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Session One: Groundwork 
 
I. Counseling Is The Church 

A. What is the church? What is the church about? Counseling 
B. How do we define counseling 
C. Two concerns – culture and infrastructure 
D. Two sets of questions about our structure as ‘the church’: 

1. What ought to be the social structure of counseling if we want to honor 
God? (What structures should be in place for face-to-face ministry? 
How should care be delivered? What is the role of one-anothering, 
friendship, and mentoring? How should the concepts and methods of 
our counseling be enriched and regulated to ensure continued 
faithfulness to God?) 

2. How is the church doing? (Are our current ministry vehicles viable and 
valid? Are we meeting people’s real needs? Do we even know what we 
need? What will happen if we don’t have proper ministry vehicles to 
care for people?) 

E. The Church – the place for counsel to take place 
1. The Bible talks about both people (culture) an programs (structure) 
2. ‘The church – as the Bible defines it – contains an exquisite blending of 

leadership and mutuality, of specialized roles and general calling, of 
truth and love, of wisdom for living, and of flexibility to meet the 
problems that sinners and sufferers face. The people of God, 
functioning as the people of God, provide the ideal and desirable 
institution to fix what ails us…’ (Powlison, 110). 

3. The care and cure of souls is a vital part of the ministry of the church 
(including ‘meta-church’ and para-church ministries). QUESTION: Why 
do we need other Christian ministries besides the church? 
(‘Extramural Christian words need to remember that they are ‘barely 
legitimate’ in the sense that they ought to exist only when the 
genuinely and intentionally serve the interests of the communities 
whose mature functioning will put them out of business.’) 

4. We must do more than talk about emphasizing the church 
5. Do we have the right commitment statements, educational resources, 

training arrangements, oversight mechanisms and ministry vehicles to 
deliver the goods? 

6. The danger of confusion from competing visions 
7. A personal illustration 
8. Fixing the Problem – Five Needs: 

a. Christian people (the church) must become wise in the face-to-face 
curing of souls. Do we understand the process of change where we 
can articulate the concepts, be skilled in the methods, and 
incarnate wisdom as an institution? (Who will help troubled people? 
Where will that help be found? How long will it last? What forms of 
help do we offer? How will help be funded? Can we do what needs 
to be done?) 

b. We need creedal standards/a widely recognized body of practical 
theological writing for the curing of souls. What will be our 



standards regarding personality theory, counseling methods, 
dynamics of change and delivery systems for curing souls? 

c. We need educational institutions committed to the Bible’s 
distinctive model of understanding persons and change. How do the 
members of a church learn to become case-wise counselors? 

d. We need to elevate qualifying procedures for biblical counsel among 
pastors and laypeople. 

e. We need ecclesiastically grounded supervisory structures for the 
curing of souls.  

F. How Are We Doing? 
1. How many of you have never thought of the church this way? Ephesians 

4. ‘The church is counsel and counseling if Ephesians 4 speaks truly. Life-
changing truth and love is our calling.’ 

2. Are we faithful to Ephesians 4 in how we counsel one another? 
3. Our hope? ‘Jesus calls us to row in the right direction, however far away 

the destination seems. Let’s aim right and work toward the right ends. 
Jesus Christ will complete us together in the maturity of his wisdom.’ 

4. Ephesians 4 – our goal and our methodology 
 

II. What Is The ‘Ministry of the Word’? 
A. Word-association: ‘ministry of the Word’; ‘proclamation of the Gospel’ 
B. Most people answer: one-way communication…a speaker delivering a 

prepared message 
C. While these ‘preaching’ words are legitimate and good and the ‘public 

ministry of the Gospel’ is fundamental, we still need to redirect the image 
in our mind when it comes to ministering the Word and proclaiming the 
Gospel. 

D. Rainbow color illustration 
E. Scripture portrays Word and gospel coming via one-way communication 

and two way conversations in the give-and-take of talking, doing and 
relating with one another. 

F. “If people would only sit under good preaching and have regular personal 
devotions, they wouldn’t need ‘counseling.’ True or false? Why? False 
because fruitful interpersonal ministry of the Word is the main proof that 
sermons and devotions are worth the time and effort.  

G. How do we know this? 
1. Wisdom is a highly verbal virtue. Who is the most wise person that you 

know? Why are they wise? Book of Proverbs – what reveals whether or 
not you fear and trust God with all your heart? How do you talk and 
how do you listen? 

2. Jesus’ own ministry of the Word and proclamation of the Gospel. Does 
Jesus preach sermons? Does he talk with people? Mark 7-11: Twenty-
six scenes (4 scenes action; 22 scenes verbal ministry [4 public 
ministry; 18 interpersonal ministry]).  

H. How does Jesus use Scripture in conversational ministry? 
1. Sometimes Jesus cites chapter and verse (Mark 7:6-7, 10; 10:4, 6-9, 

19; 11:17). 
2. Sometimes he weaves in scripture w/o noting the source (8:18; 9:48) 
3. But his words were always biblical in their essence. God’s intentions 

and point of view shaped everything he said. The same truth came out 
differently in every situation, because people are different. 

4. Sermons and conversation are not collections of Bible quotes. 
5. No – quoting Bible verses (Christians and non-Christians) 



6. Yes – conversations shaped by the worldview and purposes of the 
Savior God who has given his Word – not that every sentence must 
contain the word “God” or refer to a text.  

