
Biblical counselors, self- styled, see their trade as one- on- one churchly 
service to the troubled, the perplexed, and the hurting. Lambert writes 
to equip counselors with the biblical truths and wisdom that they need 
to do their job. He does this most effectively, and his book makes an 
excellent training manual.

J. I. Packer, Regent College

Having dealt with the sufficiency of the Scriptures in some depth, 
Dr.  Lambert courses through the corpus of Systematic Theology, 
briefly sketching the meaning of each topic together with instances of 
how it worked out in changing the lives of various sorts of counselees. 
For those unfamiliar with the idea of using biblical truth, systematically 
understood, in counseling, this book will become a useful eye- opener; 
for those already familiar with the approach, it will prove a welcome 
refresher. Pastor, counselor, you will want to have a copy.

Jay E. Adams, author of Competent to Counsel  
and a member of the Academy of ACBC

Heath Lambert has updated Adams’s work in A Theology of Biblical 
Counseling, showing that biblical doctrine is sufficient to address the 
problems of human life and therefore is the foundation for godly and 
effective counseling. He has done this job well, and I hope many readers 
will take advantage of this excellent book.

John M. Frame, Professor of Systematic Theology  
and Philosophy, Reformed Theological Seminary

Lambert’s depth of research, critical engagement, and accessible style 
have provided the church with a helpful tool the likes of which we have 
not seen since Adams’s A Theology of Christian Counseling. This book 
should prove to be a helpful tool in navigating the oft misunderstood 
disciplines of Systematic Theology and Biblical Counseling. I heartily 
recommend it to anyone desiring to know the why behind the how of 
biblical counseling.

Elyse Fitzpatrick, author of Counsel from the Cross
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I wholeheartedly recommend this volume by my friend Heath Lambert. 
He provides a great basic theology for the field of Biblical Counseling 
that is sorely needed. . . . His well- thought- out arguments and address-
ing of controversial issues give much for the seasoned biblical counselor 
or academic (or even critic of Biblical Counseling) to consider. In short, 
I believe any Christian committed to or interested in counseling will 
benefit from reading this book.

John Babler, Professor of Counseling,  
Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary

A Theology of Biblical Counseling is an outstanding contribution to 
the entire evangelical community. Heath demonstrates with real- life 
examples that theology is important not only for counseling but for liv-
ing an authentic Christian life. Anyone, counselor or not, who wants to 
help a fellow believer along the way will profit greatly from this book.

Jerry Bridges, author of Trusting God Even When Life Hurts

Heath Lambert demonstrates the vital connection between the message 
of the Bible, its relevance to life in a broken world, and its significance 
in the practice of counseling. Building on the foundation of Jay Adams, 
he summarizes key theological doctrines and imbeds them deeply into 
the counseling practice using compelling case studies throughout each 
chapter . . . every counselor’s counselees and practice will benefit from 
reading this book.

Kevin Carson, Professor of Biblical Counseling, 
Baptist Bible College and Theological Seminary

Counseling cannot be considered biblical without a proper orientation to 
God and his Word. Heath Lambert brings clarity and help to the coun-
selor as he tackles often misunderstood issues like sufficiency, common 
grace, and general revelation. I would recommend this book to any student 
of the Bible but particularly those who call themselves biblical counselors.

Garrett Higbee, Executive Director of the  
Biblical Counseling Coalition
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After reading this volume I am convinced that Christian counselors 
and teachers of counseling will find it one of the best and most helpful 
counseling manuals presently available. I will certainly use this book as 
a required- reading assignment for my students.

Dr. Wayne Mack, Professor of Biblical Counseling, Director of 
Strengthening Ministries Training Institute, ACBC Africa;  

Pastor/elder, Lynnwood Baptist Church

If you are a counselor your counsel has no authority if it is not built upon 
a solid biblical theology. In A Theology of Biblical Counseling, Dr. Heath 
Lambert has made a significant contribution to biblical counseling by 
demonstrating how good theology must inform both the theory and 
the practice of Christian counseling. Every sincere Christian counselor 
should read and digest this book!

Dr. John D. Street, Chair, MABC Graduate Program,  
The Master’s College and Seminary; President,  

Association of Certified Biblical Counselors (ACBC)

There is no other book like this. . . . Dr. Lambert does a wonderful job 
of using case studies to connect biblical counseling to each area of the-
ology in very practical way. . . . This book makes me excited about the 
future of biblical counseling (and I don’t excite easily).

Jim Newheiser, Executive Director of the Institute 
for Biblical Counseling and Discipleship

A Theology of Biblical Counseling is a delight to read. Heath Lambert 
shows us with great wisdom and skill that evangelical theology and prac-
tical ministry go together beautifully! If you are looking for a readable, 
bite- sized volume that relates powerful biblical truth to the everyday 
challenges of Christian living, this book is for you.

Lance Quinn, Senior Pastor, Thousand Oaks Bible Church
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Due to its maturity and depth, A Theology of Biblical Counseling is sure to 
become a text used by friends and foes alike. Get it. Read it. Ponder it. 
Discuss it. Give it away. May it be used to advance the cause of Biblical 
Counseling and the Kingdom of the risen, reigning King of Kings.

George C. Scipione, Director of the Biblical  
Counseling Institute of the Reformed  

Presbyterian Theological Seminary

A Theology of Biblical Counseling is an invaluable book for biblical soul 
care within the church. Theologian John Frame has written that true 
theology is application. Lambert’s book is certainly an example of this 
truth in how it applies theology to real- life discipleship counseling sce-
narios. In his work, he clearly shows us just how the Scriptures can be 
sufficient for counseling issues of the heart and life.

Dr. Stuart W. Scott, Professor of Biblical 
Counseling, The Master’s College

One of the most important books written on biblical counseling in this 
generation. Heath Lambert does an excellent job of addressing crucial 
biblical truths in a practical and understandable way. This book will 
be helpful for everyone from the beginning counselor to the seasoned 
practitioner or professor. . . . I wholeheartedly commend it to you.

