association  for  Psychological  Science,  2020).  How amazing  –  modern  neuroscience  is
catching up to what Scripture has long taught:  “You will keep in perfect peace those whose minds are
steadfast, because they trust in You” (Isaiah 26:3). Beyond petitionary prayer (asking for help), other
spiritual  practices  like  worship,  Scripture  reading,  and  meditation  on  God’s  promises are
powerful against anxiety. When Jesus was anxious in Gethsemane, He prayed honestly,  “Father, let
this cup pass if possible… yet not my will, but Yours” – a prayer of surrender (Matthew 26:39). We too
can practice surrendering outcomes to God, which relieves us of the burden of control. Memorizing
a few key Bible verses to recall in anxious moments is like having a sword ready to wield against the
lies of fear (Ephesians 6:17 calls God’s Word the “sword of the Spirit”). For example, 2 Timothy 1:7 is
a great one: “For God has not given us a spirit of fear, but of power and of love and of a sound mind.”

• 
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Remind yourself that  fear is not from God – He desires you to live with a mind at peace.  Worship
music and praise are also Biblical anxiety-busters. Isaiah 61:3 talks about God giving “the garment of
praise for the spirit of heaviness.” When you feel panic (a kind of heaviness or frenzy in the spirit), try
praising God deliberately – it can shift your perspective from the storm to the One who walks on the
waves. Make a playlist of songs that center on God’s sovereignty, love, and protection. Sing along or
just listen and breathe. The enemy (and our flesh) wants us to stay focused on fear, but  worship
turns our eyes to Jesus, where fear loses its grip (remember how Peter could walk on water while
looking  at  Jesus,  but  started  to  sink  when  he  looked  at  the  waves  –  Matthew  14:30).  Lastly,
fellowship and support from your church community can aid greatly. Don’t isolate in your struggle.
Share with a trusted friend or a pastor that you are dealing with anxiety/panic attacks – you might be
surprised how many others have quietly faced the same thing. “Therefore encourage one another and
build each other up” (1 Thessalonians 5:11). A small group that prays together can carry you through
tough times. Knowing others are interceding for you provides comfort. In summary, your spiritual
life is a wellspring of help:  immerse yourself in God’s presence daily – through prayer, His Word,
and  worship  –  and  you  will  find  your  fears  gradually  giving  way  to  peace  that  passes
understanding (Philippians 4:7).

Lifestyle and Self-Care: God has created us as holistic beings – our physical habits and lifestyle
choices can strongly affect our mental and emotional state. To support both your heart health and
reduce anxiety, consider some lifestyle adjustments:

Exercise regularly: Physical exercise is one of the best stress-relievers available. It releases
endorphins (feel-good chemicals), helps regulate adrenaline, and can even desensitize your body to
some panic symptoms. For example, when you get your heart rate up through aerobic exercise, you
become more comfortable with a pounding heart from exertion, so a pounding heart from anxiety
feels less frightening. Aim for at least 30 minutes of moderate exercise (brisk walking, jogging,
cycling, swimming, etc.) most days of the week, as recommended by heart health guidelines. Not
only does this strengthen your cardiovascular system (lowering heart attack risk), but it also has a
well-documented anti-anxiety effect. Exercise is a natural medicine for the mind. Even a gentle 10-
minute walk during a panic attack can sometimes shorten the episode, as it helps burn off stress
hormones (just ensure you’re safe and not overexerting if you suspect a heart issue).
Diet and stimulants: What you consume can exacerbate or ease anxiety. Caffeine is a common
trigger for panic – it revs up your system and can induce palpitations and jitteriness. If you’re prone
to panic attacks, consider reducing or eliminating caffeine (coffee, energy drinks, certain sodas)
and see if that helps. Many people find their baseline anxiety drops significantly when they cut out
caffeine. Similarly, be cautious with sugar and processed carbs; while not a direct trigger like
caffeine, blood sugar spikes and crashes can mimic anxiety symptoms (like shakiness or heart
racing). Opt for a balanced diet with plenty of whole foods, fruits, vegetables, lean proteins, and
omega-3 rich foods (like fish or walnuts) which have been linked to brain health. Hydration is also
key – even mild dehydration can cause your heart to beat faster. And of course, avoid excessive
alcohol and do not use nicotine or illicit drugs. Some people try to self-medicate anxiety with
alcohol or substances, but this backfires badly. Alcohol, for instance, might calm you for an hour, but
as it wears off it can provoke rebound anxiety and disrupt sleep, creating a vicious cycle. Smoking
and nicotine raise heart rate and blood pressure, worsening both heart and anxiety issues. Treat
your body kindly as an instrument of God – put in what helps, and avoid what harms.
Sleep and Rest: Adequate sleep is absolutely essential for emotional regulation. Anyone who’s
pulled an all-nighter knows that the next day, everything feels more overwhelming and anxiety can
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skyrocket. Strive for 7-8 hours of quality sleep per night. Develop a calming bedtime routine: dim
lights, no heavy use of electronics right before bed (the blue light can interfere with melatonin
production). Perhaps spend time reading Scripture or journaling your worries to give them to God
before sleep. Jesus said, “Come to me, and I will give you rest” (Matthew 11:28). Claim that promise
each night. If you have trouble sleeping due to anxiety, practices like drinking herbal tea (caffeine-
free) or taking natural supplements like magnesium or melatonin (consult your doctor) might help.
In some cases, short-term use of medication for sleep could be considered, but try behavioral
approaches first. A well-rested mind is far more resilient against panic. Also, incorporate Sabbath
rest into your life – take one day a week to truly unplug, focus on the Lord, and do things that
rejuvenate you. Constant busyness and lack of margins in life can fuel anxiety; God built a rhythm of
rest for our good.
Stress Management and Mindfulness: Beyond acute panic attacks, evaluate the overall stress in
your life. Are you overcommitted, not taking breaks, or under some chronic stress (work,
relationship, financial) that is fraying your nerves? While we can’t eliminate all stress, we can learn
better responses. This might involve practicing mindfulness – which, for a Christian, can be as
simple as quietly sitting in God’s presence, focusing on your breathing and a truth about God’s love.
Techniques like progressive muscle relaxation, guided imagery (picturing a peaceful scene or a
biblical scene like Jesus calming the storm), or even gentle yoga/stretching (if you are comfortable
with that) can train your body’s relaxation response. Many believers find that scripture meditation –
slowly pondering a verse and letting it sink in – is the ultimate form of mindfulness because it not
only calms the mind but also renews it with truth. For instance, take Psalm 46:10, “Be still, and know
that I am God.” Breathe slowly and repeat this in your mind, emphasizing a different word each time
(“Be still… and know… that I am… God”). Such practices, done regularly, lower your baseline anxiety.

Plan for Panic (if it strikes again): Develop a personal coping plan for if you feel a panic attack
coming. Because in the moment it’s hard to think clearly, write down a simple list of steps (like the
ones we went  over:  breathe,  pray,  grounding,  etc.)  and keep it  somewhere accessible  –  in  your
wallet, on your phone, or taped to your bathroom mirror. Knowing you have a plan can itself reduce
the likelihood of panic. Include in your plan any specific techniques that you know help you (for
example, some people splash cold water on their face during panic – the “dive reflex” can slow heart
rate a bit). Perhaps include a couple of Bible verses on that plan as well, to recite. If you have a close
friend or spouse who helps, part of your plan might be to call them or have them pray with you. By
being prepared, you transform panic attacks from terrifying, uncontrollable events into manageable
episodes that you know will pass. This shift in mindset – from victim of panic to one who is equipped
to handle panic – is empowering and often reduces the frequency of attacks. As the saying goes,
“plan your work and work your plan.” With God’s help, you can gain the upper hand over panic.

Address Underlying Issues: Sometimes panic attacks have no obvious trigger, but other times they
may be signaling deeper issues that need attention.  Consider if  there are unresolved emotional
wounds or chronic pressures that are manifesting as panic. For example, past trauma can lead to
panic attacks (like PTSD flashbacks); unresolved grief or loss might surface as anxiety; or living in a
way that contradicts your values can create internal turmoil. Pursuing inner healing through prayer
counseling or therapy can bring those issues to light and help resolve them, which in turn can set
you free from panic.  Forgiveness is one area to examine: harboring unforgiveness or bitterness is
known to have stress effects on our body and soul.  By forgiving those who hurt  you (as Christ
forgave us – Colossians 3:13), you release a heavy burden and often find more peace. Another area is
perfectionism or people-pleasing – trying to constantly meet every expectation can drive anxiety.
The gospel reminds us that we are saved by grace, not performance; embracing that can relieve the
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self-imposed pressure. A Christian therapist can help connect spiritual truths to your psychological
patterns,  facilitating  deep  change.  Additionally,  sometimes  panic  disorder  can  run  in  families
(genetic predisposition). If that’s the case, don’t be discouraged – it’s not your fault, and with proper
treatment you can break the cycle  in  your generation,  possibly  giving your children a model  of
resilience and reliance on God.