7. The three-legged stool of the ministry of the Word: preaching, 
devotional study, interpersonal ministry 

 
III. The Facts of Life 

A. Do you ever talk with people about their problems or about your own? 
B. How do you help a person you love to think straight, when he or she 

thinks crooked? How do you learn to see straight and think straight, when 
something inside you compulsively bends in the wrong direction? 

C. Three needs: accurate honesty (a clear-eyed realism about the human 
tendency towards self-blinding), living mercy (a buoyant sense of the 
centrality of the grace of Jesus), and daily intimacy (learning to know God 
in real life).  

D. Facing the truth about yourself – What keeps us from loving and needing 
God with all that we are? Our blind love of self that resists God having the 
first and last word about our lives. We are allergic to the truth about 
ourselves because we have an allergic reaction to ‘spiritual submission to 
God.’  

E. What does God do? He patiently and persistently remakes us, teaching us 
to fear him, trust him, love him and serve him. Being involved in the lives 
of others and simply being a Christian all involve the same thing: a 
willingness to face up, to find mercy, and to change in this very particular 
way.  

F. You cannot see clearly and act rightly towards others until you face up to 
your sin and your resistance to God.  

G. What is discipleship? Signing on for life learning…being committed to 
becoming different. Do your opinions, feelings, choices and habits hold 
final authority? Is how you are a given, something you insist on? 

H. Radical Discipleship – Following Jesus is counter-cultural and counter-
intuitive to my self-will, self-love and self-assertiveness 

I. How will you treat other people? Only the path of Jesus begins with ‘first 
take the log out of your own eye.’ We see ourselves rightly and cling to 
the mercies of God. We treat other people’s failings more perceptively and 
gently. We treat their troubles more generously. Only the path of Jesus 
calls us to see ourselves the way that Jesus sees us and to know Christ as 
the person he knows himself to be. Only the path of Jesus aims us in the 
direction of what life is meant to be: honoring God and loving others. Do 
you genuinely treasure God? Do you really act in light of the interests of 
others? How can you move in that direction? 

J. The war with yourself – before we begin speaking into the lives of others, 
we must see our need of repentance and a Savior. The greatest reason we 
face trouble is because of us. 

K. A race of repentance calls for the ongoing reversal of our deepest instincts 
and opinions. Ryle – ‘you and sin must quarrel if you and God are to be 
friends.’ To enter into yourself is the brutally wonderful, painstakingly 
delightful way. Sometimes feels like death, but always comes up life.  

L. God’s provision when you do battle with yourself – God’s peace eliminates 
your fears. God’s love removes every false love. This battle has a high 
cost: yourself. The reward is higher: no eye has seen, no ear has heard, 
no heart has conceived what God has prepared for those who love him.  

M. We interact with two kinds of people: 



1. Those who hear and embrace the truth about themselves (immediately 
or gradually) 

2. Those who will not hear because of their belief that they are the center 
of the universe. What is most important – God’s glory or your glory? 

N. How do we solve the soul’s resistance to our self-deception? What is it 
that we are so unwilling to see? We most fiercely resist seeing ourselves 
as God sees us because we fiercely resist seeing God as He is. We don’t 
want someone else to get the final say; we don’t want to need someone 
else to rescue us from ourselves. Compulsive unbelief and anti-God bias 
are more ominous – and more personal – than the psychological problems 
of other relational systems. We delude ourselves because we play false to 
God and don’t want to face up to it. 

O. This is what we call sin. We don’t want to think in these terms – we’d 
rather admit sexual perversion, having a death wish, a lust for power, an 
insatiable ego than to admit sinfulness in the sight of God. Only sin 
devastates and unglues us.  

P. Dealing with people begins with this core choice in every human heart. 
The personal agendas will be many and varied. But the problem is always 
the same at its root. So start with yourself and take your soul to task. You 
will then be better able to speak into the real needs of others and allow 
conscience to have its full work.  

 
IV. Hearing the Music of the Gospel 

A. Where do we go when we see the reality of our self-will and self-love? 
Accurate self-knowledge leads us to need and know the God of love.  

B. What is wrong? leads us to ask What can we do about it? How does the 
world tell us to fix our ‘big problem’? 

C. Trying harder cannot fix the problems our ‘hard work’ has created. 
Unbelief cannot heal unbelief. Drugs cannot heal our allergy to self-
knowledge. Only Jesus can fix what has gone so wrong in us and around 
us.  

D. Before we try to settle problems between people, we must come to grips 
with our relational problem with God. The mercies of God come through a 
Person.  

E. “I have nothing to say to people!” You do if you know the Godward 
problem that all people face and the mercies of  God in Christ. Counseling 
must point people to Jesus if it is to be true, biblical and helpful.  

F. The grace that you hold out to people has many faces (like a diamond). 
Here are four: 
1. God’s past grace to sinners demonstrates that God is for us. How do 

you know this? (Romans 8:31-34a). What Jesus once did in the past 
continues to reshaped what we do. How do you live differently in the 
days ahead? Past grace gives you the ability to look at yourself without 
fear and provides a reason to become different. Past grace never lets 
you forget that God the merciful is for you. Past grace keeps inviting 
you to trust him.  

2. God’s present grace to sinners demonstrates that he is with us and in 
us. How do you know God is with you? (Romans 5:5; 8:15). The good 
news is not simply, ‘long ago and far away’ – What Jesus now does 
reshapes what we do. Present grace gives you the confidence to seek 
help, to question those old felt needs, desires, opinions and lifestyles, 
to put to death what is not right and beautiful. 



