BC Core Seminar
Week 1 – Nov 28, 2010

What is Biblical Counseling? 
 
Introduction to the Course
Welcome to the first class of the 13 week core seminar on Biblical counseling.  Our overall goal is simple:  To help you think about how you counsel others using God’s wisdom. 

You can see our 13 week game-plan:  Week 1-4   Intro to BC / Week 5-12   Love-Know-Speak-Do / Week 13  Implementing Love-Know-Speak-Do
	
Week 1 -4 will lay out introductory material.  Week 5-12 will provide a structure for biblical counseling.  Week 13 will be opportunities to show how the biblical counseling structure (LOVE-KNOW-SPEAK-DO) works out in a real life problem.  

Defining Biblical Counseling 
Many of us have been in the position when someone has asked for our counsel.   So, a good place to start is to ask, “What does it mean to give counsel?”   It can mean a lot of things: 
· To give advice or to advise. 
· To give your opinion on a subject. 
· To provide guidance for someone’s situation. 
· A recommendation regarding a decision or course of conduct 
· To speak wisely or unwisely into someone’s life. 
· To speak comfort, hope, or encouragement 

Counseling is the act of giving counsel to someone.   

If you look up counseling in Webster’s Dictionary (1979), you find the following definition: “professional guidance of the individual using psychological methods.”  Did you notice how this definition claims that counseling is something that only someone with a professional degree can give? It also says that when you provide counseling, you are helping people by providing psychological ways of thinking, feeling, or behaving. 

Sadly, I think Webster’s Definition reflects how most Christians think of counseling: It is something done in an office, by a professional, and it is very psychological. 

In contrast to Webster, I would like to suggest an alternate definition for counseling that is distinctly Christian:  Biblical counseling is the opportunity to speak into someone’s life using God’s wisdom, and not your own. 

Counseling is the opportunity to give advice to someone who asks for it.  What makes counseling different for Christians is that our advice is centered on God’s wisdom, and not our own.  We are not giving our own opinion.  Rather, we are trying to help people to view their situations from God’s perspective.  For the rest of this hour, we will be looking at the eight parameters for Biblical Counseling.  

What is Biblical Counseling? 

1. BC is Discipleship. 

Biblical discipleship is the deliberate relating to another Christian with the intent of doing them spiritual good.  Believers want to help another grow in Christ.  Christians intentionally seek one another out in order to study Scripture, pray together, and provide accountability.   The goal of their time together is to see greater holiness in one another’s lives. 

Discipleship is not a church program, but the fruit of one-on-one relationships within a congregation.  We expect that spiritual growth is normative for Christians.   God uses a variety of means to help a person grow in Christ—the public teaching of his Word, serving in the church, confession of sin, suffering, etc.   Biblical discipleship is typically one of those means by which God uses to help his children grow.    

How are discipleship and biblical counseling related?  The simplest way to describe BC is to say it is a form of Christian discipleship and it often deals with the thorny, messy, difficult issues that arise in daily Christian living.  

We can use an illustration of a rafter going down a river to help spell out the relationship of discipleship and BC.[footnoteRef:1]     [1: This idea of discipleship as a river and counseling as an eddy comes from Steve Viar’s “The Discipleship River”  JBC 20 (2002): 58-60.   ] 


Every Christian sits in a river and that river flows towards Christ. As we flow down the river, we seek to follow Christ in all things as we anxiously await his return. .  But at times we find ourselves struggling to make it down the river for one reason or another. 

If you have ever been white water rafting, then you know that along the river there are “eddies.”  These are small pools of water where the rafter can pull off the river, reload their gear, get some rest, and even strategize before continuing along in the flow of the river again.  

Counseling is like an eddy.  It is a particular form of discipleship, where Christians pull off the river for a period of time to focus on the ‘problems’ that are slowing their movement down the river.  It’s a time to stop and ask, “What slows us down from growing closer to our Savior?”  The biblical counselor who is either in the boat with the rafter or waiting for him on the side is ready to help. .  The biblical counselor patiently helps the struggling believer by sorting through Scripture together, praying, working to remove obstacles from the rafter’s paths, and then sending or joining him  back into river that heads towards Christ.  Once counseling is done, the biblical counselor sends the person back into the wider context of their church, and encourages them to be an active part of the work of Christian discipleship in their church.  