Dr. Stephen Viars, Senior Pastor, Faith Church
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C H A P T E R  1

COUNSELING AND 
THEOLOGY: A CRUCIAL 

INTRODUCTION

Counseling is a theological discipline.
There.

If you have continued to read beyond that first sentence, you have 
already completed the most controversial part of this book. That very 
first sentence should be the most debated statement in this entire work. 
A Theology of Biblical Counseling will do what theology often does— 
inspire questions and debate. But the most controversial statement I 
know to make in this context is to assert that counseling is, by defini-
tion, theological.

Most people do not assume the theological nature of counseling. 
Most believe that theology is what future ministers of the gospel study 
in seminary in order to be qualified to lead a church and preach sermons 
or go on the mission field. They do not understand that theology has 
a serious role to play in helping people with their counseling problems. 
They believe instead that counseling happens in the realm of psychol-
ogy. Most believe that theology is to ministers what psychology is to 
counselors, and the two do not really have much to do with each other.1

1. David G. Myers, “A Levels-of-Explanation View,” in Eric L. Johnson, ed., Psychology & 
Christianity: Five Views (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2010), 49–78.
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Christians have never believed, however, that theology serves 
so limited a role. They have insisted that theology informs all of life. 
Surveying the evidence for such a biblical position will demand more 
of this book than it should be expected to bear. Before we can proceed, 
however, it is essential to demonstrate, at the very least, that theology 
informs counseling. We will understand this when we see what theology 
is, what counseling is, and what counseling requires.

The Nature of Theology

We will not be ready to understand the theological import of counseling 
until we first understand what theology is. The definition of systematic 
theology provided by Wayne Grudem and John Frame is the definition 
I will use for theology in this book. These men say that theology is 
“what the whole Bible teaches us today about any given topic.”2 Three 
obvious elements of this definition stand out.

First, systematic theology is about the teachings of the entire Bible. 
It is not uncommon to hear some people express disapproval of theology 
in favor of biblical interpretation. They are concerned that our theo-
logical systems will exert a controlling and distorting effect on texts of 
Scripture. This concern is a possibility, but when it happens, it is bad 
theology, not good theology. Good theology is concerned with doing 
careful interpretation of all of the relevant texts in Scripture about a topic 
and then doing the hard work of discerning how to place those texts 
together. Good theology is not at odds with careful biblical interpreta-
tion, but stands on faithful interpretation of individual texts that seeks to 
understand these texts together in the context of the entire Bible.

A second element of this definition of theology is that it concerns 
what the whole Bible teaches us today. Good theology must be contem-
porary theology. Contemporary theology does not mean that we develop 

2. Wayne A. Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1994), 21. In his systematic theology, Grudem provides this definition 
in the form of a question. He says that systematic theology asks, “What does the whole Bible 
teach us today?” He also makes clear that he learned this definition from John Frame, who has 
profoundly influenced him in his theology.
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new truth in each age. Instead, it means that we seek to understand how 
the old truths in God’s Word apply to our contemporary setting. Many 
textbooks on Christian theology have been written during the history 
of the church. You might wonder why Christian authors continue to 
produce new works of theology when there are so many from the past. 
One reason is that the church continually confronts new threats to the 
truth of God’s Word. When this happens, Christians must take the 
ancient text of Scripture and apply it in ways that are freshly relevant. 
Good theology is not just a recitation of what the church has believed, 
though that is important. It also includes what the church must believe 
today in the midst of contemporary threats.

Finally, the definition of theology emphasizes that theology is con-
cerned with establishing what the Bible teaches today about any given 
topic. The work of theology is to understand what God thinks about any 
topic. When we pay careful attention to every relevant passage in the Bible 
on a topic, we should know what God has revealed to us about that topic. 
In this book we are concerned with establishing what God has revealed 
about counseling. But first, we must understand what counseling is.

The Nature of Counseling

What is counseling? It is important to supply a definition of counseling 
at the very beginning so we know what we are talking about. This is 
the definition I use in this book: Counseling is a conversation where one 
party with questions, problems, and trouble seeks assistance from someone 
they believe has answers, solutions, and help.

This definition is an intentionally inclusive one. Many people with 
many different counseling commitments could map all manner of con-
ceptual and practical assumptions onto this definition, but I believe it 
covers the counseling that all of us are doing, whether it is at the lay or 
professional level or done with religious or secular commitments. Let 
me make two observations about this definition.

First, according to this definition, people are counseling all the 
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time. You are counseling all of the time. Counseling is what happens 
when a woman with a diagnosis of seasonal affective disorder talks in 
the office of a man with degrees from Yale who is licensed by his state, 
charges a fee for their conversation, and bills her insurance company for 
it. Counseling is also what happens when a pastor talks with a woman 
who is considering leaving her husband and seeks advice from him about 
her options. Counseling is what happens when a boss calls an employee 
into the office to discuss a problem with job performance. Counseling 
happens when a fourth grader talks with his parents about kids being 
mean to him at school. It is what happens when a man calls his friend to 
ask for advice on taking a promotion at work.

Counseling, as all of these examples indicate, might be formal or 
informal, highly relational or more professional, religious or secular. 
Counseling happens whenever a person with questions, problems, and 
trouble seeks to talk with someone they believe has answers and solu-
tions and can offer help. All of us do it all the time. There is no person or 
group of people who can lay claim to the exclusive right or prerogative 
to be a counseling practitioner.

