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What follows is Dr. Stephen Farra’s response 

to the Biblical Counseling movement, most 

recently embraced by the Southern Baptist 

Convention.  Dr. Farra is the Director of the 

Psychology Program at Columbia International 

University (SC).   

 
SOUTHERN BAPTISTS 
MOVE TO BIBLICAL 
COUNSELING: 
 
An Interview with Daniel Akin, Russell 
Moore, Paige Patterson, and Sam Williams 

 
by Brad Hambrick 
 

Southern Baptists are making an intentional and 

historic effort to return to a theory and practice of 

counseling that is distinctively biblical. This article 

interviews key leaders in Southern Baptist life 

concerning their views on what makes a counseling 

practice distinctively biblical, what role secular 

psychology ought to play in biblical counseling, and 

how counseling fits in the overall mission of the 

church. 

 

Those interviewed are Dr. Daniel L. Akin, president 

of Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary; Dr. 

Russell Moore, dean of the school of theology and 

vice president for academic administration at 

Southern Baptist Theological Seminary; Dr. Paige 

Patterson, president of Southwestern Baptist 

Theological Seminary; and Dr. Sam Williams, 

professor of Biblical Counseling at Southeastern 

Baptist Theological Seminary and former licensed 

psychologist in Louisiana.  

These four represent a broad cross section of 

Southern Baptist life:  weathered veterans of the 

fight for reform, young leaders who will lead well 

into the future, pastors, professors, counselors, 

those secularly trained, those with theological 

degrees, those who fought for the authority of 

Scripture from a young age, and those who came 

to the conviction of Scripture’s sufficiency later in 

life. 

 

The purpose of the interview is three-fold. First, 

the interview intends to garner testimonial 

evidence that Southern Baptists are embracing the 

Biblical Counseling model of pastoral care over the 

“integrationist” or therapeutic model. Second, it is 

designed to allow the leaders to articulate their 

definition of “Biblical Counseling” as it relates to 

key areas of counseling and church life. Third, it 

should create a format in which the practical 

implications of this shift to Biblical Counseling can 

be communicated to pastors and other church 

leaders.  The responses of each leader to the ten 

questions are unedited. Answers are attributed to 

the appropriate individual by means of his initials 

and arranged in alphabetical order by last name. 

 

1. How do you define the difference between 

Biblical Counseling and other models of Christian 

Counseling (a.k.a. integration)? 

 

DA: I believe that Biblical Counseling defines itself 

as counseling that is intentionally biblical and 

theological. In other words, the starting point for 

doing counseling is the Bible. In a real sense Biblical 

Counseling is simply a form of Christian discipleship 

on a one on one and intentional basis. 

 

While it does not neglect insight from the human 

sciences, it places much less weight and value on 
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these particular disciplines. Biblical counseling 

affirms both in theory and practice the sufficiency 

of scripture for the Christian life in all of its aspects. 

 

RM: I think the primary difference is a divergent 

understanding of general revelation. Integrationists 

would tend to see the thought of contemporary 

secular psychology issuing from God’s general 

revelation in nature and in humanity. We would 

affirm a robust doctrine of general revelation and 

common grace, but we would see secular 

psychology as being much more an ideology, a 

world-view. 

 

A Biblical Counseling model understands depravity 

and the fall to the degree that they are able to see 

the way in which fallen self-interest masquerades 

as objective science. That is especially true with 

reference to psychology when this “science” seeks 

to explain and even prescribe a cure for the fallen 

condition of humanity. We believe in the primacy 

of the Scriptures, holding to a Reformation 

understanding of Sola Scriptura. We are able to 

understand general revelation through the lens of 

special revelation, through Scripture, and not the 

other way around. I believe that is the primary 

distinction between a Biblical Counseling model 

and integration. 

 

PP: 1 Peter 3:10 cites Psalm 34:12-16 making the 

statement “He who would love life and see good 

days, let him restrain…” The essential position of 

biblical counseling as opposed to all other models 

is that the overwhelming majority of men and 

women who wish to be in love with life and to see 

good days can achieve that by following biblical 

principles. Biblical counselors should be born again 

believers who have so thoroughly saturated 

themselves with the biblical witness that they 

know how the Bible speaks to all of the different 

kinds of problems that arise within the human 

family. Their counsel accordingly is based on 

biblical mandate and not on other philosophical 

assumptions of a humanistic origin. 

 

The reason I have said the vast majority is that I 

leave open for the moment that area of possible 

neurological malfunction as something that might 

happen to a very small percent of the total 

population. This has some potential in being 

treated by medication. It is also my persuasion, 

however, that at the present time it is completely 

over done, and in any event, lacking in hard 

scientific evidence. I have allowed it here, however, 

simply to be on the safe side, but at the same time 

stressing that the vast majority of human beings on 

the face of the globe can find an answer to all of 

life’s problems and difficulties within the pages of 

the Bible. 