3. God’s future grace to sinners demonstrates that he will come to us. 
How do you know that God will come for you? (I John 3:2). The good 
new is no simply past and present. What Jesus will do reshapes what 
we do. How will you hang in over the long haul, growing wiser until the 
end? Future grace beckons you.  

4. God’s past, present and future grace to sufferers demonstrates that he 
hears the cry of the afflicted. Grace is not only a mercy to sinners, but 
a mercy to sufferers. How does the promise of present and future 
grace change how you face suffering? 

G. Where does the Gospel take place in counseling?  
1. Three reasons why people wonder if grace is central to counseling: 

a. For many people the Bible functions within a narrow scope – ‘get 
saved and do this.’ God never tacks willpower and self-effort onto 
grace. All that God calls us to is a response to his grace, not 
currency to merit grace. 

b. Many people think that emphasizing obedience to God’s commands 
equates with moralism. But counseling that thinks biblically aims 
for practical obedience. Faith must work through love. There is no 
contradiction between God’s call to obedience and his promise of 
grace. God’s grace is effective – his intent is to change us into the 
image of Christ through our sufferings. What is your greatest 
pressure point with God? While the journey may be long, the 
direction of grace is always towards obedience. Pefection? No. New 
mercies every morning? Yes. Sometimes big. Sometimes small. But 
the Spirit will produce fruit and will use our counsel to bring about 
such changes. 

c. Our failures contradict what we profess and intend and counsel. 
Hypocrisy. What do you do when you fail others? Give up or believe 
the gospel? 

H. How does grace and gospel show up in counseling? Methodology 
1. Honest and gentle curiosity that probes the realities of another’s life 

(CHALLENGE: ask good questions) 
2. Loving candor speaks up truly, frankly, personally, helpfully 

(CHALLENGE: loving courage) 
3. Humility is willing to learn, admit ignorance and fault (CHALLENGE: live 

as a fellow struggler) 
4. Dependence upon God prays through one’s own sins and troubles as 

the context for speaking into others’ (CHALLENGE: seeing myself 
accurately) 

5. Wisdom takes a person’s welfare to heart and considers timing, tone of 
voice, choice of words, and the needs of the moment (CHALLENGE: 
knowing your goal and how to get there) 

6. Gentleness breathes a respectful tender-heartedness for people in their 
struggles (CHALLENGE: authentic empathy) 

7. Authority presents the words and calling of God himself, his promises 
and commands (CHALLENGE: whose words are you using?) 

8. Kindness demonstrates constructive intention (CHALLENGE: what is 
your goal?) 

9. Realism does not shrink from the ugly, painful and real (CHALLENGE: 
avoid minimizing or blowing off) 

10. Persistence holds on, willing to come back to what matters 
(CHALLENGE: not to give in when problems arise) 



11. Flexibility adapts to the ever-changing conditions of people’s lives 
(CHALLENGE: listen and allow the agenda to develop; multi-faceted 
approach) 

12. Generosity is self-giving, willing to enter another’s sins and sorrows, 
willing to make his struggles and concerns one’s own (CHALLENGE: 
Giving our lives away) 

13. Pursuit in initiating relationships rather than waiting for those who ask 
for help (CHALLENGE: who is in my ‘line of fire’?) 

14. Patience is essential for love, because people are always flawed, 
troubles never cease and no one’s life is ever all better (CHALLENGE: 
to see life in light of eternity not our own impatient timetable) 

I. We are not interested in relationship theory about people and how they 
change. Our passion is to represent, display and bring a living Redeemer 
to people who need him. You are laboring for the joy of other people. You 
must bring Christ himself if you are serving the purposes of the Holy Spirit 
and Scripture.  

J. The place of grace? The only context in which to take any soul to task. 
 
Session Two: Practice, Part I 
 
I. How Healthy Is Your Preparation? 

A. Follow through on your commitments 
1. What have you promised, planned or intended? Tangible love will cause 

you to care more in subsequent interactions. Tangible love blesses 
others and provides a small model of the sorts of changes God typically 
does in our lives.  

2. Such actions simply express what it means to be Christ’s people. 
B. Check your own attitudes and life 

1. Are you bitter, anxious, grumpy, fearful, presumptuous? Deal with it. 
2. When sin/struggle pertains to the person you’re meeting with…what is 

your struggle? 
a. ‘too hard’ – temptation to play it safe rather than speak truth in 

love 
b. dislike someone – harsh or impatient 
c. ‘too easy’ – not prepare, not pray, not care intensely, go through 

the motions 
3. When sin/struggle pertains to another part of your life – the state of 

your own faith, repentance and obedience is the single most significant 
factor affecting the counseling you do. When I’m changing, I’m better 
able to help others do the same. 

C. Read and study the Bible 
1. Read extensively and intensively. 
2. Out of the heart, the mouth speaks 

D. Think hard about those with whom you’ll meet 
1. What do you know about this person? Where are they facing a choice 

to live out an unbiblical path or a life of specific faith and love? 
2. If you’ve talked with them before: where did you leave off? where does 

this person typically get stuck in life? Did you set some goals earlier, a 
choice to be made, a commitment to act in obedience that needs to be 
followed up? 

3. Why do we look for ‘watershed issues’? Because most people’s 
struggles are organized around a few key themes – that’s our target. 