Second, this definition has two sides. On the one hand, counseling 
requires one party in the conversation to have questions, problems, 
and trouble. One member of the counseling conversation must have a 
dilemma.3 The potential dilemmas are legion. The questions, problems, 
and trouble that consume counseling conversations are a lengthy list 
that defies enumeration. The list includes decisions about whom to 
marry, where to go to school, which job to take. It involves counseling 
those who are suicidal, in abusive marriages, addicted to drugs, hear-
ing strange voices. Counseling conversations comprise doubts about 
whether someone should trust in Jesus Christ, what permissions the 

3. It is worth noting that this person must usually have an awareness of his dilemma if 
counseling is to continue for very long. Obviously persons can have all manner of difficulties 
that do not seem to them to be problems. They might be in a toxic relationship that they rather 
enjoy. They may fume with sinful anger while insisting that they are being reasonable. They 
may be lost as can be and hate God. Such people have serious trouble but do not know it. If we 
cannot persuade them of their trouble, then counseling will not happen for very long. From the 
perspective of biblical counseling, we would say such a person is not a counselee.
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Bible grants about divorce and remarriage, whether the Holy Spirit is 
a vibrant part of one’s daily life. All of these and gazillions more are 
the kinds of things that hurting people put on the table when they seek 
assistance in conversations that we so often call counseling.

On the other hand, counseling requires another party in the con-
versation to have answers, solutions, and help. That means one party in 
the discussion must offer assistance for the dilemma being experienced 
by the struggling person. From the perspective of this book, and the 
larger biblical counseling movement, counseling is not mere commiser-
ation. It is more than just hanging out. In order for counseling to occur, 
one participant in the conversation must move toward the struggling 
person with answers, solutions, and help.

For our purposes, we will refer to the person with questions, 
problems, and trouble as the counselee. We will consider the person with 
answers, solutions, and help to be the counselor. Counseling is a conver-
sation that a counselee has with a person they believe to be a counselor.

What Counseling Requires

Now that we have a definition of what counseling is, I want to state 
what counseling requires. However, it will be most helpful to discuss 
first what it does not require.

Counseling does not require any of the trappings of professional-
ism. Though we often picture counseling as a very professional activity, 
it is not required that you be an expert in order to do it. Indeed, if what 
I stated above is true, most of the people doing counseling (i.e., teach-
ers, parents, coworkers, friends, church members, etc.) lack any formal 
expertise to do it. As much as we often cherish the trappings of profes-
sionalism, like formal offices, distinguished degrees, and state licenses, 
none of that is required to do counseling— or even to do it well.4

4. I want to be clear here that this is not a statement of preference but of fact. I certainly 
value a commitment to do counseling well and believe that honing skill will often require things 
like quality training and certifications. I am simply pointing out the fact that most of the people 
who do counseling have no formal qualifications to do it.
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I should also make another, potentially awkward, admission right 
out of the gate. In counseling there is no requirement that the person 
providing the counsel have correct answers, faithful solutions, or effective 
help. Do not misunderstand. We should want people doing counseling 
to offer sound answers, assistance, and help. Unfortunately, many 
people do not. Today, as you read this book, counselors all over the 
world— whether professional or unprofessional, trained or untrained, 
experienced or inexperienced— will offer counsel that is absolutely 
dreadful. A mother will tell her daughter to divorce her husband when 
she should not. A college student will tell his friend not to stress out 
about an overwhelming problem, which will be the very thing in his 
friend’s mind when he takes his own life. Right now counselors are tell-
ing men who hate being sexually attracted to other men that it is okay 
to be gay. This afternoon counselors will be harsh when they should be 
kind. Others will be flippant when they should be firm. Sometime today 
some counselor will send a woman with a black eye back into the house 
where her abusive husband lives. Unfortunately, there is no requirement 
that a person who practices counseling be any good at it.

So what is required to do counseling? If you do not need degrees or 
skill— things most would assume are a must— then what do you need? 
To do counseling, the one thing the counselor must do is articulate 
some vision of reality that understands the dilemma of the counselee 
and offers a response to that dilemma.

Everyone has commitments to a certain way of seeing life. Some 
people call this a worldview.5 Whatever the label, it is a vision about life, 
what it is, and how it works. This vision of life may be wise or foolish. 
People may or may not be self- conscious about their vision of life. But 
everyone possesses such a vision.

5. Ronald H. Nash, Worldviews in Conflict: Choosing Christianity in a World of Ideas (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1992), 16: “In its simplest terms, a worldview is a set of beliefs about the 
most important issues in life. . . . These beliefs must cohere in some way and form a system. A 
fancy term that can be useful here is conceptual scheme, by which I mean a pattern or arrangement 
of concepts (ideas). A worldview, then, is a conceptual scheme by which we consciously or un-
consciously place or fit everything we believe and by which we interpret and judge reality.”
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Anyone engaging in counseling will have a vision of life that 
includes who we are, what is wrong with us, what should be right with 
us, and what it would take to fix the problem. When someone is having 
a conversation about a problem they are having, that other person in 
the conversation is articulating an understanding of what it means to be 
human and experiencing life. He is explaining his understanding of why 
this person’s life does not appear to be working for them. He is provid-
ing his understanding of what is the normative standard for the person’s 
life— that is, the standard the person departed from that brought on 
the problem. Finally, he has some sense of how to help the person move 
from the dilemma to a solution.

Counseling Is Theological

Understanding that counseling requires some vision of life is crucial to 
understanding the theological nature of counseling. The reason is that 
such a vision of reality is always theological. God defines what it is to be 
a human being, and he describes that in his Word. God knows what is 
wrong with us and diagnoses the problem in the Bible. God prescribes a 
solution to our problems— faith in Christ— and reveals him to us in the 
Scriptures. God authorizes a process of transformation and shows us 
what it looks like in the pages of the Old and New Testaments.

God has spoken about these realities because he created them, form-
ing them out of nothing. They are not subject to debate. We are who God 
says we are. What is wrong with us is what God says is wrong with us. 
There is no solution to our problem and no process of change other than 
the one God has provided. There is no other option available but to have 
a theological vision of reality. Every vision of reality about counseling 
will be theological. The only question is whether a counselor adopts a 
theological vision of reality that God believes is faithful— or unfaithful. 
We cannot choose to have a vision of reality that is not theological.
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Theology and Secular Counseling

The twentieth century witnessed the ascendancy of a theological vision 
of reality characterized by a disavowal of the authority of God in coun-
seling. This approach to counseling was marked by a nearly complete 
rejection of the Godward nature of counseling practice. This was a dis-
tinct change from the preceding centuries, which had been characterized 
by religious dominance regarding counseling.6 By the 1900s, Christians 
had been largely excluded from counseling work and were on the defen-
sive about that task.7 Secular counseling practitioners failed to appreciate 
that they were engaging in theological work and did not appreciate that 
efforts at instructing people about how to live in God’s world are emi-
nently theological. The problem is that they were engaging in faithless, 
God- disavowing theology that hurts rather than helps people.