2. BC is relational 
[WOULD LIKE TO CLARIFY WHAT YOU’RE GOING FOR HERE…THE TWO QUESTIONS YOU HAVE IN THE 2ND PARAGRAPH SEEM TO INDICATE THAT YOU’RE LOOKING AT THE INDICATIVE/IMPERATIVE RELATIONSHIP, BUT REALLY, YOU’RE JUST TRYING TO GET AT IT BEING LOVINGLY SACRIFICIAL. IS THAT CORRECT?]  YES!  That’s right.
At the most basic level, biblical counseling is a one-on-one relationship, between two sinful Christians, who desire to help one another grow in Christ.   What should be the most defining aspect of this relationship?  LOVE. 

In John 15, we see two keys ideas:  First, who are the Christians?  Verse 9 says, “As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you. Abide in my love.” If you are a Christian, you are “in Christ” and he is “in you.”   This abiding language you can think of as ‘short-hand’ for describing a spiritual union between you and Christ. Second, what do Christians do?  Those who are loved by Christ will love one another.  “This is my commandment that you love one another as I have loved you.  Greater love has no one than this, that someone lay down his life for his friends.  You are my friends if you do what I command you” (John 15:12-14; ESV).  

Think about the typical types of problems that show up in counseling situations: depression, marital conflict, guidance issues. Questions like who do I marry?  What do I do with my life?, relational conflict, suffering, struggles with sexual temptation, eating disorders, are just a few examples of what you may see.  Some of you may think, “That is something a professional needs to handle.  I don’t have the slightest idea what to do in these situations.” There is a temptation, as a Christian, to pull back and let others handle the thorny issues because either we don’t feel equipped or we simply don’t feel like making the sacrifice it may take to get involved. 

A fundamental part of Christian relationships is  walking with other Christians through the good, bad, and the ugly.  Life is not easy.  It is complicated and messy.  Those who first and foremost have a responsibility to get involved in each other’s lives are the members who have covenanted together in a local church.   Another way to say this:  The members are called to counsel the Word to one another through the both the good and bad parts of life. 

Pastors and counselors certainly can (and should) help, but obligation laid out in Scripture are that Christians are called to love one another because of the love that Christ has shown them.  This is not to say that we should take on each and every situation that comes our way or that we shouldn’t ever seek additional guidance from elders and pastors. Rather, it is a posture of heart that is ready to love others even in difficult ways as you have been loved, as well as one that is dependent upon his grace to supply you with everything you need.   

[PAUSE FOR QUESTIONS]

3. BC is Scriptural (Authority & sufficiency) 

How is that we, as counselors, find God’s wisdom?  We find it in His Word.  God’s Word and the person of Jesus Christ is the foundational cornerstone from which we as biblical counselors provide our advice, encouragement, and comfort. As one biblical counselor put it at the recent CCEF conference, “my job is not to change the person, but to introduce them to the one who can.”

To find God’s wisdom, a biblical counselor needs to be in God’s Word regularly.  He or she must be characterized by a lifestyle of mining the deep well of Scripture to shape the content and the method of his or her counseling. In Colossians 3, Paul writes, 16 Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching and admonishing one another in all wisdom,” (cf. Joshua 1:8; Psalm 119:105). 

There has been a lot of ink spilled in the counseling wars over the issue of Scripture.  To make sure we are clear let’s speak about the role of Scripture in counseling in two ways:  Authority and Sufficiency.  

What do we mean by the Authority of the Word?  

Authority means that someone (or something) has charge over another.  The Scriptures have authority over all aspects of a believer’s life.  Luther once called Scripture the “Norm of Norms.” It is the rule of faith and practice by which we measure all of life.  

How is the Bible authoritative in counseling? The Bible is authoritative: 
· in explaining who we are and what our problems are primarily rooted in; 
· in shaping and defining the content and parameters for counseling;
· in pointing counselees to the only solution for their sin—redemption in Jesus Christ and sanctification by the Holy Spirit. 

What about the Sufficiency of the Word?  

To say that something is sufficient is to say that it is enough for what it intends to do.  The Bible claims for itself that it will never return void and that it will accomplish all that it sets out to do. Isaiah 55:11: “So is my word that goes out from my mouth: It will not return to me empty, but will accomplish what I desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it.” 