E. Pray for each person, asking God to work 



1. Why do people change? Not because they’ve been counseled – they 
change significantly because God works in them and they work out his 
call (Phil 2:12-13). So we ask the HS to convict others of the truth 
about themselves and the One who is full of grace and truth 

2. Pray for yourself, also – wisdom, clarity, courage, a breadth and depth 
of biblical knowledge. We need to be able to listen hard and well, to 
enter the person’s world, to apply Scripture, to speak the word that 
builds up and gives grace, to communicate love, to be honest, to get 
practical, to be patient. 

3. Ask others to pray with and for you 
F. Set a rough agenda for the meeting 

1. Might be open ended – ‘find out what’s going on’ 
2. Might be very specific – particular teaching or question to be asked 
3. Perhaps include a specific exhortation to self  
4. Spectrum between very tight program and very loose ‘whichever way 

the wind blows’ 
5. Middle road in which the specific agenda emerges in the give-and-take 

of an honest relationship. ‘What’s going on?’ and go from there 
6. The pattern of Scripture: no two prophets, no two psalms, no two 

gospels, no two interactions between Jesus and his hearers, not two 
apostolic letters are quite the same. God’s unified truth gets 
communicated in diverse ways, tailored to the diverse needs of 
audience and situation. We should prize freshness and flexibility, 
insight and creativity.  

G. Review some basics – make a list of things you need to remember 
1. How can even this situation create faith, hope and love? 
2. ‘Most people don’t know that their biggest problem is not ‘out there’ in 

the world; it’s ‘in here’ in their own heart.’ Always move the agenda 
towards the person you’re meeting with. 

3. ‘Love. Know. Speak. Do.’ Care, probe, speak loving truth, help people 
make concrete changes 

4. ‘Whatever you do…in the name of Jesus…giving thanks…” A servant 
called to be faithful and full of faith, not a technician who fixes things 

5. ‘Get to specifics. After all the talking, what are you going to do this 
week?’ Change happens in the details, in the baby steps of life 

6. ‘Our goal is not righteousness but growth in righteousness.’ Small 
changes accumulate. 

7. ‘This is no silver bullet.’ What we do is simply the way of speaking 
wisely with moral decision-makers who will trust and obey either lies or 
truth.  

H. Prepare to do ministry 
II. What Questions Do You Ask? 

A. All vital ministry comes together at an intersection: God meets honest 
human need.  

B. Something is at stake today, between God and every single person, 
however consciously faithful or blindly disobedient we are.  

C. Two questions must weave through all that is said and done in 
discipleship: 

1. What is this person facing in life? (What is your greatest struggle 
and need right now? Where will you face today’s crucial choices? 
In that moment, in that situation, what will you do? How will you 
treat people? What will you believe? Where will you place (or 
misplace) your trust? What will you want? How will you react in 



that circumstance?) These questions look for the significant, 
decisive choices in a person’s everyday life: “When you face that 
situation, which way will you turn?” 

2. What does God say that speaks directly into what you’re facing? 
(Who is he? What is he doing? What does he promise? What does 
he will? And what does he call you to believe, trust, need, hope 
and obey?) These questions explore a person’s current 
perceptions of the God who is there. Is what God says and does 
immediately relevant or basically irrelevant? 

D. Both questions help us to work on the things that count. Ministry is always 
helping people make connections they haven’t been making. It’s always 
reinterpreting what’s going on, identifying redemptive opportunities in 
what seem like the same old ruts. 

E. These questions will help to say the timely, significant and appropriate 
words that encourage such a discipling of lives. 

F. Understanding the Person 
1. First question - What is the environment (providentially arranged) 

in which growth (or hardening) takes place daily? Makes 
discipleship relevant. Occasionally a big issue but usually the 
‘watershed moments’ occur in the tiny choices of life: the words 
we say or don’t say; the attitudes we adopt or resist; the tasks 
we pick up or neglect; the ways we love or ignore one another; 
our reaction to some typical trouble. 

2. Second question – what does this person understand (or not) 
about God and how he meets us. Enables discipleship to building 
on what someone already knows – but easily forget, get 
distracted, or turn willfully away! You can then add what someone 
doesn’t yet know that makes a difference. Often people know 
significant truth, they just don’t know it in a way that changes 
their lives.  

3. You will ask these two questions in a hundred different ways. 
Looking for the significant real-time turning points. You are 
looking for the places where you can say to another, “Here is 
where you need this grace and truth.” Something about who he is 
and what he says to you can make a decisive difference in some 
challenge you are facing right now.  

4. Discipleship is leading someone else down the same path I’m 
following – God meets us where we are. That’s what these 
questions are all about. 

5. This aspect of discipleship makes our efforts at teaching theology, 
Bible knowledge, Christian ethics, God’s promises, ministry 
techniques and the disciplines of grace sparkle with relevance.  

G. Understanding the Word 
1. You should ask the same things of the bible that you ask of 

people. What were those people facing back then? What did God 
choose to reveal to them? Specifics are different but there are 
always common themes. Though God never works the same way 
twice, he is the same yesterday, today and forever.  

2. These questions give you a feel for how Scripture operates. Not a 
textbook of propositional truths; not a systematic theology that is 
abstract and divorced from real life. A topical study is not usually 
the best way to understand something biblically. The Bible is not 
a how-to book, a self-help book or an inspirational reading. 



Instead, the Word of God reveals God’s person, promises, ways, 
and will on the stage of our lives. We must get this Word into the 
lives of people. 