The work of secular counseling practitioners is not neutral and is not 
scientific.8 Secular counseling is a conversational intervention where an 
unbelieving man or woman seeks to provide secular answers, solutions, 
and help to a person with questions, problems, and trouble. Such coun-
sel bubbles up out of the overflow of a commitment to a secular view of 
life. Examples of this reality are many. To demonstrate the point, I want 
to examine just two instances.

Secularists and Counseling Failure
Peter Kramer is a leading psychiatrist committed to a secular vision 

of reality. In one of his books, Moments of Engagement, he describes 
numerous counseling interactions. One such interaction is with a young 
couple he calls Rick and Wendy. They had been married for several 
years when Wendy went to see Dr. Kramer. She was very sad, even des-
perate, and Kramer thought there was some risk of suicide.

6. E. Brooks Holifield, A History of Pastoral Care in America: From Salvation to Self- 
Realization (Nashville: Abingdon, 1983).

7. See Heath Lambert, The Biblical Counseling Movement after Adams (Wheaton, IL: 
Crossway, 2011), 21–48.

8. There can be science involved in counseling in ways which will be discussed later, but 
counseling is not scientific work in the way that biology and meteorology are.
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Wendy’s problem was despair over her marriage. Married life used 
to be fun, adventurous, and mutual. She and Rick had fallen in love 
and had enjoyed a vibrant sexual relationship. Several years into mar-
riage, that was all different. Now Wendy stayed at home with their twin 
daughters, and Rick was disinterested in her. Rick would spend time 
with other people, including women. He earned money illegally and 
would use the proceeds to take trips to Las Vegas, gamble away the 
money, and do other things that nobody else knew about.

Kramer was able to get the couple to come to counseling together. 
He explained to them that their troubles were very serious. In fact, he 
said they were so serious that he did not know if they could be helped. 
He told them they would have to take aggressive action. His counsel to 
them was that Wendy must have access to Rick’s private books of illegal 
money. She must discover how much money he usually lost when he 
went to Vegas, and then she must travel with him on the next trip and 
commit to losing more money than he normally lost.

Kramer explains that the intervention was calculated to explode in 
a number of directions. One goal was to provide Wendy a peek at Rick’s 
private books so she could have some idea of how much extra money 
he had in case of a divorce. Another goal was to pry Wendy away from 
her kids and help her to be adventurous again. Still another goal was to 
increase Rick’s desire for Wendy by seeing her cavorting around Las 
Vegas, gambling away money.

Kramer summarizes his work on the case this way:

Most of the cure lay in our one crafted instruction: go to Vegas 
and lose money.

If anything, our intervention was too effective. Wendy flour-
ished so dramatically that I began to fear for the marriage.

Over a year after treatment stopped, Rick called me 
complaining that Wendy wanted to leave him. He sounded para-
noid and clinically depressed. He was now even more involved with 
drugs than in the past. He showed up once or twice, but he never 
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really turned into a patient, and my last impression of the couple 
was that they were about to divorce.

Whether this outcome is desirable in a couples treatment 
of this sort is hard to say. In individual therapy we congratulate 
ourselves when a masochistic wife manages to leave a neglectful 
husband. In family therapy we tend more to wonder whether the 
marriage couldn’t have worked after all.9

Kramer presents this case as a success (“our intervention was too 
effective”), but most Christians reading Kramer’s case study are likely 
to be concerned about his involvement in the marriage of this couple. 
That concern is well founded. The questions for us to consider are, 
Why? What is wrong with Kramer’s counseling?

The answer is that Kramer’s theological vision of reality is incorrect. 
When Kramer looks at Rick and Wendy, he does not see two human 
beings who are accountable to the God who made them in his image. 
He does not see this because he does not believe in God. He suppresses 
the truth in unrighteousness (Rom. 1:18). Because he does not see God, 
or Rick and Wendy as accountable to God, he does not see the sin issues 
present in their marriage. Rick is sinning against his wife, and Wendy is 
suffering because of his sin. Because Kramer does not see the issues of 
sin against the living God, he cannot call Rick to repentance and help 
him know how to change in Christ. Nor can he call Wendy to find her 
comfort and strength in a Redeemer who loves her. Because Kramer 
cannot see God, it never occurs to him to look in God’s Word to find 
a standard for the marriage of Rick and Wendy. This lack of a stand-
ard is why Kramer is confused about how to evaluate the details of the 
counseling results. He does not know because he has no authoritative 
benchmark. He has no authoritative benchmark because he does not 
know where to find one beyond his own ponderings.

The point here is that Kramer’s counseling failure is due to a prior 
theological error. Because Kramer has theological commitments that 

9. Peter D. Kramer, Moments of Engagement: Intimate Psychotherapy in a Technological Age 
(New York: Penguin, 1994), 134.
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place him at odds with the living God, he never had a shot at actually 
being able to help Rick and Wendy. This should not surprise us. In fact, it 
is exactly what Christians should expect from the counsel of unbelievers.

Secularists and Counseling “Success”
But counselors with a secular vision of reality do not always fail so 

obviously. In fact, they often have many counseling successes to report. 
Let us look at another example. In his huge best seller Feeling Good, 
David Burns talks about a very popular counseling technique known as 
“cognitive behavioral therapy.”

For Burns and other therapists like him, our negative emotions are 
the result of improper and unhelpful thinking. Burns is critical of a 
Freudian vision of reality, that therapists must accept the self- assessment 
of counselees.10 Burns has a competing theological vision of counseling 
problems. His vision of counseling leads him to conclude that the neg-
ative conceptions people have of themselves should be challenged, not 
embraced. He insists on a “triple- column technique” where people keep 
a record of their thoughts, describing their automatic thoughts when 
stress comes, what is wrong with these thoughts, and a response that 
makes more sense. He describes this process, using his counseling with 
a woman named Gail.

