From the EAiors Desk

What Is Biblical
Counseling, Anyway?

by Ed Welch

Biblical counseling is “for resolving of their
doubts, and for help against their sins, and for
direction in duty, and for increase of knowledge
and all saving grace.”

- Richard Baxter (1656)"

When do you think this counseling fad
will end?”

The seminary professor meant no per-
sonal offense by the question, but I have to
admit I took it personally. I initially consid-
ered attacking his expertise, but Hebrew is
not exactly a passing fad. So, being some-
what speechless, there was not much to do
but consider his question. It was, after all, a
good one. The professor was aware both of
the popularity of counseling and the
increasing criticisms of it. He was familiar
with the emerging evidence that most “for-
mal” counseling is no more helpful than
talking with a friend. He had read respect-
ed articles which suggest that counseling
and psychotherapy have promoted our
tendency to blame others and embrace our
victimhood. And he knew people who
seemed to get worse after counseling.
Given these observations, perhaps counsel-
ing is a fad whose days are numbered.

Counseling in general, however, is not
the same as biblical counseling. What
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applies to one does not necessarily apply to
the other. The task with my theologian
friend was to articulate the heart of biblical
counseling in order to distinguish it from
secular and other Christian therapies that
share the name counseling.

To do this I could have given him some
back issues of this journal, but I thought it
would be worthwhile to use his question as
a catalyst for revisiting the question, “What
is biblical counseling?”

The readers of The Journal of Biblical
Counseling (JBC) tend to be most interested
in application; that is, how to do biblical
counseling. Yet every once in a while a
description or extended definition can be
useful as we consider the distinguishing
features of our field. Undoubtedly, if all
JBC readers submitted their views, we
would differ on some specifics, but there
would also be some fundamental common-
alities. What follows, in the briefest of
forms, is one way to answer the question.

My present perspective is that biblical
counseling is a hybrid of discipleship and
biblical friendship, neither of which can be
mistaken for a passing fad. Instead, biblical
counseling is as old as human history and
will flourish throughout the generations to
come. It began with God speaking to His
people; it was further established by kings,
prophets, priests, and apostles as they
applied God’s words to particular situa-
tions. It has been practiced by wise pastors,
friends, brothers, sisters, fathers, and moth-
ers throughout history, and it continues
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today with men and women who, having studied
what God says in His Word, both receive biblical
counsel and offer it to others.

The Content of Biblical Counseling

Biblical counseling is built on a simple, enduring
principle: the triune God has spoken to us through the
Scripture. Furthermore, through biblical history, doc-
trine, law codes, poetry, and songs, God has revealed to
us everything we NEED to know about Him, about our-
selves, and about the world around us (2 Peter 1:3).

This fundamental promise—"God has spoken”—
has been the long-standing confession of the church.
Every church attendee would agree. Brows might fur-
row, however, at the phrase “everything we need.” We
sense that the Bible talks about many important
things, but there are complex life situations where we
would like more specific direction, extra information,
or novel counseling techniques. Yet the reality is that
we have access to everything that Jesus had: “Every-
thing that I learned from my Father I have made
known to you” (John 15:15). God has not held any-
thing back from us. What Jesus knew from His Father,
we too can know.

Scripture speaks with great breadth. Given the
degree to which God has revealed Himself and our-
selves, we can assume that the Bible’s counsel speaks
with great breadth, addressing the gamut of problems
in living. It is certainly able to speak to the common
problems we all encounter, such as relationship con-
flicts, financial pressures, our responses to physical
health or illness, parenting questions, and loneliness.
But it also speaks to distinctly modern problems such
as depression, anxiety, mania, schizophrenia and
attention deficit disorder, just to name a few.

Of course, the Bible doesn’t speak to each of these
problems as would an encyclopedia. It doesn’t offer
techniques for change that look like they came out of
a cookbook. But through prayerful meditation on
Scripture and a willingness to receive theological
guidance from each other, we find that the biblical
teaching on creation, the fall, and redemption provide
specific, useful insight into all the issues of life.