3. How? Amid the troubles and opportunities of their lives, they are 
tempted to believe particular lies, to choose particular wrongs, 
and to live in ways that are ugly, perverse, and complicated 
(Question 1) 

4. Scripture also shows us the Lord of life, the true and living God 
who enters the human condition redemptively, making wrongs 
rights, speaking wisdom that we need (Question 2). 

5. Scripture reveals people believing what is true, choosing what is 
good, and living in ways that are simply beautiful – people that 
need, seek and turn to the Lord. More so, we witness the true 
Man after God’s own heart living with us, touched by our 
weakness, full of grace, truth, and glory, loving God and 
neighbor. This is the goal of discipleship.  

III. Think Globally, Act Locally 
A. The Big Problem – the living Scripture, full of glory and good sense meets 

a living person, a unique mosaic of troubles and wonders. Between the 
two lies a huge disconnect. 

B. What would you say about how the Bible interacts with people? Alive with 
the love of God. Gives an accurate read of the human condition. God’s will 
is realistic and relevant, not some pie-in-the sky ideal. Scripture adapts to 
the varied conditions and experiences of real people. 

C. But this person…other voices besides God’s shape his reality. He doesn’t 
get it and is drifting away from Jesus. You work your way through 
confusion, distortion, good intentions gone bad, good perceptions gone 
sour, disillusioned hopes, petty conceits alongside amazingly generous 
acts and the quiet grind of anguish and loneliness. What goes on inside is 
malignant, graceless, frightened, sordid, or depressing. Often the right 
words come out, but in a way that is simplistic and shallow, 
sanctimonious, even brutal.  

D. This disconnect is what ministry is all about. How do you bring truth to 
life? How do you apply the Word of God?  

E. Ministry is hard. You will often grope to bridge this gap of disconnect. You 
do your best and people will often remain without comfort. These 
disconnects usually occur at the place of greatest need.  

F. (This is not merely a counseling problem, but a how-to-live-your-life 
problem. How do you connect something out there (Scripture) to 
something right here (life)? How do the here-and-now stories of people 
connect to God’s long ago stories?) 

G. One small part of the answer: Connect one bit of Scripture to one bit of 
life. What is your current struggle? What about God in Christ connects to 
this? 

H. What is your struggle? Are you facing external troubles? Are you sinning? 
Usually both are present. How does Jesus enter these struggles? What 
does he say? How does he help? What will he change? 

I. Think globally. Act locally. Keep the big picture in view, then act on some 
detail. Get the whole story on God. Get the whole story on the person. 
Then apply one relevant thing from our Redeemer to one significant scene 
in this person’s story. Bring one bit of Bible to one bit of life. 

J. Ministry, like life, goes one step at a time. 



K. Apply it to self. What is your current struggle? How does God in Christ 
connect to you in this? 

L. In counseling, you immediately reveal what is in your soul by the 
questions you ask (or don’t ask), by how you listen (or fail to), by the 
interpretations you offer (or don’t even think to offer), by the advice you 
give (or can’t give), by the attitude you take towards people, problems, 
and people with problems. 

M. Offering one timely passage does three essential things: 
1. It orients the person to his life. 

a. Lays out the moral landscape in which he lives 
b. Theological generalities and intricacies don’t do the job. General 

truths about your tendencies, patterns and themes in your 
personal history don’t change you either. You must be able to 
identify where your particular current struggle lies, what it means, 
what exactly is at stake, and where to go.  

c. Where do you need redemption and help? When you are 
disoriented, you don’t even know your choices. The right bit of 
Scripture reorients you. 

2. A timely passage brings Christ’s grace and truth. 
a. Something that God is, says, and does must invade your struggle.  
b. You need help and God is a very present help. You can’t make it 

without grace to help in your time of need. 
c. We need what God gives – we need the HS, so that Christ dwells in 

our hearts by faith, and so that the love of God is poured out within 
us when the heat is on.  

d. Augustine – Give what you command and command what you will.” 
Some part of the good news of the Lord’s redemptive purposes, will 
and promise is absolutely necessary. 

e. Modeled in Scripture – Psalm 121 
3. A timely passage invites change. 

a. God works to change us. ‘Repentance is not merely the start of the 
Christian life; it is the Christian life.” 

b. The central dynamic of the Christian life is ‘from…to’  
c. The purpose of the entire Bible is to reveal a God who insists that 

we follow and honor him and a Redeemer who makes it possible for 
us to turn and in fact follow. 

d. But it’s not enough to know the big picture…biblical change 
happens in the details of life. The big stories of our lives are not 
worked out from the observation deck of the Empire State Building 
but from street level, being worked out in a running series of small 
scenes.  

e. When you counsel (and I preach) in great and good generalities, 
people will nod, but they rarely change. Jesus works for a turn-the 
world-upside-down reorientation and redirection. We need to know 
the big picture but ministry happens in the rush hour traffic of life.  

f. What does this look like when you’re actually talking with 
someone? What does it mean you should give a person to take into 
the week ahead? 

N. Case Study –  
1. Teri is easily intimidated in social situations 

a. Shy, insecure, and tongue-tied, fearing disapproval and rejection 
by others 



b. To avoid social pain, she’s generally overly compliant as she 
negotiates her way through life. 

c. Gets run over by Mom, manipulated by her boyfriend, bullied by 
her boss, exploited by her co-workers 

2. Teri is very aware of her tendencies, insightful of others, and pretty 
funny when she opens up. 
a. Boyfriend pressures her for sex, her desire to win approval results 

in a ‘win-win’ that ultimately means she loses and ends up naked. 
b. An agreeable chameleon in her small group at church 
c. Afraid to be honest when she talks with you, afraid to express how 

deeply she struggles with bitterness, anxiety, despair, loneliness, 
jealousy, guilt and fantasy. What would happen if you really knew 
her? Would you accept her or reject her? 