Start by writing down your automatic thoughts and rational 
responses for fifteen minutes every day for two weeks and see the 
effect this has on your mood. . . . You may be surprised to note the 
beginning of a period of personal growth and healthy change in 
your self- image. This was the experience of Gail, a young secre-
tary whose sense of self- esteem was so low that she felt in constant 
danger of being criticized by friends. She was so sensitive to her 
roommate’s request to help clean up their apartment after a party 
that she felt rejected and worthless. She was initially so pessimistic 
about her chances for feeling better that I could barely persuade 

10. David D. Burns, Feeling Good: The New Mood Therapy (New York: Harper, 2008), 55–59.
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her to give the triple- column technique a try. When she reluctantly 
decided to try it, she was surprised to see how her self- esteem and 
mood began to undergo a rapid transformation. She reported that 
writing down the many negative thoughts that flowed through her 
mind during the day helped her gain objectivity. She stopped tak-
ing these thoughts so seriously. As a result of Gail’s daily written 
exercises, she began to feel better, and her interpersonal relation-
ships improved by a quantum leap.11

Burns’s vision of counseling is a collage of faithful and unfaithful the-
ological commitments. He has unwittingly embraced some counseling 
realities that God reveals in the Bible. He has rejected many others.

For example, Burns is on to something with his triple- column tech-
nique. The basic idea behind it is to create intentionality in the thinking 
of a counselee. Christians should object to Burns’s notion that our initial 
thoughts are always wrong, just as we object to the Freudian vision that 
they are always right.12 We would instead assert that all thoughts should 
be tested according to Scripture and deemed valid or invalid, based on 
what is revealed there.

Still, Burns’s larger point is correct. It is a bad idea to let spontane-
ous thoughts have free rein in our self- evaluations. This is very close to 
the biblical idea of taking our thoughts captive to Christ (2 Cor. 10:5–
6) and being transformed by the renewal of our minds (Rom. 12:1–2; 
Eph. 4:22–24; Col. 3:10). Because we find this idea in Scripture, biblical 
counselors would agree with Burns— not because it is just some good 
idea, but because it is biblical. It is a theologically appropriate counseling 
intervention that God thought of long before any cognitive behavio-
ral therapist did and which he revealed in his Word. David Burns has 
embraced this biblical concept, though he does not know how to be 
thankful to the God who brought this reality into existence.

However, Burns’s counseling has plenty of theological error in it 

11. Burns, Feeling Good, 67, emphasis in original.
12. See Sigmund Freud, Collected Papers, trans. Joan Riviere, vol IV, 1917, Mourning and 

Melancholia (London: Hogarth, 1952), 155–56.
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too. The most central error is the most significant: God is nowhere 
in sight. In case that sounds a bit clichéd, let us consider all of the bad 
things that flow into Burns’s counsel because God is not even on the 
periphery of his vision of reality.

Because Burns does not have a vision of reality that includes God, 
he cannot see Gail as a woman made in the image of God with a body 
and spirit that will live forever. This leads Burns to reduce Gail down 
to something fairly small— namely, a collection of thoughts. That turns 
counseling into something relatively mechanical— like tweaking the 
thoughts that run through her head when she feels stressed. Because 
Burns does not see Gail as an ensouled woman with thoughts and feel-
ings for which she is accountable to the living God, counseling becomes 
a bit more like solving an equation than engaging a unique image bearer.

Because Burns does not have a vision of reality that includes God, 
he has no standard by which to evaluate the helpfulness or unhelp-
fulness of Gail’s thinking. For example, Burns reported that Gail felt 
rejected and worthless after her roommate asked for some help cleaning 
up. Who is to say that it is wrong to feel rejected and worthless after 
such a request? As Christians, we might agree that she should not feel 
that way, but we would think that because the Bible tells us so. If her 
roommate was unkind in her request, Christians would point to the 
need to speak graciously to avoid causing others pain (Col. 4:6). If her 
roommate was kind, but Gail interpreted it as rudeness, we would point 
to the need to believe the best of others and to eagerly serve (1 Cor. 13:7; 
Phil. 2:4). In any event, we would want people like Gail to know that our 
self- assessment should always be based on God’s verdict of us and not, 
primarily, on that of others. Christians know these things because we 
have access to information that Burns rejects. Who is to say what the 
standard is without such an authority?13

Because Burns does not have a vision of reality that includes God, 
he cannot offer Gail a powerful path to change. I am grateful for the 

13. Jay Adams, “Change Them? . . . Into What?,” Journal of Biblical Counseling 13, no. 2 
(Winter 1995): 13–16. It was this issue of the absence of a standard that Jay Adams focused on 
in an address to psychiatrists in Europe.
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very practical counseling intervention that Burns offers Gail to lay hold 
of her wild and reckless thoughts. As I have pointed out, this strategy 
is very close to something offered in the pages of Scripture. When the 
apostle Paul talks about it in the Bible, however, he does it in a very 
different context. Take Paul’s instructions in Colossians as an example.

In Colossians 3:10, Paul urges Christians to “put on the new self, 
which is being renewed in knowledge after the image of its creator.” 
Paul exhorts Christians to exert effort in putting on the new self, indi-
cating that this new self is established as our knowledge is renewed. 
How Christians think is crucial. All by itself that sounds a lot like David 
Burns until you realize that there are two and a half chapters of instruc-
tion in Colossians before you get to that exhortation. In the instruction 
that comes before Colossians 3:10, Paul talks about the existence and 
centrality of Christ, how he made the world, how he holds it together, 
and how he is the firstborn of creation (Col. 1:15–20). Paul instructs that 
the central problem people have is their sin, and their greatest need is 
to be reconciled to God through Christ (Col. 1:9–14, 21–23). He makes 
clear that it is possible for those who have thus trusted in Christ to 
live in new ways (Col. 2:6–7; 3:1–4). By the time the apostle Paul gets 
to a person’s mastery of thinking, it is not mere thought modification. 
Colossians 3:10 is something that Christians do by the power of the 
resurrected Christ because of their new life in Jesus that gives glory to 
Christ, who made and sustains them.