Scripture speaks with great depth. The breadth is
certainly good news. It is a great comfort to know that
there is nothing we encounter on which God’s Word is
silent. Yet there is more: Scripture speaks with pro-
found depth. In other words, biblical counseling does
not simply consist of a counselor finding a few pithy
verses in a concordance and telling you to read them
each day and pray about your problem (the counsel-

ing equivalent to “take two aspirin and call me in the
morning”). Instead it is a partnership between people
who are seeking God’s wisdom—a wisdom that goes
to the heart of the matter. It is a wisdom that can pen-
etrate a person’s inmost being (Hebrews 4:12).

For example, consider a husband and wife who
can’t seem to get out of the cycle of quarreling. Bibli-
cal counseling’s breadth makes it alert to family influ-
ences on one’s style of relating, culturally-derived dif-
ferences in perceptions of marital roles, medical prob-
lems that leave emotions somewhat unpredictable or
comprehension difficult, and lack of knowledge in
how to communicate and resolve conflicts. Insight or
skill development in these areas might be helpful—
and God’s Word is adept at offering such things.

But biblical counseling does not end here. While
other forms of help can stay only on the surface, the
Bible’s counsel is prepared to help this couple get to
the heart of conflicts. Its depth is apparent in James
4:1-4. This text indicates that conflicts and quarrels
emerge when we love our own desires more than we
love God. Even though this couple is probably not
aware of it, their constant quarreling is revealing that
they are for themselves, against the other person, and
against God. In other words, the problem is deeper
than an interpersonal quarrel. It is not just people
declaring war on each other. Even more, both parties
are warring against the God of love, justice, and
mercy.

Scripture indicates that all of life is lived before
the face of God. Have you found that Scripture
assumes that all of life is somehow related to God? In
a very real sense, all of life’s problems are “religious”
or “spiritual,” from the way we worship in church, to
the way we think about chemical imbalances, to the
way we take out the trash. All of life is lived before the
face of God.

Biblical counseling attempts to grapple with this
central feature of our lives. It is complete only when it
establishes this relationship and points us to Him. At
some point, the Bible’s counsel poses the ultimate
questions of life:

Who am I before God?

How am I to live before God?

Who is the triune God?

With regard to marital strife, the answers to these
questions lead to the deepest cure.

Who are these people who are incessantly quarrel-
ing? They were created by God, they were intended to
live for God, and they are presently making a stand
against Him.

How does God call them to live? God, by His own
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example and through the power of His Spirit, teaches
them to love. “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or
vain conceit, but in humility consider others better
than yourselves” (Philippians 2:3).

Who is this God who speaks? He is the Holy Lord
who is opposed to sin. He is the Faithful One who will
not forsake His people when His people are faithless.
He is the Righteous One who demands purity in His
people. He is the Loving Father who rejoices when
people confess their sin and turn to Him. He is the
Forgiving One who delights in covering sin. He is the
sacrificial lamb in whose death we are given the puri-
ty of Jesus. He is the Spirit who empowers us to fol-
low Him.

Readied by answers to these questions, those in
marital conflicts can confess their prideful stand
against God and acknowledge Him as the loving Lord
and king. Furthermore, they can do this without fear
of condemnation, knowing that the penalty for their
rebellion has been paid by Jesus’ death. Then they can
follow the example of Jesus through faith and obedi-
ence, always asking for the Spirit’s power to love oth-
ers.

Marital conflict is only one of hundreds of biblical
counseling illustrations that could be recounted. In
the annals of those who heard the Bible’s counsel you
would find the addict freed, the hurting comforted,
the despondent encouraged, and so forth. Through
them all you would witness wise principles and life-
changing words of encouragement.

Even more, you would hear about the Speaker of these
words, the triune God—the Father, Son and Holy Spir-
it. In Him the addict would come to know the Par-
doner and Liberator who breaks the power of sin. The
hurt would know the tender care of the Good Shep-
herd. The despondent would be encouraged by Jesus,
who has left us with His Spirit and is coming again.
The heart of biblical counseling is not a series of prin-
ciples or “put-offs and put-ons”; the heart is our tri-
une God who has revealed Himself fully in Jesus.

The Process of Biblical Counseling

The content of biblical counseling consists of the
proclamation of Jesus Himself, the gospel, and the
implications for living that proceed from the gospel.
These are what most of us would say are biblical
counseling’s distinguishing marks. But these are not
all there is to it. There is also a process of biblical coun-
seling. In short, the process consists of people, people
being taught by the Holy Spirit. God has determined
that He will typically minister His life-rearranging
message to us through people.