3. Teri is skilled at reading people, good at telling them what they want to 
hear, good at doing what they want her to do. Can easily feed you a 
steady and plausible stream of disinformation. The dark jungle of her 
inner world and the bland civility of her outward manner express an 
obsessive people-pleasing. 

4. Similar themes in her relationship with God. God is yet another person 
that Teri is nervous about pleasing. She’s afraid of failing and being 
rejected by him. Her Christianity is dutiful, joyless, formal and 
haunted. She’s not terrified of God; she just sees God as a good God 
who offers no gospel. She treats God with the same compliant 
superficiality that characterizes other relationships. 

5. What’s really going on inside Teri? Why is she like this? 
a. Relevant that Teri lives in a world full of people who are 

judgmental, manipulative, opinionated and predatory. We live 
among sinners. Teri experiences ‘trials and temptations’ that 
typically bring out the worst in her. The wrongs of others easily 
lead her into similar evils. This is where Christ and Scripture 
operate. Her specific struggles are the God-arranged context within 
which the HS is bent on remaking her.  

b. Teri’s drift in core loyalties gets expressed in her behavior, 
thoughts, and emotions. “Prone to wander…” Her preoccupation 
with the opinions of people drown out a concern for God’s opinion 
and a sense of need for his approval. The Bible calls her problem 
‘fear of man.’ Her compulsive anti-repentance and anti-belief are a 
typically human sin: turning from God to other people’s opinions 
and desires. This is the source of her anxiety, bitterness, 
immorality, etc.  

c. God names the deeper solution: ‘grace in Christ.’ From Hebrews, 
we find a Jesus who was tempted just like us, but never sinned. A 
Jesus who lived on this earth and sympathizes with her weakness 
and understands her struggle. He died for the Teri who typically 
fails when tempted. He is truly tenderhearted towards her, giving 
mercy and grace that can actually help her. He deals gently with 
her ignorance and waywardness and teaches her to obey him in 
new, constructive ways.  

6. How do you help Teri? 
a. Do a topical study on ‘fear of man’? Read Ed Welch’s ‘When People 

Are Big and God is Small’? Study Hebrews? Helpful but rarely the 
place to start. 



b. Before we get there, we need to work hard to make sure she gets 
to the place where timely text meets current struggle. 

c. What do you do? 
(1) One bit of life – Teri’s problems in the workplace (co-worker 

she can’t say ‘no’ to) 
(a) The simplest situation 
(b) Significant – what is the smallest stage on which big things 

about God and about Teri are playing out right now? 
(c) Motivated to change 
(d) The God-substitute that routinely hijacks Teri’s heart does 

so in this small setting. To work through how and why she’s 
manipulated at work will help her wrestle with the sin 
pattern that plays out everywhere else.  

(2) One bit of Scripture – Hebrews 13:5-6 (Dozens of verses could 
help Teri…why this one?) 
(a) Familiar to the ‘counselor’ – you know how it connects to 

people and to the big picture of God’s story 
(b) Short and memorable 
(c) Deals with Teri’s problem – specifics are different from the 

original audience…using Scripture the same way the writer 
of Hebrews does in 13:5-6 where he uses two OT scriptures 
to speak to the current struggle of his audience. 

(d) Contains the core ingredients of change: orientation (to the 
moral landscape of her current struggle); promise (God 
invades her workplace with his mercy); response (an 
invitation to turn and walk out the response) 

(e) The counselor has lived out this passage 
d. What happened? 71-72 

 
 

Session Three: Practice, Part II 
 
I. How To Help People Who Watch Too Much Oprah 

A. Many people that we know have latched onto modern pop-
psychology/psychotherapy and are convinced that their core problem lies: 
1. in what somebody else did to them 
2. in their opinion of themselves 
3. in how they are genetically hardwired or hormonally imbalanced 
4. in a need for love that only Jesus can fill because only Jesus accepts 

and affirms them unconditionally 
5. in possession/bondage to demons, Satan, etc. 

B. How can you help people like this? 
1. Don’t underestimate how strongly people hold their beliefs, however 

confused, and remember that their reasons seem plausible to them. 
a. You must dig out those reasons and hold them up to the light of 

Scripture. The Bible always makes better sense of the experiences, 
behaviors, thoughts, emotions and attitudes that the world 
pretends to explain. 

b. Why are these other things so popular? They ‘ring our bells’ by 
accurately describing how some people feel, think, act and 
experience 



c. ‘Low self-esteem,’ ‘ADD,’ ‘codependency,’ ‘dysfunctional family’ – 
summarize troublesome symptoms, but pretend to describe 
underlying, ‘real’ causes of problems.  

d. Unfortunately, both the explanation and the solutions invariably 
lead people away from a biblical understanding of God, sin, 
suffering, grace and obedience.  

e. So you want to persuade this person and explain life from God’s 
point of view, rather than by evading God. 

f. How does biblical truth make sense of her life and lead her out of 
her problems? 