Thought mastery in the Bible is Christ- centered, done by Jesus’ 
power and for his glory. In Burns’s triple- column technique, thought 
mastery is man- centered and done with the power of paper and pen. 
You do not need to have any counseling experience to understand how 
important this distinction is. You only need to be aware of the persistent 
nature of our negative self- reflections. These reflections are stubbornly 
resistant to change. Thinking in new ways requires massive amounts of 
power. The only power David Burns has to offer is the triple- column 
technique. It does not take a doctoral degree to recognize that this is 
simply not enough for a person to change in a way that honors Christ.
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Unbeknownst to Burns, he has mingled theological error with the-
ological accuracy. Unfortunately, in the grand scheme of things, the 
theological commitments he has chosen to reject are more important 
than the ones he has chosen to accept. In his counseling with Gail, 
Burns has just enough correct to provide the appearance of success. Even 
though there is the appearance of success, true success— counseling suc-
cess that honors Christ, is based in the Word, and leads to qualitative and 
lasting change in the heart of a person— has eluded both counselor and 
counselee. Real change comes in the theological commitments rejected 
by Burns and not shared with Gail. Although partial commitment to 
an accurate theological vision of reality can lead to partial change and 
the appearance of success, real change that honors Christ requires total 
commitment to a fully orbed theological vision of reality.

Burns’s counseling, though it appears to have worked, was unsuc-
cessful. His counsel made Gail a more successful worshiper of herself. 
He was able to help her live life without Christ while feeling the pain of 
his absence less acutely. Even though Gail felt better, this was a coun-
seling failure. The failure is due to theological error.

Theology and Christian Counseling

The twentieth century was marked not only by the incursion of sec-
ular practitioners into counseling ministry, it was also marked by the 
embrace of secular counseling principles by conservative Christians. 
Christians who rely— to one degree or another— on the counseling 
insights of secular people have been called integrationists, Christian 
counselors, and Christian psychologists— among other things.14 I 
have detailed elsewhere how this Christian embrace of secular coun-
seling happened.15 I have also detailed my concerns with it.16 I shall not 

14. This is a broad group of thinkers who are united in their belief that the Bible is nec-
essary for counseling but not sufficient for it. I shall refer to this broad group as Christian 
counselors.

15. Lambert, Biblical Counseling Movement after Adams, ch. 1. 
16. Stuart Scott and Heath Lambert, Counseling the Hard Cases: True Stories Illustrating the 

Sufficiency of God’s Resources in Scripture (Nashville: B&H, 2012), ch. 1.
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repeat that work here. Instead, I want to show how the decision to be a 
Christian counselor is a theological decision. In order to do that, I will 
describe areas where biblical counselors agree with our brothers and 
sisters in Christian counseling, as well as some areas where we disagree.

Areas Where Biblical and 
Christian Counselors Agree

Biblical counselors and Christian counselors have had their fair 
share of disagreements over the years. Because that is true, it is easy to 
lose sight of all the areas of agreement that exist between biblical and 
Christian counselors. I have noticed five areas of agreement.

First, biblical counselors and Christian counselors have, for the most 
part, been located in Christian circles marked by conservatism. More 
often than not, we have agreed on the theological realities most central 
to Christianity, such as the creation of the world by God, the inspi-
ration of the Scriptures, the virgin birth of Christ, his sinless life, his 
payment for sins through his death and resurrection, and the indwelling 
nature of the Holy Spirit. Such agreement is not insignificant. Biblical 
counselors and Christian counselors have the most important things in 
common— we are brothers and sisters in Christ.

Second, biblical and Christian counselors care for hurting people 
in need of help. We all want to offer the best care possible. When we as 
counselors debate our positions, we are not doing what comes most nat-
urally to us (perhaps that is the reason we often have done it so poorly!). 
Every counselor I know— regardless of their theoretical commitments— 
has been motivated into counseling by heartbreak over the pain people 
experience in this fallen world. Our disagreements, while often strong, 
have sprung from the same desire to offer help.

Third, biblical and Christian counselors agree that psychologists 
make true observations that are often helpful. This really is an area of 
agreement. Few have doubted that Christian counselors embrace this 
view. Many have doubted that biblical counselors agree with it. Those 
doubts notwithstanding, a belief in the helpful nature of psychological 
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observations goes back as far as the foundational ministry of Jay Adams. 
The vast majority of biblical counselors today accept that the modern 
biblical counseling movement began with the ministry of Jay Adams, 
particularly in the publication of Competent to Counsel. In the very first 
pages of that book Adams wrote,

I do not wish to disregard science, but rather I welcome it as a 
useful adjunct for the purposes of illustrating, filling in generaliza-
tions with specifics, and challenging wrong human interpretations 
of Scripture, thereby forcing the student to restudy the Scriptures. 
However, in the area of psychiatry, science largely has given way to 
humanistic philosophy and gross speculation.17

Adams does two things here: He affirms the use of science in areas 
like psychiatry. He also states the nature of any objections he might have 
whenever they arise. He goes on to say that, essentially, he does not like 
bad science. When one’s secular vision of life (i.e., humanistic philoso-
phies and gross speculation) crowds out actual scientific observation, 
Adams grows concerned. I think this is essentially the view all biblical 
counselors have about science in general and psychology and psychiatry 
in particular.

In spite of all the accusations in this regard, I am aware of no biblical 
counselor who outright rejects the findings of psychology. This is an 
area of agreement between our two camps.

Fourth, biblical and Christian counselors agree that secular psy-
chology gets things wrong. This point is on the other end of the 
continuum from the previous one. Few have doubted that biblical coun-
selors embrace this belief. Many, I think, would be surprised to discover 
that Christian counselors embrace it as well, but they do.