 

SW: The difference is primarily in the central and 

active role assigned to the Scriptures, and in 

particular the Gospel, in both the conceptual 

model and the actual methods and practice of 

biblical counseling. God’s Word provides more than 

a filter or screen for errors and more than a set of 

control beliefs in the Biblical Counseling model. The 

Bible and practical theology play a dominant 

constitutive role in the formulation of the model 

and a creative and redemptive role in the actual 

counsel. 

 

2. Which approach to counseling, Biblical 

Counseling or integration, do you prefer? What 

aspects of doctrine and personal experience are 

most influential in your decision? 

 

DA: My preference is clearly for the Biblical 

Counseling model. In fact it is not a preference, it is 

a conviction. I do believe in the sufficiency of 

scripture. I believe the Bible provides wisdom and 

instruction for all aspects of life. This is not to 

negate the truths that we learn both from natural 

revelation and that are the overflow of common 

grace. However, even these avenues of knowledge 

must be filtered through the purifying Word of 

God. 

 

For me, doctrine is the starting point for doing 

counseling, not experience. Now of course that is a 

philosophical premise not a practical one.  

Practically speaking you must start where people 

are as you deal with them. However, you should 

come to the counseling room with a biblical 
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framework already in place that informs your 

theology, psychology, and methodology of helping 

people in terms of soul care. 

 

RM:  We hold to a Biblical Counseling model that is 

very heavily influenced by David Powlison and the 

Christian Counseling and Education Foundation 

(CCEF).  As a matter of fact, our academic 

personnel committee and trustees adopted two 

documents by David Powlison (including 

“Affirmations and Denials: A Proposed Definition of 

Biblical Counseling”), my manifesto on Biblical 

Counseling, and the Southern Baptist Resolution 

“On the Sufficiency of Scripture in a Therapeutic 

Culture” which lay out where we are moving as an 

institution. 

 

PP: While I do not like the term, nouthetic, because 

it is obscure to most people and also because it is 

associated with a particular school of biblical 

sufficiency advocates who hold some other views 

that I think to be wrong, I nevertheless, continue to 

advocate Biblical Counseling as the only 

appropriate thing in which the church should be 

involved. The church does not have medical 

training and should not attempt to do that which 

God has not called her to do in any event. We are 

called to seek and to save the lost and then to 

instruct them in how to have meaningful lives, 

which is something we can and should do on the 

basis of the Bible alone. 

 

SW: I was trained as a clinical psychologist and 

practiced as a licensed psychologist for 10 years.  

Even though my doctoral training was secular, I 

tried to “integrate” my faith and my psychology in 

my first 8 years of practice. At that point, as a 

result of frustration with the effectiveness of this 

method and also because of the lack of conceptual 

coherence of integrated approaches, I abandoned 

that project and converted to a Biblical Counseling 

approach.   

 

I would say that sin and grace are two key doctrinal 

concepts that I began to believe were crucial in the 

explanation of garden variety mental disorders and 

in their care and cure. In addition, I began to see 

that my role as a people helper was better defined 

as pastor / minister /disciple than as 

professional/clinical expert. 

 

3. What do you believe the role of the Bible, the 

gospel, and the church ought to have in a 

distinctively biblical counseling model?  What role 

does secular psychology have? 

 

DA: I believe the Bible, the gospel and the church 

ought to be primary. The churches indeed are to be 

a hospital for mending and bringing to health the 

souls of men and women. The primary means 

whereby we accomplish this is through biblical 

truth. At the heart of biblical truth of course is the 

life transforming gospel of Jesus Christ with all of 

its ramifications. Secular psychology again is not 

something we should ignore or neglect. We must 

be aware of it, we must understand it, we must be 

able to critique it and show its deficiencies. At the 

same time, as advocates of common grace, we 

realize that there will be times when they do have 

insight into particular issues. However, we will 

approach the secular disciplines with skepticism 

and caution. This is what sets Biblical Counseling 

apart from the traditional integrationist model. 

 

RM: I will deal with the second question first.  

Secular psychology can often be helpful in terms of 

raising questions. We seek for our students to be 

thoroughly familiar with secular psychology as well 

as with Biblical Counseling. The reason for this is 

because we believe that, just as Darwinism often 

asks questions and answers them wrongly, but you 

can discern a lot from just listening to the 

questions. 