2. Remember that you are talking with a person, not a book 
a. This person is a wandering sheep, not a false prophet; a struggler, 

not a theory 
b. They looked for help and took what was available – poisonous, 

pitiful, shallow and deceptive as it might be – and while we might 
hate what is being taught, we dare not hate the person we’re 
talking with. 

c. So don’t begin by going after the false teaching/teacher. We want 
to win them to something better and that doesn’t come through 
argument 

d. If you attack the teacher/teaching – the ‘only meaningful’ thing to 
make sense of their life – you’ll discredit yourself 

e. What this person needs is something better than what they have 
been given – what will you give them? 

3. Don’t give her what she has tried and found lacking 
a. Outward forms of Christianity had become dead and dry, so don’t 

give them right back to this person. 
b. Find out why they’ve become empty – will have to work, explore 

and gain knowledge to bring about change 
c. Assuming that you haven’t underestimated the problem, haven’t 

gotten into a needless argument, haven’t given something empty, 
what will you now do? 

4. Care for this person in a way that communicates 
a. God’s grace in Christ and God’s agenda for change make Christian 

love far more powerful and radical than the cheap experience of 
love that people long for 

b. Let them experience this kind of love – listen to their story; take 
them seriously; pursue knowing them and their world; empathize 
with their struggle 

c. What will you do as you care for them? 
5. Get to know this person and their world 

a. Good advice/direction thrives on details 
b. They’ve misrepresented their real problems, but what are their real 

problems? 
c. Expect to find things about them that will let you engage them 

creatively and personally.  
d. Expect that when the Word lights up their life, you’ll be able to 

offer things they never knew or had forgotten.  
e. Get to know how they think, feel, act, talk, interpret, evaluate. Get 

to know what has happened to them and what they imagine has 
happened.  

f. God is at work in this person – once you start to know them, where 
will you start to intervene? 



6. Don’t make the person leap tall buildings with a single bound 
a. God puts a stairway – even a handicapped ramp – in front of each 

of us. Look for the next step, natural to who this person is. Don’t 
force them into some predetermined mold. NOTE: Campus ministry 
problems 

b. God meets people where they are in life and we must avoid the 
tendency to force those we’re talking with to start where they 
should be…instead of taking the next step, we’re asking them to 
jump a tall building.  

c. How the Bible was written – to real, immediate experience and 
concern, so the message can’t be prepackaged 

d. A person who finds the Bible insignificant to their experience; finds 
Christian truths meaningless in comparison to someone else’s 
interpretation of their experience; finds the gospel irrelevant in 
comparison to their prescribed solution. 

e. Not concerned that what they’ve been sold doesn’t work – they are 
fascinated by what you know is empty and bored by what you 
know to be fullness 

f. But all is not lost – God has providentially connected you to this 
person. One of your goals is to bring them to see the relevance of 
the Word. But they don’t see relevance, they see dead, dry husk. If 
you make commitment to a husk your first step, you will fail. You 
fail Christ because he meets people on many different footings. 
You’ve failed this person and might turn them away from the very 
thing they need to hear. 

g. So where do you start? Their current experience and interpretation 
of life needs something better than the voices they’ve been 
listening to 

7. Reinterpret her experience and world biblically 
a. Truth is far better than the deceitful half-truths and fabrications 

that have been embraced. So let God’s truth make sense of life.  
b. You haven’t seen this person as the enemy; you haven’t given pat 

answers; you’ve cared for them; you’ve gotten to know them; 
you’ve looked for the point of contact. Now it’s time for timely and 
appropriate truth to shed light… 

c. Five things: 
(1) You want to ‘ring their bell’ about what happened to them, but 

give it a different meaning. Someone did something to us and 
caused us to now be predisposed to certain temptations 
(anxiety, lust, greed, anger, etc.). But temptation does not 
determine our response. 

(2) You want to ‘ring their bell’ about how they react, but give it a 
different meaning. Help them to see that their anger, 
manipulation, abuse of food or sex, social anxieties, etc. are 
patterns of sin, not personal dysfunction. 

(3) You want to ‘ring their bell’ about what controls them, but give 
it a different meaning. Why do people feel that God is far 
away? Because we worship at the altar of another god and 
make Jesus the errand boy of that other god’s demands. But 
God never allows us to be happy serving an idol and not him 

(4) They have come to see Jesus’ sole reason for existence to be 
the meeting of their needs. Help them to trust and treasure 



Christ in the midst of their circumstances, rather than waiting 
to worship until the circumstances change 

(5) They are living as though bare assent to doctrines and doing 
the right thing are the fulfillment of what it means to be 
Christian. Things like Bible, prayer, being part of a church and 
ministry had become dry, lifeless husks; they can again be the 
authentic expression of a life that seeks to honor God and love 
other people.  

C. The key to helping ‘psychologized’ people is to bring truth to bear in a way 
that explains and addresses their real life problems. The difference 
between eating empty husks and eating milk and honey 

 
II. What Will You Ask For? 

A. You leave here convinced that biblical counseling should be a core ministry 
of Christ Church? Where do you begin? 

B. Keep it simple – start with things that we’re already doing (prayer, small 
groups, women’s ministry worship, premarital counseling, hospital 
visitation). Rethink the way we do those things. What are the implications 
of the fact that Scripture is always addressing the particulars of what 
people want, trust, fear, think, feel and act? 

C. Prayer – how do we pray? what do we ask for? What do our prayers 
actually talk about? How does this vision we’ve been laying out teach 
people a different way to make prayer requests? How does it change the 
way we pray? 