Finally, let’s talk about joy and gratitude as a weapon against anxiety. It might sound surprising – how can I
think about joy when I’m barely coping with panic? But Philippians 4 (written by Paul, who knew suffering
and likely felt anxiety too – see 2 Corinthians 7:5) gives a secret: “Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again:
Rejoice!... Do not be anxious about anything, but…present your requests to God… and the peace of God… will
guard your hearts and minds.” Note the linkage of rejoicing and peace. Choosing to rejoice in God – not for
the panic attack, but in the midst of trials – is a profound act of faith that shifts your focus. Try keeping a
gratitude journal where each day you note 3 things you’re thankful for, however small. Gratitude has been
shown in research to improve mental health and reduce stress hormones. The Bible tells us “the joy of the
Lord is your strength” (Nehemiah 8:10). Finding moments of joy – whether through laughter with friends,
appreciating nature, or celebrating small victories in your progress – will strengthen you to face anxiety with
a lighter heart. 

Hope for a Future Free of Fear

If you are a believer struggling with anxiety or panic attacks, take heart: you are not alone, and there is
hope for healing. Panic disorder is very treatable – most people see major improvements with the right
combination of therapy, faith, lifestyle changes, and sometimes medication. Many who once felt completely
crippled by panic can testify that today they live full, joyful lives, with only occasional anxiety twinges that no
longer control them. You, too, can get there. It doesn’t mean you’ll never feel anxious again (we live in a
fallen world, and even strong Christians have down days), but the crippling fear can be defeated. 

Remember that Jesus cares deeply about your heart – both physically and emotionally. In the Gospels,
He often told people,  “Do not be afraid” (Luke 8:50), and “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you” ( John
14:27, NIV). The peace Christ gives is not like the world’s peace. It’s a peace that can calm us even when
circumstances are chaotic – truly a  “peace that transcends understanding” (Phil 4:7). He demonstrated this
when He spoke “Peace, be still” to the furious storm on the Sea of Galilee, and instantly the wind and waves
were calmed (Mark 4:39). Picture your panic attack as that storm – violent and sudden. Jesus is in your boat,
and with a word, He can bring calm. Sometimes He calms the storm in you even if the storm around you still
rages. 

Be encouraged by God’s promises. Psalm 34:4 says, “I sought the Lord, and He answered me; He delivered me
from all my fears.” As you seek the Lord and also diligently apply the practical help available, you will see
progress. It may be gradual – a journey of learning to live in daily dependence on Him – but each small
victory (like driving on the highway without panic, or feeling an attack coming and nipping it in the bud
through prayer and breathing) is a milestone to celebrate. Don’t get discouraged by a setback; recovery isn’t
always linear, but overall you can be moving to greater freedom. 

Crucially,  do not let stigma or pride keep you from reaching out. Proverbs 3:5 urges us to “Trust in the
Lord  with  all  your  heart  and  lean  not  on  your  own  understanding.” Part  of  not  leaning  on  our  own
understanding is recognizing when we need help from others that God has placed in our lives. Whether it’s
telling your doctor about your anxiety, seeing a counselor, or simply confiding in a friend at church, God
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often provides healing through community and the wisdom of others. Galatians 6:2 encourages, “Carry each
other’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ.” You might be surprised how many people
around you have gone through similar struggles and can offer empathy and tips.

In closing, consider the beautiful assurance of 1 Peter 5:7: “Cast all your anxiety on Him because He cares for
you.” The Lord invites you to cast all of it on Him – every fear of heart attacks, every panic about panic itself –
for He truly cares for you. When anxiety comes knocking, answer with faith: “I trust in God’s care.” Over time,
as you diligently care for your body and mind and anchor your soul in Christ, you will find that anxiety’s grip
loosens. You’ll  develop the discernment to know when something is a real medical issue versus a false
alarm, and you’ll have a toolbox of strategies to handle each. More than that, you’ll grow in confidence that
no matter what happens, you are in God’s hands – and that is the ultimate antidote to fear. 

Jesus said, “Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid” (John 14:27). By His grace, you can
live from a place of shalom (peace and wholeness), with a calm heart that rests in His promises. Heart attack
or panic attack – whichever trials life may bring – God is greater. He is the strength of your heart (Psalm
73:26) and your portion forever. Take care of your heart through wise actions, and guard your heart through
faith (Proverbs 4:23), and you will be able to say, like the Psalmist,  “When anxiety was great within me, Your
consolation brought me joy” (Psalm 94:19, NIV). 

“God is our refuge and strength, an ever-present help in trouble. Therefore we will not
fear…” (Psalm 46:1-2). 

May the Lord bless you with renewed hope, a sound mind, and a fearless heart as you move forward. 

<br>
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