 

What kind of questions are being asked by the 

culture? We need to be familiar with secular 

psychology missiologically, in terms of a Great 

Commission mindset. But we don’t need to adopt 

the world-view of secular psychology.  The Bible is 

not just a casebook or a manual for counseling. The 

Bible is that, but the Bible also presents an over-

arching world-view, a story line, that makes sense 

of the universe. In order for someone to be 

equipped as a counselor, they need not only to be 
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equipped to know how to talk to people and pull 

out a few selected Proverbs and apply it to a 

situation. A person needs to be theologically 

grounded and understand the full biblical paradigm 

of Creation-Fall-Redemption, and to see how 

Creation-Fall-Redemption plays into the lives of 

individual believers and into the corporate life of 

the church. So we believe not only in a biblically 

sound counseling model, but a counseling model 

that is theologically rich. One of the weaknesses to 

the way in which Biblical Counseling has sometimes 

been practiced in churches is that it is very proof-

text oriented, isolated from the larger picture of 

Scripture. 

 

PP: The role of secular psychology has very little to 

contribute to the church. In laboratory situations, 

human behavior can be observed and conclusions 

of some kinds can be drawn that might be helpful 

to those working in the church. However, an 

overwhelming foundation for counseling for the 

church is discoverable in the triumvirate of 

regeneration, the permanent indwelling of the Holy 

Spirit, and the revelation of the mind of God that is 

revealed on the pages of Holy Scripture. 

 

SW: The Bible is our primary epistemological and 

conceptual source; although secondary sources 

may be utilized provided they are understood 

through and re-interpreted from the perspective of 

biblical presuppositions and biblical concepts and 

categories remain dominant.  The gospel is central 

because it is only there that we apprehend the 

depth of our sin and the height of God’s love. 

When sin becomes a central explanatory concept 

for the problems and miseries of humanity, then 

the sin-bearing, sin-destroying Savior becomes the 

obvious solution, to the glory of God. As John 

Owen has said, “He that hath slight thoughts about 

sin never had great thoughts about God.”  One of 

the functions of the church is to be God’s 

community mental health center – an authentic 

and genuine family in which humility about who we 

really are and courage in facing sin and suffering 

are central virtues. It is in this community of 

believers that the Gospel is preached and sung and 

taught and lived. It is in the Body of Christ that we 

taste and see that the Lord is good. 

 

4. How does your school teach that Biblical 

Counseling should interact with the ministries of 

the church? 

 

DA: We believe, and are moving more in the 

direction, of showing how Biblical Counseling is a 

form of discipleship. In other words Biblical 

Counseling should be about the business of 

discipling people to walk in the ways of God, live in 

the blessings of His grace, and pursue His holiness 

with disciplines that will promote that holiness. 

 

RM: We do not think that counseling needs to be 

severed from the rest of the ministries of the 

church, which is what has happened in so many of 

our churches up until this point. Counseling needs 

to be an extension of the preaching ministry and of 

the Ephesians 4 up-building of the body. We 

believe counseling ought to be consistent with 

what is being said in the pulpit, what is being sung 

in the churches, and what is being practiced in the 

community life of the congregation. So ideally a 

counseling situation would be a face to face 

application of the theology that is being articulated 

within the life of the congregation. We believe that 

Biblical Counselors ought to be pastors. Whether or 

not these individuals are senior pastors of the 

congregation, we believe that they ought to have 

pastoral responsibility within the life of the church. 

 

PP: Our school teaches that every minister of the 

gospel, in whatever area of the ministry he works, 

will have to be a “biblical counselor.” This, it seems 

to me, is the unavoidable part of personal interface 

in ministry with people who need guidance, 

including hurting people. However, I also believe 

that pastors ought to give themselves primarily to 

the preaching and teaching of the Word of God, 

and hence, churches are certainly justified in 

adding to their staffs as early as possible people 

who will have as a major part of their assignment 

Biblical Counseling. 
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SW: We believe that counseling is a ministry of the 

Word of God, and as such it is given to the church 

as one component of its evangelism and 

discipleship responsibilities. Counseling is one of 

the many ministries of the church that enables 

people to grow up and into Christ. Ideally, it is 

integrated with the other forms of ministry.   

 

5. What questions would you ask a counselor you 

were considering referring to in order to assess 

whether their practice was distinctively biblical? 

What “red flags” are you screening for as you ask 

these questions? 

 

DA: That is a very good question. First of all, I am 

going to ask them about their own commitment to 

the Bible’s authority and sufficiency. I am going to 

inquire as to what they believe the role of 

psychotherapy and medications might play in the 

counseling experience. I am going to inquire 

concerning their theological orientation and the 

Christ centeredness of that theology. For me Jesus 

Christ is the starting point of my theology. Indeed 

He is the hub out of which all other spokes of 

theology naturally derives. I am looking for 

someone who is thoroughly Christo-centric in their 

approach to thinking, counseling and life.  Red flags 

that would jump out at me would be a premature 

advocacy of medication, as well as the conviction 

that helping people almost always requires long 

term psychotherapy. Further, I am skeptical of 

those who believe that professionals always do the 

best counseling. I am a major advocate of a Titus 2 

model of church life, which would also include 

counseling. I know of few better methods than to 

put a younger struggling believer under the watch 

care of a more mature godly believer. Such 

mentoring is thoroughly biblical, and has much 

greater potential for soul care of individuals who 

are working through sin patterns and issues in their 

life. 