In counseling, this points to the relationship

between the counselor and counselee. Although this
relationship tends to get less attention than does bibli-
cal counseling’s content, it is certainly an essential and
distinguishing feature. Of course, all counseling sys-
tems talk about the relationship between counselee
and counselor, and they typically emphasize it more
than has biblical counseling. But the counseling rela-
tionship in biblical counseling is as unique among the
world’s systems as is its content.

All God'’s people are counselors. Today, those who
guide others in the process of applying God’s Word to
life are often called “counselors.” They are also called
pastors, doctors, parents, and friends, but we are
increasingly accustomed to hearing the title counselor.
This designation, however, is misleading. It suggests a
professional, an expert. It suggests that a person has
specific training and special techniques that will alle-
viate suffering and offer hope. The “counselee,” on
the other hand, is the passive, needy recipient.

“Biblical counselor,” however, is not primarily a
professional occupation. Pastors and professional bib-
lical counselors, those who have special training and
experience in applying the Scripture to life, may have
been uniquely equipped by God to help with certain
problems. However, they are not the ones who will
meet the majority of the church’s counseling needs.
Instead, we call a friend on the phone and ask for
prayer, we hear a sermon that changes us, we grow in
faith when our small group comes over to help with a
house project, we talk to a godly older person about
parenting while we have a cup of coffee.

The issue is not professional certification. The
issue is knowing and growing in Jesus as Lord and
redeemer. That is the special qualification for biblical
counselors. Our tools are not esoteric techniques and
skills; instead, biblical counseling truths are strictly
public domain, available to all. As a result, it should
break out whenever God'’s people meet together. You
can find it at its best in normal, godly conversation
among people who know that they need God’s Spirit
and the ministry of others if they are going to face
another day.

Counselors need other people. Rather than a pro-
fessional model, Scripture suggests a different per-
spective, something that looks much more reciprocal.
“As iron sharpens iron, so one man sharpens another”
(Proverbs 27:17). Biblical counseling is a mutual
sharpening where we edify and are edified by each
other. The designated counselor needs counseling as
much as the beneficiary of that counseling. We all
need sharpening. In fact, in light of the ever-present
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threat of the world, our own sin, and the Devil, we
need each other’s sharpening counsel every day
(Hebrews 3:13).

Counselors love other people. This mutual sharp-
ening is, of course, rooted in love. It can be no other
way. Biblical counselors are rooted in the love of Jesus,
they are growing in love for Jesus, and they delight in
loving others in the name of Jesus. “And this is His
command: to believe in the name of His Son, Jesus
Christ, and to love one another as He commanded us”
(1 John 3:23). Wherever counseling takes place—in an
office, a restaurant, or a home—it bears this distin-
guishing mark. All things are spoken and done in
love. Biblical counseling sounds like it is being done

within a family rather than the sterile environment of
a doctor’s office. Such familial, loving relationships,
when paired with the content of Scripture, should
make it easily distinguished from what the world
refers to as counseling.

Now back to my professor friend. I will initiate a
conversation with him about these contours of biblical
counseling, but I think I will first tell him about the
times he has counseled me, whether it was by asking
about and praying for my family or by helping me to
understand a particular biblical teaching. After all, he
has been an agent of change in my own life. He is a
biblical counselor—and such counsel will never go
out of style.

* Ok X X X

I am often asked, “What are the rules for photo-
copying articles from JBC? It's a good question. Our
writers want their work to be used, to get into the
bloodstream of the body of Christ and do good. So
freely photocopy an article for a person you're coun-
seling, for a Sunday school class, for a friend, for a
seminary or college classroom, for a church bulletin.
There is no problem if you charge money simply to
cover the cost of copying.