In counseling the Bible is sufficient: 
· as our guide to salvation and a life of godliness; 
· in that its scope is comprehensive—providing everything needed to define and speak to the wide variety of life’s problems; 
· in guiding and defining what we believe, what we say, and how we do our counseling. 
Did you notice that the Bible’s breadth and scope for counseling is comprehensive, not exhaustive?  The Bible is comprehensive in that it provides us with a Christ-centered worldview which equips fallen men and women to see everything in the world from God’s perspective.  
The Bible is not meant to be an exhaustive “encyclopedia of proof texts containing all facts about all people and all diversity of problems in living.”  
· If my best friend calls me and says his car just broke down, I am not going to go to my Bible to figure out how to fix the car engine.  
· Another example would be that it doesn’t tell us the specific name of the person we should marry. In the same way, when I was dating Molly, the Bible did not provide a verse that said: “Go forth and marry Molly + Molly’s maiden name.”  

To commit either mistake would confuse the purposes of the Bible and would endanger the ways we use the Bible in counseling.  We recognize that there are some decisions in life in which I cannot find an explicit Bible verse to tell me what to do, so I need to use, prayer, my Christian worldview, my trust in God, wise counsel from other Christians, and prudence through the filter of his Word to guide our path. 

4. BC is Confessional 

Though it is not a question that sits at the forefront of our minds, through much of life, we ask and answer the question, “Who or what do I trust?”  Trust is foundational for life, and yet it takes time to earn one’s trust or to give away one’s trust.   Without trust, our lives would be constantly trapped in the mire of cynicism and skepticism, and we are constantly forced to build self-reliant lives.  But, with trust, we can learn to lean on others and learning to believe in something outside of ourself.  [I’M UNCLEAR HOW THE ABOVE PARAGRAPH RELATES TO THE REST OF THIS POINT…?]

We all struggle with sin.  This sin can often manifest itself as a difference between our functional and confessional beliefs.  Our functional theology is the assumptions and principles we live by and trust, many of which are worldly and self-reliant.  Our confessional theology is what we know to be true according to the Bible.  When we confess that the Bible is true, we’re saying we can’t trust ourselves, and we need to look outside of ourself—to Christ and his Word--for help.   

Examples of functional theology might include: 
· Someone who was abused will grow up with a functional assumption that relationships are not safe. 
· Someone who is bent towards independence can easily grow to develop a functional assumption that self-reliance is a virtue and dependence is a always a sign of weakness. 

In contrast, our confessional theology teaches us (in reference to examples above): 
· God made us for relationships and brought us into a family of spiritual relationships when he saved us and that our trust should ultimately be in him.
· We are made to live in dependence on God; and to live interdependent on other believers.   We are not meant to live as lone-ranger Christians. Not only that, but Paul calls us to “boast in our weakness.”


Biblical counseling works to tease out those default assumptions that characterize one who is a citizen of the kingdom of man. Then it seeks to gently (and often repeatedly) hold them up to the light of God’s word, praying that God would give new assumptions, namely one’s that would characterize a citizen of his kingdom. 

Life that is built around a worldly functional theology essentially says, “I don’t trust God.”  A life that is built around a confessional theology is deliberate commitment to trust God and to live by God’s Word.  

5. BC is Change-Oriented 

Biblical counselors work to bring about change in a person’s life.   We are not looking to address “felt needs,” but rather we want something much deeper.  As human beings, our primary problem is sin.  Sin is our rebellion against God.  It affects all of who we are—our thinking, our feeling, our behavior.  First and foremost, what needs to change in a person’s life is their sinful heart.  

Biblical counseling points to repentance and belief as the most important means of change in a person’s life.  Repentance is a turning away from sin.  Belief is a trusting in Christ as Lord and Savior of our entire life.  When we first become Christians, there was a turning from our old life-styles of sin and unbelief, and a turning to Christ by putting our trust in him.   Every day, in our Christian life, we must continue the same pattern —turning away from sin and turning to Christ in faith.  So, the most important change in biblical counseling to encourage a lifestyle of repentance and belief in the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

This is important because unbelief is an integral part of every sin. Just take one example of sin, like fear.  A simple way to define fear is unbelief in God’s sovereignty in any particular situation.   What is the Bible’s prescription for fear?  Trust.  Psalm 56:3, “When I am afraid, I will trust in you, God.” 