 

RM: The first thing I would ask is a series of case 

studies. I would ask, “How would you deal with an 

individual who has an eating disorder? How would 

you deal with an individual who is grappling with 

anger? How would you deal with an individual who 

is dealing with same-sex attraction?” The red flags I 

would be looking for are, number one, a lack of 

directness. So someone who is not directly 

engaging the issues is someone I would not want 

counseling members of my congregation.  

 

Number two, I would look for the jargon of secular 

psychology. Number three, I would look for an end-

run around the cross and the empty tomb; trying to 

treat issues in a medical sense without first 

addressing issues of regeneration and 

sanctification. That would be a huge red flag for 

me. 

 

PP: If I understand this question correctly, I would 

answer it by saying that any potential counselors 

teaching for us or going to the churches would be 

examined for their faithfulness to the concepts 

enunciated above, namely that conversion is the 

fist step to the healing of most human problems, 

then learning to be obedient to the Spirit of God, 

who lives within them, and to master and obey the 

biblical text. These would be paramount in my 

mind. If a potential counselor keeps using code 

words from secular counseling enterprise or 

thinking in those paradigms rather than in biblical 

paradigms and particularly invoking secular 

anthropology rather than biblical anthropology, I 

would not wish to proceed any further. 

 

SW: I’d ask them what books and authors they 

found particularly helpful in their counsel. I’d ask 

them what they thought about theology and 

whether or not they thought it had any relevance 

to everyday life or counseling. I’d ask them what 

makes their “Christian” counseling Christian.   

 

6. Do you see any potential dangers with a church 

referring to integrationist counselors or using 

discipleship materials in their church that are from 

an integrationist perspective? 

 

DA: Yes, I do see dangers, though that would not 

rule out their use in every instance. Each of those 

persons and their materials should be carefully 

weighed. For example I personally have found a 

number of valuable things in the teachings of 
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Willard Harley and Gary Chapman, John Trent and 

Gary Smalley, and of course James Dobson. All of 

these men would fall in to the category of 

integrationists. What is lacking in most of their 

teachings is a biblical orientation. However, many 

times they make practical suggestions and provide 

counsel that is thoroughly biblical; it is simply the 

case that they did not see the biblical moorings of 

what they were teaching. 

 

RM: Absolutely, because I think that it undercuts 

what a biblical church is trying to do in terms of 

conforming members to the image of Christ.  

Integrationist materials, which are widespread, not 

only within the church but also radio and television 

programs, actually harden and callous hearts to 

conviction of sin. As long as I am able to see myself 

as a victim, or a diseased person who needs 

healing, rather than as someone who needs to take 

the sword of the Spirit and apply it to the issues of 

my life, I am less vulnerable—in a good sense—to 

the convicting power of the Holy Spirit.  So if I were 

a pastor concerned about this I would make sure 

that my people had curricula that addressed not 

only the big questions, but also the small individual 

questions as well. 

 

PP: Yes, I see monumental problems in churches 

referring people to integrationist counselors and 

using discipleship materials in their churches that 

are taken from an integrationist perspective. Such 

perspectives often claim to be informed by the 

Bible, but, in fact, they seldom give much 

information of a biblical nature and tend to fall far 

more in the self help category than in biblical 

understanding. The church has been one of the 

major contributors actually to the success of 

integrationist approaches even while the 

integrationist approaches themselves have, as 

frequently as not, damaged the witnesses of the 

churches. 

 

SW: Yes, such materials would be against the grain 

of the teaching from the pulpit and the private 

counsel proffered by those that counsel. Mixed 

messages could result in confusion and even worse 

may shortchange those that need help.  However, I 

would not say that to do so would be heretical or 

that God could not use integrated counselors or 

materials for His glory. If God could speak thru 

Balaam’s donkey and through this writer, then he 

can and certainly typically does work through 

flawed instruments. 

 

7. What authors and organizations do you believe 

are doing the best work in presenting a biblical 

model of counseling? 

 

DA: I believe the two schools that stand out at this 

particular time are Westminster Seminary and 

Southeastern Seminary. I have been very 

impressed with the works of [David] Powlison and 

[Paul and Tedd] Tripp at Westminster. I am also 

quite encouraged at what I discovered in the 

counseling program at Southeastern. Southern 

Seminary is now moving rapidly in this direction. I 

still believe we have a long ways to go, but I am 

very much encouraged about the direction and 

orientation of these programs. 

