
Discovering Negative Thinking Patterns 

We have the mind of Christ (1 Cor 2:16)

Do you find yourself being timid, fearful and anxious? Do you find it hard to be confident 
and live with a spirit of love, power and a sound mind?’  You are not alone.

How can it be that we, who live so much better lives today than our great grandparents, 
are more worried, anxious, and depressed than they? 
We have so much and they had so limited medical 
innovations, creature comforts and technology. The 
answers must lie in our minds and hearts, not in 
the surroundings, events and society.  Anxiety and 
depression can be brought on by interpreting life 
events in negative ways.  Discovering negative thinking 
patterns and self talk can change hopelessness to 
hopefulness.
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Automatic Negative Thoughts (ANTs)

ANTs arise spontaneously from memories and habits.  It may 
not be possible to completely control them from rising, but we 
can choose to stop their effect on us.  Use the acrostic APART 
to evaluate negative thinking patterns.

   
                   Adversity

Adversity is any activating event we perceive as adverse.  If we 
are prone to negative thinking, perceptions can make neutral 
events seem adverse and negative events seem unmanageable.  

                   Pessimistic 

Pessimistic self-talk is personal, permanent, pervasive and perfectionistic.
•	 Personal responsibility for the activating event. There is a personal flaw in me. It is my 

fault and my problem no matter what the issue. 
•	 Permanent consequences to me and my loved ones that cannot be changed.
•	 Pervasive application to an individual act for it will affect everything. 
•	 Perfectionism in thoughts. I must be perfect or I am personally responsible.

                       Angry

Angry action taken as a result of the pessimistic self-talk. Anger turned inward can cause 
depression and withdrawal, but turned outward causes outbursts.

                Ruminating

Ruminating is negative meditation.  It is repeatedly thinking about an event in a way 
that supports pessimism, catastrophic conclusions and unhealthy actions.

                Traumatizing

The result of ruminating on negative thoughts is trauma to our heart and soul. Self-
traumatization leads to black and white thinking, which is separate from reality.  
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We can sometimes discover pessimistic thoughts simply by observing the
 words we use in normal conversation and self-talk. 

Shoulds and Oughts
The words should and ought are high on the list of troublesome expressions. When used 
inappropriately, these perception words imply that there is no solution because the situation 
should never have existed in the first place. 

 ‘I should have stayed in the tennis league.’   
‘You shouldn’t have stayed up so late.’

These kind of verbal commands place us in a double bind. It leads to inefficient and 
ineffective behavior. The feelings that often come with shoulds are shame, guilt, rejection, 
and anger which, over a long term, can lead to depression. Angry and depressed people 
commonly have belief systems and self-talk filled with shoulds and oughts that exert 
pressure to perform impossible acts and increases sadness and hopelessness.

What if ? and If only
While What if?s look into the irrational possibilities of the future, an If only! looks backward 
into decisions of the past. Both are concerned with a reality which cannot be changed. The 
What if?s are concerned with a future that will probably never occur. 

‘What if I can’t find another job?’
‘If only I had gone to college.’
‘If only I hadn’t married my spouse.’

These are irrationally hopeless because they do not handle reality as it is. As counselors like 
to say, ‘Denial is not a river in Egypt!’  Christians who live by these phrases do not trust the 
Lord for their past. Mary and Martha are examples of Biblical characters with an If only! mind 
set. Jesus did not arrive in Bethany until after Lazarus died. When He came to their house, 
they cried out, If (only) you had been here, my brother would not have died (John 11:21). 
Instead of facing the reality of their brother’s death, they looked backward to a fantasy that 
had not occurred. 

    Toxic Language Indicators

© Sweeten Life Systems 2013



What if   
we don't...

If only 
we had...

I 
should...

You   
always...

You 
ought to...

I 
never...

Always and Never
One of the most common ways to sabotage our growth and healing is to think and talk in 
extremes. By using terms that are perfect or worthless, evil or good, black or white, excellent 
or lousy, saint or sinner, we put ourselves into hopeless situations. 