17. Jay E. Adams, Competent to Counsel: Introduction to Nouthetic Counseling (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1986), xxi. In another early book, What about Nouthetic Counseling?: 
A Question-and-Answer Book with History, Help, and Hope for the Christian Counselor (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker, 1977), Jay Adams talks about how he has learned much from psychology.
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This “destructive” mode of functioning is vital, in many ways, for 
Christians today. There are times when the best response of the 
Christian is to “demolish arguments and every pretension that sets 
itself up against the knowledge of God” (2 Cor. 10:5). But we con-
tend that the appropriate time for such apologetic efforts is when 
the views actually are raised up against God. In other words, when 
the views of romantic humanist Carl Rogers, for instance, are pre-
sented as ultimately satisfying answers to the major questions of life, 
the right Christian response is to point out critical flaws in the 
approach and to reject his views.18

Our brothers and sisters in Christ, like Stanton Jones and Richard 
Butman, are not wholly given over to secularism as some have slan-
derously charged. They have a strong desire to think carefully and 
biblically about how to filter out secular visions of life. We might have 
disagreements about how best to do this, but we should admit that we all 
are trying to place the Bible in authority over psychology.19 Whenever 
biblical counselors have not been honest about this, we should repent.

The final area of agreement between biblical and Christian coun-
selors that I shall mention is that we all agree that not all problems are 
counseling problems. We all agree that the presence of a problem does 
not mean that the solution for that problem is necessarily counseling. 
To say it a bit differently, both biblical and Christian counselors believe 
that people have physical problems that require medical treatment. Any 
faithful Christian will confess that it is important to minister to the 
souls of people enduring medical difficulties. This is different from 
denying the presence of physical problems and the necessity of treating 
them with medical care.

18. Stanton L. Jones and Richard E. Butman, Modern Psychotherapies: A Comprehensive 
Christian Appraisal (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1991), 41, emphasis in the original. One 
point here that will bleed into disagreement is at what point secular answers present themselves 
against God. Christian counselors are certain to have a different answer for this than bibli-
cal counselors will. These answers will be based on commitments to issues I shall discuss in 
due course.

19. I will address this issue very carefully in chapter 3 on the doctrine of common grace.
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This observation is important. Some believe that asserting the pro-
found relevancy of Scripture for solving problems rules out legitimate 
medical care. Both biblical and Christian counselors advocate for the 
necessity of proper medical care to treat physical disorders.20

Areas Where Biblical and Christian 
Counselors Disagree

All of that agreement still leaves more than enough room for dis-
parity when it comes to our positions regarding counseling. In the face 
of many areas of agreement between biblical and Christian counselors, 
there are two central areas of disagreement.

Biblical and Christian counselors continue to disagree on the ques-
tion of whether it is necessary to use secular counseling techniques to 
help people in the counseling relationship. In spite of our agreement on 
the ability of psychologists to make true observations, our two move-
ments continue to disagree on whether it is necessary to augment the 
Scriptures with secular counseling practices.

The position of Christian counselors on this matter is clear. Just 
one example is the work of Mark McMinn in Integrative Psychotherapy: 
Toward a Comprehensive Christian Approach. He says,

By way of analogy, consider the temperature system in an automo-
bile. On one end of the continuum is hot air and on the other end 
is cool air. Often a person selects a temperature in the middle, mix-
ing the hot and cool air for the desired effect. The climate is more 
desirable and adaptable by combining both sources of air than it 
could be if only one source of air were available. . . . In this anal-
ogy we are considering two sources of information: psychology 
and Christian faith. To what extent do we let the “air” from both 
systems mix in order to achieve an optimal balance? Or should we 
trust only one source of information and not the other? Reciprocal 

20. Heath Lambert, The Gospel and Mental Illness (Louisville, KY: Association of Certified 
Biblical Counselors, 2014). See appendix A on mental disorders.
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interaction involves the assumption that caring for people’s souls is 
best done by bringing together truth from both sources.21

McMinn is one of the leading Christian counselors today. He bases 
his integrative approach on the assumption that it is necessary to add 
secular counseling techniques to biblical ones in order to provide the 
best help for struggling people.

Then there is the argument of someone like David Powlison, one 
of the leading biblical counselors today. Powlison has a very different 
position from the one advocated by McMinn:

Do secular disciplines have anything to offer to the methodology 
of biblical counseling? The answer is a flat no. Scripture provides 
the system for biblical counseling. Other disciplines— history, 
anthropology, literature, sociology, psychology, biology, business, 
political science— may be useful in a variety of secondary ways to 
the pastor and the biblical counselor, but such disciplines can never 
provide a system for understanding and counseling people.22

Whereas McMinn believes it is required to add secular counseling 
techniques to Scripture in order to be maximally effective, Powlison 
responds to this suggestion with a “flat no.” As of the publication of this 
book, I see no evidence that biblical and Christian counselors are any 
closer together on this issue than they have ever been.

The foundational reason for this dispute is due to the second area of 
fundamental disagreement between biblical and Christian counselors: 
the question of whether the Bible is a sufficient counseling resource. 
Christian counselors believe that secular counseling strategies are a 
necessary adjunct to the Bible. They do not believe that the Scriptures 
are a sufficient counseling resource. This is the argument of Stan Jones 
in an important article he wrote:

21. Mark R. McMinn and Clark D. Campbell, Integrative Psychotherapy: Toward a Compre-
hensive Christian Approach (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2007), 23.

22. David Powlison, in Introduction to Biblical Counseling, eds. John MacArthur and Wayne 
Mack (Nashville: Nelson, 1994), 363.
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There are many topics to which Scripture does not speak— how 
neurons work, how the brain synthesizes mathematical or emo-
tional information, the types of memory, or the best way to 
conceptualize personality traits.23

Because Scripture and the accumulated wisdom of the church 
in theology leave many areas of uncertainty in understanding and 
helping humanity, we approach psychology expecting that we can 
learn and grow through our engagement with it.24

Jones’s logic is apparent. Because the Bible lacks information 
Christian counselors believe to be pertinent to counseling, they move 
toward psychology, expecting it to fill in the gaps.