 

RM: Well there are not many. I think the 

preeminent organization is CCEF and David 

Powlison, Paul David Tripp, and Ed Welch. I think 

the Journal of Biblical Counseling is an invaluable 

resource. 

 

PP: Presently, Southeastern Baptist Theological 

Seminary, Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 

and, increasingly, Southwestern are doing the best 

work I know about in Biblical Counseling. I also 

believe that John MacArthur’s school, Master’s 

College and Seminary, is doing an outstanding job, 

as well as Westminster Seminary in Philadelphia. 

 

SW: The Christian Counseling & Education 

Foundation’s (CCEF) triumvirate – David Powlison, 

Paul Tripp, and Ed Welch are at the top of the 

ladder in the world of Biblical Counseling.  Their 

gentle hearts and capacious minds are without 

equal in the domain of Christian Counseling. 

 

8. Why do you think secular psychology has 

become such an attractive alternative for many 

church leaders and members? Why are Southern 
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Baptists embracing Biblical Counseling at this time 

in their history? 

 

DA: The answer to the first question is simply this:  

we live in a culture that is awash in the therapeutic, 

and tragically the church is more influenced by the 

culture than it is in transforming it. However, 

Southern Baptists have always been a people of 

the book and so again, and again, and again, the 

Word of God has sometimes had to drag us back to 

our roots. 

 

I think that is perhaps what is happening now in 

the Biblical Counseling movement. It may also be 

the case, that we have seen that the integrationist 

models as a whole are struggling to deliver what 

they hope to accomplish. This is not surprising with 

the newness of the whole Christian Counseling 

movement. It is, however, an indication that we 

must always be thoroughly biblical in all that we 

do. 

 

RM: Secular psychology is attractive for pastors 

and church leaders because it enables laziness. A 

pastor who wants to hide from people in his office 

and not equip members of his congregation to 

counsel the flock can simply refer someone to a 

“professional” outside the walls of the church, and 

he is simply now rid of these people. Also secular 

psychology is everywhere in the culture; we live in 

a therapeutic culture. Church members are 

listening to our preaching for a few hours each 

week, but many of them are watching Oprah for 

the rest of the week and they are reading books 

that encourage this kind of mindset. It’s a Romans 

1 situation. We want to evade the conviction of sin 

and to justify, suppressing the truth of 

unrighteousness, our own sin. Secular psychology 

does that very well. 

 

Psychiatric and psychological establishments are 

turning against evangelical Christianity in such 

explicit ways. So for instance, on issues like 

homosexuality, the divergent world-views are just 

so clear that Southern Baptists are realizing that we 

cannot function in the atmosphere of secular 

psychology any more. 

PP: Secular psychology has mastered the ability to 

sound official, professional, and even therapeutic.  

This has caused many people to be deceived by it, 

and there have been broad scaled failures to look 

concretely at the general failure of secular 

psychology. A recent book that chronicles this 

failure is The Road to Malpsychia: Humanistic 

Psychology and Our Discontents by Joyce Milton, a 

book which focuses clearly on the origins of all of 

this. 

 

Some Southern Baptists are thankfully seeing 

through this now and coming to understand that 

the only thing churches are going to be able to do 

successfully is what Christ commissioned us to do, 

and that is to bring the lost to Christ and teach 

them how to live successful and meaningful lives by 

following the teachings of Jesus in the Bible. That is 

what we are trained to do, and that is what we 

ought to do. 

 

SW: The therapeutic has triumphed in our radically 

autonomous, hyper-individualized culture while 

the moral and communal elements of life have 

been marginalized. Even in the church, our 

understanding of personal problems has been 

dominated in secular therapeutic terms rather than 

moral and spiritual terms. Sin and salvation seem 

only to apply to our private little souls and little 

else.  Theology has been marginalized as an 

irrelevant and academic thing that has no practical 

effect on how life is understood and lived. The 

understanding of the ministry of the Word of God 

has been constricted, so that it is equated with 

public preaching and teaching and the personal, 

one on one ministry has been forsaken.   

 

Counseling is messy work. Many pastors and 

churches would just as soon not get their hands 

sullied. It is so much easier to refer the dirty work 

to Dr. So and So. Secular psychology has 

successfully packaged and marketed its product to 

the medical establishment, health insurers, and 

employers. 
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9. How would you envision an ideal relationship 

between local churches and a parachurch ministry 

devoted to a biblical model of counseling? 