Couples sometimes fight because they expect perfect change or perfect obedience to their 
desires. However, their imperfect mate answers imperfectly or differently from what the 
other wants. The disappointed male thinks, ‘My spouse never tries to please me. She always 
turns me down when I ask for romance.’  Or she thinks, ‘My husband is always late and he 
knows I want him to be on time. He never tries to please me. ’

Replacing Toxic 
Language

Most of us have lived with and 
repeatedly used these and other 
toxic statements for decades. Our 
Belief System and habits of speech 
are full of them. This means we are 
very likely faced with a long road to 
make positive changes. However, 
thousands are successfully 
changing, so there is hope for all of 
us. We can start today by thinking 
and talking honestly by speaking 
the truth in love (Ephesians 4:17).

For example:

Instead of a parent correcting a child by saying, ‘You shouldn’t speak to me that way.’ 
Replace it with, ‘I don’t want you to speak to me that way.  I do not like it and it hurts 
my feelings.

Instead of  saying, ‘What if my car won’t start?’ Replace it with, ‘If my car doesn’t start, 
I will call a friend for a ride to work.’
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      Video: Explanation of APART with a Real Life Example

Identifying and understanding our belief systems and our responses 
to life’s events is vital in order to grow healthy relationships with God, 
self, and others. This video presentation by Dr. Gary Sweeten explains 
APART and gives a real life example that is sure to take this concept 
from head to heart.

To reverse the negative process and develop an upward cycle of resilience, we must fight. 
The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world. On the contrary, they have divine 
power to demolish strongholds. We demolish arguments and every pretension that sets itself 
up against the knowledge of God, and we take captive every thought to make it obedient to 
Christ. (II CO 10:4-5)

Weapons of the world arise from the world, the flesh and the devil. They substitute deception 
for reality. In John 8:32 Jesus said, You shall know the truth and the truth shall set you free. One 
meaning of truth here is, ‘unveiled reality’. 

We can evaluate the self-talk, perceptions, and beliefs with facts. When adversity happens, it is 
rarely permanent, pervasive or personal in an absolute sense.

Activating Event or Adversity:

Does this event have Permanent/eternal 
consequences? 
      Is it unforgivable?
      Is it broken beyond repair?
      Can nothing ever be done to make it better?
Does this ruin everything? 
      Can nothing be saved?
      Is my entire life changed?
Do I bear total responsibility for this problem? 
      Is my life, as I know it, over?
      Have I lost all dignity, honor and personhood?

By asking questions we separate fact from fiction and develop new beliefs, consequential 
feelings, and decisions.
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https://vimeo.com/74648034


          Dip a Little Deeper - Make it Real

facebook YouTube Vimeo

WWW.SWEETENLIFE.COM
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The information in this eBooklet was taken from Dr. Gary Sweeten’s eBook, Power 
Christian Thinking, and is available at www.sweetenlife.com/store

For a more in depth look into overcoming negative thinking and toxic language the 
download the free PDFs below.  Each PDF includes excerpts and exercises from Power 
Christian Thinking, by Dr. Gary Sweeten.

Replacing Toxic Shoulds and Oughts

Other Barriers to Power Thinking 
Including Only If,  What If, Never and 
Always

Remember the importance of Faith, Hope and Love:
Faith in God -

Hope that I can do better and it will change -

Love for one another -

CONNECT WITH US!

http://www.facebook.com/pages/Sweeten-Life-Systems-A-Lifetime-of-Great-Relationships/155749537795799
http://www.youtube.com/user/sweetenlifesystems
http://vimeo.com/user5775341
http://sweetenlife.com
http://sweetenlife.com/resources/1/pdfs/Stress%20Rx%20PDFs/PCT_Shoulds_and_Oughts_71_74.pdf
http://www.sweetenlife.com/store
http://sweetenlife.com/resources/1/pdfs/Stress%20Rx%20PDFs/PCT_What_If_Never.pdf
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