A Theological Debate
I will have more to say in the chapters ahead by way of response to 

these issues, particularly the areas of disagreement. My point is to high-
light the issues and show that the terms of debate between biblical and 
Christian counselors are inherently theological.

When Christian counselors and biblical counselors agree, the basis 
of that agreement is theological. When we agree that the discipline of 
psychology makes true observations, that agreement is based on a the-
ological commitment that God has given grace to all people (believers 
and unbelievers alike) to understand true things. When we agree that 
the discipline of psychology gets many things wrong, that agreement is 
based on a theological commitment that sin has so stained the think-
ing of human beings, we cannot see many crucial realities without the 
enabling of divine grace. When we agree that not all problems are coun-
seling problems, that agreement is based on a theological conviction 
that people are physical and spiritual beings and can be afflicted with 
problems in both aspects of their nature.

When biblical counselors and Christian counselors disagree, the 

23. Stanton L. Jones, “An Integration View,” in Eric L. Johnson, ed., Psychology & Christi-
anity: Five Views (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2010), 116.

24. Jones, “Integration View,” in Psychology & Christianity, 125.
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basis of that conflict is also inherently theological. Biblical and Christian 
counselors debate the necessity of secular counseling resources and the 
sufficiency of biblical resources because of different theological com-
mitments about the contents of Scripture. When biblical and Christian 
counselors advocate their competing positions, they are making a 
statement about the contents of Scripture. This is a theological claim 
requiring theological knowledge, demanding a theological investiga-
tion, and resulting in clear articulation of a theological position.

The point of all this is to show that counseling is necessarily the-
ological. Engaging in counseling practice is a theological engagement. 
Evaluating and debating with various counseling practitioners, whether 
secular, Christian, or biblical, is a theological enterprise. You are simply 
not ready to think about counseling— let alone practice it— until you 
have thought long and hard about theology. That is the reason for 
this book.

On the Shoulders of Giants

I am not the first person to think of this link between counseling and 
theology. I have already mentioned that the founder of the biblical 
counseling movement in the twentieth century was a man named Jay 
Adams. The publication of his first book on counseling was a signifi-
cant milestone in the Christian conversations about how to understand 
counseling in relationship to the Scriptures. His first book was followed 
by many others, including a book on counseling and theology entitled A 
Theology of Christian Counseling.25 In that book, published the year I was 
born, Adams said this:

25. The language here can be confusing. Many today refer to integrative counseling as 
“Christian counseling,” as I have been doing here. This is not what is intended by Jay Adams’s 
title. Adams often referred to his brand of counseling as nouthetic counseling. He wrote assum-
ing that people would understand his commitments in this regard. In 1979 he could not have 
been sensitive to language that is common today. When Adams wrote his theology book, he was 
simply trying to describe the kind of counseling that is uniquely Christian.
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All counseling, by its very nature (as it tries to explain and direct 
human beings in their living before God and before other human 
beings in a fallen world) implies theological commitments by the 
counselor. He simply cannot become involved in the attempt to 
change beliefs, values, attitudes, relationship and behavior without 
wading neck deep in theological waters.26

Adams began the work of rediscovering a theological vision for 
counseling. But he did not complete it.

In that same book on counseling and theology, Adams appealed for 
others committed to biblical counseling to follow his initial work:

Truly, the situation is complex (I almost wrote “horrendous”). You 
can understand, then, why I am begging for volumes to be written, 
and why I make no claims about doing more than making a begin-
ning at discussing the many matters of anthropology that confront 
the Christian counselor who wants to be thoroughly biblical. It is 
hard enough to know where to begin my sketch, let alone attempt 
anything more ambitious.27

The biblical counseling movement has grown and developed in the 
years since Jay Adams first wrote those words in 1979. Biblical counse-
lors have written a great deal about many diverse issues in counseling. 
Yet beyond a few attempts over the last three decades, they have not fol-
lowed Adams’s admonition to write volumes that systematically develop 
the theology of the movement. My prayer is that this book will build on 
Adams’s good work in helpful ways.

Though I hope to develop much of the theology that Adams ini-
tiated in that early book, I am aware that I face many of the same 
limitations. It is impossible for me to engage in anything like a com-
prehensive treatment of theology and its relationship to counseling. 

26. Jay E. Adams, More Than Redemption: A Theology of Christian Counseling (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Baker, 1980), 14.

27. Adams, More Than Redemption, 97.
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Instead I shall constrain myself to issues that, as they appear to me, are 
absolutely impossible to overlook in a theology of biblical counseling. 
Doubtless, I will choose some things others would have overlooked and 
will ignore things that would have consumed others. Such is the nature 
of things. Perhaps my limitations will encourage others in the years to 
come to continue this work of developing a theology of counseling.

In the meantime I invite you to consider my effort in this book, A 
Theology of Biblical Counseling.

9780310518167_TheologyBibCounsel_int_HC.indd   34 1/26/16   5:13 PM



Finally Free
Fighting for Purity with the Power 
of Grace 

Heath Lambert 

If you have struggled personally against the 
powerful draw of pornography, or if you have 
ever tried to help someone fighting this battle, 
you know how hard it is to break free. But real 
freedom isn’t found by trying harder to change. Nor is it found in a 
particular method or program. Only Jesus Christ has the power to free 
people from the enslaving power of pornography.

In Finally Free, Dr. Heath Lambert, a leader in the biblical counseling 
movement, lays out eight gospel-centered strategies for overcoming 
the deceitful lure of pornography. Each chapter clearly demonstrates 
how the gospel applies to this particular battle and how Jesus can 
move readers from a life of struggle to a life of purity.

“This book is richly biblical, soundly Christian, and centered in the gospel. 
Christians should read it and quickly pass it to others. It will be of enor-
mous help to pastors, youth ministers, college ministers, and the Christians 
of all ages struggling against the tide of our pornographic age.”

— R. Albert Mohler Jr., president Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

Available in stores and online!
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