 

DA: Ideally they would mutually support one 

another. A parachurch group would perhaps 

provide top level counseling, but even more, they 

would be in the process of training other persons 

to do biblical discipleship, which is in my judgment 

Biblical Counseling. Again, even many professionals 

are now recognizing that lay persons are often as 

effective, if not more effective, than so called 

professionals. To train lay persons in skills of 

marital and family counseling, as well as biblical 

guidance in terms of developing discipleship skills 

to my way of thinking is a perfect way for these 

two entities to partnership with each other. 

 

RM: I think parachurch ministry is important, but it 

has to truly be para-church not extra-church. Say 

there is a group of churches that are banding 

together supporting a counseling center, these 

counselors must be held accountable to the local 

congregations and must be involved in the lives of 

these local congregations. So that what the 

counselors are doing is coming from the overflow 

of the preaching, discipleship, and church discipline 

of these local congregations.  I would want to know 

where the counselors were members of a church 

and how they function in the life of that 

congregation. Also, I would want to know, how is 

this counseling center asking to be held 

accountable to these congregations?  I would want 

to be meeting with the leadership of the counseling 

center on a regular basis to know that what is 

happening in the counseling center is consistent 

with what we are doing in the life of our 

congregation. 

 

PP: Local churches can have a good relationship 

with a parachurch ministry devoted to a biblical 

model of counseling. However, I believe that the 

major care of the body of Christ needs to be done 

by the body of Christ. That seems to be the 

emphasis of Paul in 1 Corinthians, so, while I am 

thankful for parachurch movements whether in 

Biblical Counseling, evangelism, or discipleship 

movements such as Campus Crusade for Christ, 

Navigators, etc…, they only exist because of the 

failure of the local church. I believe that local 

churches ought to assume these responsibilities 

and minister to their own. 

 

SW: First, the parachurch ministry would recognize 

its barely legitimate status, and consider its role as 

provisional and temporary. Second, the parachurch 

should work toward its own extinction by training 

pastors and lay leaders, inviting them to counseling 

sessions, deferring to pastoral authority when 

warranted, and reminding the church of the crucial 

importance of Christian community in life change. 

Ultimately and ideally, counseling is a ministry of 

the church and should be subsumed under its 

authority and function as the intensive care unit 

within its community. 

 

10. What final words of advice would you give to 

pastors as they consider matters of counseling? 

 

DA: I would encourage pastors to recognize their 

own limitations. Pastors should realize and be 

honest in what they know and do not know, what 

they can do and cannot do. In my own life, for 

example, I recognize that I do a form of Biblical 

Counseling on a popular level through my family 

and marriage seminars. I am exegeting texts, 

drawing practical applications from those texts, 

and presenting those on a popular level. I realize 

that works well with a segment of our churches.   

 

However, some persons because of sin, experience, 

and deep hurt need more than I can give them in 

that format. Therefore, I do not hesitate to 

recommend them to persons who on a one on one 

basis are more trained and equipped to deal with 

them, and to bring them from where they are to 

the place of godliness and holiness that I know is 

God’s desire and plan for their life. 

 

RM: The primary word of advice would be that 

counseling is your job. That does not mean that 

every pastor must counsel every member of the 

congregation, but it means the counseling ministry 

of the congregation is a pastoral responsibility in 



9 

 

shepherding the flock. So a pastor who out-sources 

counseling is out-sourcing his pastoral 

responsibility and he will be held accountable for 

that at judgment. That means thinking through 

issues of counseling and implementing counseling 

within the congregation is of utmost importance. 

 

PP: My strong advice to any young pastor is to 

learn everything he can from every single source. I 

require my theology students to read Sigmund 

Freud’s Totem and Taboo and Moses and 

Monotheism because I want them to know the 

background to the many heresies spawned by that. 

 

But, while we ought to know all of that, we ought 

to know the Bible better, and we ought, above all 

else, to be teachers of the Bible. This is both a 

pulpit ministry and an individual one-on-one 

counseling ministry of teaching the Bible and its 

precepts to people in order to enable them to 

navigate life’s rough waters. That is our 

assignment. That is what we must do. 

 

SW: Spend time with your people, listen and learn 

about their lives. Teach your people to decipher 

life, including personal and relational problems, in 

biblical terms. Don’t just preach the Word, counsel 

the Word. Finally, continually remain aware of the 

difference between talking and communicating, 

monologue and dialogue, the bully pulpit and the 

pastoral pulpit. 

 

Concluding Remarks 

 

I would like to thank Dr.’s Akin, Moore, Patterson, 

and Williams, not only for their time in doing this 

interview, but also for their commitment to 

ensuring that Southern Baptists express their 

commitment to the sufficiency of Scripture, the 

necessity of the Gospel, and the centrality of the 

church for counseling. 