And belief is not only important to the particular struggle, but as we see throughout the gospels, it is critical to change itself. However, since belief can’t be forced by sheer will, we want to lead the counselee to take on the humble posture of the father in Mark 9 who cries out to Jesus, “I believe; help my unbelief!” (9.24). 

Therefore, the primary change that must take place in a Christian is internal, not external.  While it is certainly possible to find counseling strategies that reprogram a person’s thinking or behavior, none of those patterns stick with a person unless you get to the level of the heart.   When dealing with our problems, at some point or another, all of us get stuck at the level of circumstances—and fall into the trap that a change in circumstances will solve the problem.  But changes in circumstances only will not lead to lasting change.  Real, enduring change happens at the level of the heart.  Solomon writes, “Above all else, guard your heart for it is the wellspring of life” (Proverbs 4:23).  The heart is central to who we are as human beings and it serves as the command-center from which all other things flow from.  In biblical counseling, our goal is heart change—that is, an internal transformation that reflects an overall change in life.  In a few weeks, we will talk much more about the heart and its role in counseling.   

6. BC is Wholistic

Biblical counseling fails if it does not give a wholistic consideration of our life.  Because propositional truths and our knowledge of God’s Word are crucial to our ability to function as Christians, we often live in the cognitive realm.  Yet we do not want to ignore other aspects of a person’s life—like a person’s background (especially family and other significant influences), their feelings or behavior patterns, relational and social networks, biological and developmental considerations, etc.    A good Christian theology wants to take into account all of these things, though it makes certain things (i.e. faith in God, the role of the heart) more central than others (i.e. emotions, background, biology). 

7. BC is Practical Theology

Sometimes Christians walk away from church not sure how to apply the truth of God’s Word in their life.   Biblical counseling helps them to understand what biblical application looks like.   We take the truth of the gospel, and try to show how it applies to all of life.  

People view truth in black and white terms, and yet, they live in real life, which is full, complicated and messy.    BC seeks to show believers how the gospel is robust enough to apply to all of life, to the vast array of colors that represents the richness and fullness of our messy, sinful Christian lives.  


BC is Prayerful
If change can only happen through the Christ and the power of God’s word, than possibly more important than anything else, a biblical counselor must be prayerful. A counselor who spends little to no time in prayer for themselves and the person they are counseling, is a counselor who relying too heavily on themselves to effect the change. It’s not surprising that of all the spiritual armor that Paul lists in Ephesians 6, he uses the most words on prayer, 6.18 “praying at all times in the Spirit, with all prayer and supplication. To that end keep alert with all perseverance, making supplication for all the saints,”


In Conclusion –

I can’t think of a better way to sum up this class and conclude with the following quote from Dietrich Bonhoeffer:
“The most experienced psychologist or observer of human nature knows infinitely less of the human heart than the simplest Christian who lives beneath the Cross of Jesus. The greatest psychological insight, ability, and experience cannot grasp this one thing: what sin is. Worldly wisdom knows what distress and weakness and failure are, but it does not know the godlessness of man. And so it also does not know that man is destroyed only by his sin and can be healed only by forgiveness. Only the Christian knows this. In the presence of a psychiatrist I can only be a sick man; in the presence of a Christian brother I can dare to be a sinner. The psychiatrist must first search my heart and yet he never plumbs its ultimate depth. The Christian brother knows when I come to him: her is a sinner like myself, a godless man who want to confess and yearns for God’s forgiveness. The psychiatrist view me as if there were no God. The brother views me as I am before the judging and merciful God in the Cross of Jesus Christ.[footnoteRef:2] [2:    Dietrich Bonhoeffer, “Confession and Communion,” in Life Together pgs. 118-119)] 


This is a good quote, but to make sure people don’t think we believe psychiatrist’s are evil, you might want to follow it by describing that psychiatrists in and of themselves are not bad, but it is secular psychology and secular psychiatry that has limitations that can never fully understand the problem of sin and the answer of forgiveness in Christ. God’s Word provides us hope that secular psychology and psychiatry can never give.

[IF TIME LEFT, PAUSE FOR QUESTIONS ONE MORE TIME!]

REMINDER:  You will need to now adjust the handout to make sure teacher’s manuscript and the handout match each other.
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