However, four obvious “fair use” factors limit
copying. First, make sure the sources (author and JBC)
are credited. We’d love to have those to whom you
minister become JBC subscribers themselves. Second,
you should not make a profit. Our authors aren’t paid,
and JBC runs at an annual loss as a ministry under-
written by donors to CCEF. (We’d love to have more
donors, if you are so moved.) It is unfair for you to
profit financially from the labor and sacrifice of others.
Third, you should not formally republish anything
(either the original article, or a digest, or a translation)
without permission. We are usually happy to accom-
modate requests, but ask first. Fourth, if you want to
copy many different articles for many students (for
example, in a school setting), ask first. We are usually
happy to accommodate, but in some cases it would be
fairer to have students buy back issues or subscribe.
Unlike most journals, we’ve kept our back issues in
print (from 1993 on) as a service to readers. If we are
doing a faithful job biblically, and not simply follow-
ing the fads of the moment, then we hope our articles
will have a long and useful shelf life!

The bottom line: use this journal wherever it will
help in ministry, and in ways appropriate to ministry.

This issue opens on a note of sorrowful joy. Randy
Patten has written a tribute to Pastor Bill Goode, a pio-

neering voice in biblical counseling. Pastor Goode
recently and unexpectedly died while in the midst of a
fruitful ministry.

The current issue bulges with input for your life
and ministry. In “Applying the Family Covenant
Model, Part 3” Paul Randolph draws out practical
applications from the model he has been developing
in two previous installments. His unpacking of com-
mitment, love, and law gives both counselors and par-
ents a memorable and balanced way to think about the
parental role.

Christ’s people minister for Him in many different
places, both in local churches and alongside local
churches. Elizabeth Hernandez works in a medical,
social work, and counseling ministry to an impover-
ished and largely Hispanic community in North
Philadelphia. In an interview, she discusses the incar-
nation of biblical counseling into that setting.

Ed Welch has written not only the guest editorial
but also “Learning the Fear of the Lord: A Case Study.”
People tend to “fear man” rather than God, and the
problem surfaces in countless forms of sin and
anguish. This case study vividly captures how God
changes people-pleasers into God-fearers.

Henry Brandt was a well-known counselor in the
1960s and ‘70s. He has come out of retirement in the
1990s, sounding the note of how simple biblical
truth—sin, Christ, repentant faith, obedience in the
power of the Holy Spirit—brings the power of God to
bear on problems in living. His “How to Deal with
Anger” gives a straightforward handle on anger prob-
lems.

In “Getting to the Heart of Conflict: Anger, Part 3”
I continue a series of articles on anger that began sev-
eral years ago. It took a forced pause when I misplaced
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my notes, but the notes were eventually found, and
the series resumes. This article unpacks James 3-4 and
focuses on anger not as an individual’s private prob-
lem but as one component in interpersonal problems.

This issue of JBC kicks off a new regular section,
“Let Me Draw a Picture.” We hope this section will
prove useful in the teaching and counseling ministries
of readers. Here we will collect drawings. Many of
those counseled—exactly like those who counsel!—
find that a good picture makes truth memorable and
applicable. Our goal is not high art, but good commu-
nication. Many counselors draw pictures to help peo-
ple “get it,” and this section will give those pictures
along with a short explanation of how and when the
visual can be used. We anticipate that in the years to
come, this section will provide immediate assistance
to you as you counsel. Two complementary pictures
initiate things. My “arrows flying from castle walls”
captures on paper the dynamics of interpersonal con-
flict. Corlette Sande’s “Slippery Slope” maps the vari-
ous reactions to conflict. (In fact, the two pictures

overlap: Sande’s “attack responses” are the “arrows”;
her “escape responses” are the “walls.”)

David Tate’s sermon, “How Jesus Loved the Sinful
Woman and Simon the Pharisee” (from Luke 7:36-50),
captures well how biblical counsel incarnates into sto-
ries, into real life as lived by real people. Biblical coun-
seling does not simply traffic in a collection of abstract
moral principles and religious doctrines. Ministry
traffics in life, and life is story and history. Moral prin-
ciple and truth have feet, a tongue, feelings, friends,
enemies, consequences.

We review a number of books this issue: When Peo-
ple Are Big & God Is Small by Ed Welch; The Young
Peacemaker by Corlette Sande; Woman Helping Woman
by Carol Cornish and Elyse Fitzpatrick, Eds.; Alleluia
by Michael Podesta.

Finally, in Queries & Controversies Jim Newheiser
talks practically about how to organize a cassette tape
library as a tool to help non-readers grow in Christ.

—D.P.
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