 

This interview evidences that, while there may be 

differences in how the leadership of Southern 

Baptist nuance their understanding of Biblical 

Counseling, there is unity on their commitment to 

the Biblical Counseling movement as a needed 

correction to the integrationist models.    

 

Undoubtedly, the years and decades ahead will be 

filled with efforts to unpack the core principles 

contained in this interview.   

 

It is desired that the reader will take at least four 

things from this interview. First, Southern Baptists, 

beginning in our seminaries, are transitioning to a 

Biblical Counseling model of pastoral care. This is a 

historic and significant shift.  Second, the church 

need not compromise its theology or ethics in 

order to address the complex problems in living. 

Rather than being awkward tangents to counseling, 

theology and ethics are the core of a biblical 

philosophy of life that directs people to enjoy life 

as God intended. Biblical Counseling aspires to be a 

key component of the church’s efforts to spark 

revival in our day, by equipping people to 

understand their lives in biblical terms so that they 

will grasp the relevance of the gospel for all of life. 

 

Third, churches need to be discerning and 

intentional in screening when and to whom they 

hire and/or refer their members for counseling 

services. Counseling is a Great Commission activity. 

It is a part of “teaching them to obey everything 

Jesus commanded (cf. Matt 28:20a).” 

 

The magnitude of this task requires care in 

selecting those to whom this shepherding role is 

delegated to by local churches and pastors. 

 

Finally, God is a gloriously wise, loving Father who 

has instructed His people in how to live through His 

Word. We ought to praise Him for this 

lovingkindness and express our gratitude by using 

His Word for all He intended it to accomplish.  

Reflection upon the power and utility of Scripture 

ought to be an encouraging time that results in the 

settling of our souls and the fervent engagement of 

our minds in study. 

 

************************ 
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“Conversations with Biblical Counseling” will 

consist of responses to a standardized interview by 

experts who are a part of the larger world of 

Evangelical Christian Counseling without being 

overtly committed to Biblical Counseling but who 

are familiar enough with the discipline to offer 

useful insight. The goal will be to provide ABC’s 

readership with an external perspective on the 

strengths and weaknesses of Biblical Counseling 

and critiques from neighboring Christian 

professionals to help Biblical Counseling enrich its 

counseling theory and practice.  ABC holds firm to a 

“sufficiency view” of biblical counseling, and does 

not necessarily agree with some assertions made in 

this section. For ABC’s specific philosophy of 

biblical counseling refer to the following links: 

Affirmations and Denials and Truths That Should 

Permeate Counsel. 

 
Conversations with 
Biblical Counseling 
 
Steve Farra 
Dr. Stephen Farra, PhD, LP, Director, 
Psychology Program, Columbia 
International University (Columbia, SC) 
 

1. How long have you been striving to find a 

satisfying relationship between counseling and 

your Christian faith? What was it about Christian 

Counseling that initially drew you to it? What is 

the most rewarding thing for you about being a 

Christian Counselor? 

 

I have been attempting to find the best, proper, 

correct relationship between my Christian faith and 

specific counseling methods ever since I was 19 

years old, when I first knew that I (as a committed 

Christian) would be heading in the direction of 

Psychology and professional counseling. That was 

38 years ago – so, I’ve had plenty of time to reflect 

upon the relationship of Psychology and 

professional counseling to my Christian faith! 

Since psuche is a biblical word, used dozens of 

times in the NT to refer to the “soul” of the living 

human being, I do not hesitate to use the word 

psychology (meaning literally, “the study of the 

soul”) – even though I know that most of those in 

the biblical counseling movement shy away from 

using the word, because of its modern and post-

modern psychodynamic and existentialist 

connotations.  

 

As a member of the Society for Christian 

Psychology, I am very aware of the damaging 

effects of neo-pagan and cynical agnostic thought 

coming over into the Christian community from 

Secular Psychology. Part of the good news that I 

hope to share in this interview is that a clinically 

powerful, genuinely Christian psychology really 

CAN be created that is freed – really cleared – of 

Freudian / psychodynamic and Rogierian / 

existentialist influence! 

 

I grew up in a missionary family. Like my parents, I 

wanted my life to count for Christ and His Kingdom. 

Unlike my parents I did not sense that I was called 

overseas, but called specifically to minister to 

people in this culture – the United States, North 

America.  During High School I always hoped and 

planned on being a medical doctor, thinking that 

would be the best way to help people, and share 

the Gospel. I have always felt (and still do) that I 

must earn the right to be heard in a person’s life, 

often by helping them in a substantial way, before I 

share with them my understanding of the Gospel. 

Sharing the Gospel within the context of a helpful 

relationship is what I believed then (and still 

believe now) that I am called to. 