D. Most people pray for these things: 
1. Heal the sick 
2. Comfort the bereaved 
3. Provide jobs and money to those in financial need 
4. Bring people to faith in Jesus 
5. Help people to make major decisions wisely 
6. Protect those who are traveling 
7. Solve troubles and conflicts in family, work, school and church 
8. Help fulfill responsibilities on the job or in school 
9. Make ministries fruitful locally and around the world 
10. ‘Bless’ and ‘be with’ people, that good will happen 

E. What’s missing? None of those involve the sanctification or transformation 
of the one making the request or the one for whom you are praying. Ask 
for good gifts, but not the best, that our lives would be remade into the 
image of Jesus.  

F. What do you ask people to pray for? What do others ask you to pray for? 
We rarely pray for each other, but with each other for other people and 
other situations (runaways, job loss, conversion) 

G. This vision of a community of counselors is birthed when people learn to 
pray differently and now have reasons to counsel each other more 
meaningfully. In touch with the real battles. Need for discipleship  need 
for counsel. A church learning to pray rightly is a church taking a bold step 
toward becoming a community of mutual counsel.  

H. One example – praying for the sick 
1. How do we begin praying beyond the sick list? Begins when we 

corporately model intercessory prayer that moves past medical 
information and a belief that physical healing is our only goal.  

2. Would it surprise us if a visitor to our church over the course of several 
weeks came to believe that God’s primary concern is improving our 



physical health and that he’s pretty lousy at it! Prayer becomes a 
dreary litany of familiar words or magical superstition. It either dulls 
our expectations of God or hypes up fantasy hopes. Prayers for the sick 
can become a breeding ground of cynicism. Prayer can also become 
the breeding ground for bizarre ideas and practices (obsession with 
health).  

3. It’s hard to learn to pray. Real request to God – easy to get tangled up 
trying to say the right words the right way. But if your understanding 
and practice of prayer changes, if your prayer requests and your model 
of prayer change, if your teaching on prayer changes, then you will 
change and so will your relationship with God and his people.  

I. Change Factors: 
1. James 5:13-20 – the reason we know we can and should pray for the 

sick. 
a. James envisions prayer – not in gathered worship as much as in 

counseling each other. Individual meets with elders, confesses sin, 
repents, and draws near to God. Praying for the sick assumes 
something highly interpersonal taking place. 

b. James clearly keeps spiritual issues in view. The letter is about 
growing in wisdom, and that emphasis doesn’t change when it 
comes to the sick (1:2,5). Illustrates it here in regard to prayer.  

c. How do we interpret our sickness and suffering? 
(1) Do we reap in sickness what we sow in sin? Not universally 
(2) Sickness, like any other trouble, can force us to stop and face 

ourselves and find the Lord. We might find sins, our need of 
Jesus’ mercies quickened, delight in God deepened; develop 
fruit of the Spirit that only comes through suffering; endurance 
of faith; hope and joy; mature character; richer knowledge of 
God’s love; living for God, not for self; humility of weakness; 
ability to help others who suffer (James 1:3; Rom 5:3-5; I 
Peter 1:6-8; 4:1-3; 2 Cor 12:9-10; 1:4) 

(3) Sickness, like any other trouble, is a temptation. What comes 
out of your heart when you feel lousy for a couple of days or 
when cancer comes? We complain; we get angry at God, 
ourselves, others, the inconvenience; pretend nothing’s wrong; 
pretend we’re more sick to avoid responsibilities or get 
attention; invest hope, time and money in cure after cure; 
blame someone; pressing on with life when God intends for us 
to stop and learn the lessons of weakness; fearful, imagining 
the worst; self-indulgence; depressed; too proud to ask for 
help; brood that God must be out to get us 

(4) Sickness provides one of the richest opportunities for spiritual 
growth and mutual conversation. Is God interested in healing 
any particular illness? Sometimes. Is he always interested in 
making us wise, holy, trusting and loving, even amid our pain, 
disability and dying? Always.  

(5) We learn to pray beyond the sick list when we realize what God 
is really about 

2. Think about all that the Bible teaches about prayer.  
a. How many of Scripture’s prayers focus on sickness? Quite a few, 

giving us good reason to plead with God for healing (James 5; 
Isaiah 38; 2 Corinthians 12; Psalm 35:12-14; I Kings 17; II Kings 



4; 2 Chronicles 16:12). Prayers are very passionate and blunt – a 
fiercely thoughtful firestorm. 

b. However, the vast majority of biblical prayers focus on other 
things. Broadly speaking, there are three emphases of biblical 
prayer: circumstantial prayers, wisdom prayers and kingdom 
prayers. Praying for the sick is a form of the first.  
(1) God, change my circumstances 
(2) God, change me 
(3) God, change everything by revealing yourself more fully 

c. When any of these three gets detached from the other two, prayer 
tends to go south. If you just pray for better circumstances, God 
becomes our errand boy who exists to fill our shopping list of 
desires. If you only pray for personal change, it tends to reveal an 
obsession with moral self-improvement, a self-asborbed spirituality 
detached from others and the tasks of life. If you only pray for the 
sweeping invasion of the kingdom, prayers are over-generalized. 

d. Why don’t we pray beyond the sick list? We pray for circumstances 
to improve so that we might feel better and life might get better. 
These are often honest and good requests – unless they’re the only 
requests we make. Detached from sanctification and a yearning for 
the coming of the King, prayers for circumstances become self-
centered. 

 
 

 