 

I may never have gotten to that divine calling, 

though, if it had not been for a redemptive house-

church movement I experienced and participated 

in during the late 60’s. It was part of the “Jesus 

Movement” before they called it the Jesus 

Movement, and it made the cover of Time 

Magazine.  As a reflective adolescent, I had seen 

awful things out of institutional Christianity in the 

Evangelical-Fundamentalist subculture – raw 

egotism, outright lying, backstabbing, careers and 



11 

 

lives injured. As we traveled around, I noticed that 

every small, regional, denominational group felt 

they were absolutely right about their beliefs and 

behavior standards, yet they all disagreed with 

each other!  The oxymoron(s), internal-

contradiction nature of these assertions and 

behaviors never seemed to dawn upon, or bother, 

the participants. But, it bothered me! Just before 

my growing cynicism rose to the point that I may 

have completely turned away, I encountered this 

wonderful, redemptive house-church movement 

where I saw the love of God dramatically remaking 

the lives of troubled souls – right before my eyes.  I 

came to understand that this redemptive love in 

action is what the New Testament describes, much 

more than the fame-and-money-based dynamics 

that often dominate the atmosphere inside of 

institutional/corporate Christianity.   

 

Having become serious about personal Christian 

discipleship, and the renewing work of the Holy 

Spirit, I went off to college to begin what I thought 

might be a pre-med program. During my Freshman 

year, however, it became clear to me that if I felt 

specifically called to this culture (and I did) that I 

should change my focus. This culture offered the 

best medical care in the world. What was lacking in 

this culture was good soul care. So, at the age of 

19, I switched my focus from being a doctor of the 

body to becoming a doctor of the soul. I declared 

full Majors in both Psychology and Philosophy. I did 

not approach my studies either at The King’s 

College (New York) or Wheaton College (Illinois) so 

much as a search for truth, as a process of 

“learning the language system” of our culture. I 

specifically wanted to avoid learning Psychology as 

a religion, which I saw so clearly in the devoted and 

doctrinaire followers of Freud, Jung, Rogers, and 

Skinner – whether they bothered to call themselves 

“Christian” or not.  I was open to learning about 

logical and conceptual analysis and therapeutic 

procedures, as long as they were fully consistent 

with my prior commitments to biblical beliefs and 

behaviors. I still believe this is the key to having a 

more biblical / genuinely Christian future in our 

field of therapy and counseling – we must commit 

ourselves to creating a biblically consistent system 

of thought and set of counseling procedures. 

 

Many years later, after serving as a congregational 

Pastor, and earning my doctorate through an 

empirically rigorous department at the University 

of Minnesota, and running two mental health 

clinics with a combined professional staff of seven 

professionals for over a decade, and serving as a 

full time college professor for a combined 23 years, 

I believe more strongly than ever that this is the 

commitment we must not compromise: we must 

develop a biblically consistent way of caring for the 

eternal souls of men and women. This means that 

every personality theory developed or harvested 

and employed, and every clinical procedure used, 

must conceptually, logically, thoroughly be in line 

with what the Bible directly reveals to us about 

human beings and their relationships to God and 

one another. If we ever let go of this commitment, 

in order to accommodate the secular psychologies 

that are dominant in the general culture, then we 

are being unfaithful, and as Robert Roberts (the 

principal philosopher of the Christian Psychology 

movement) correctly warns, we will surely “lose 

touch with the apostolic faith.” 

 

The most rewarding thing that I experience as a 

Christian counselor is to use biblically consistent 

methods to help precious lives stabilize, and then 

to watch them “go and grow.” I love it when they 

are able to again do things they have not been able 

to do for many years, or become able to do things 

they have never been able to do before! I have 

always done my counseling in the name of Christ. 

Without preaching at them (or, even saying so in 

words) I gently encourage all my clients to make 

their peace with God and to contribute to His 

eternal Kingdom.  The really good news I want to 

share is that there are biblically consistent, 

clinically powerful methods than can be used to 

help remake and redirect troubled lives. It is now 

possible to move from “integration” to biblical 

consistency, and from anecdote to evidence. 

 

A fuller treatment of these important concepts can 

be found in my monograph Accountability 
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Psychology (a work in progress) that can be found 

on my faculty website at: 

http://www.ciu.edu/faculty/bio.php?id=12 

 

2. Describe the setting in which you currently 

minister or practice. How do you interact with 

local churches during the counseling process? 

How prevalent of a role does prayer, Bible 

references, or discussion of doctrinal implications 

play in your counseling? 

 

After a decade of teaching Psychology at 

Northwestern College in MN, while I earned my 

doctorate, and another decade of clinical practice 

and supervising in Brainerd, MN, for the last 13 

years now I have served as the Director of the 

Psychology Program at Columbia International 

University (CIU).  CIU is a school that has always 

held a high view of Scripture and been serious 

about the Great Commission. My wife and I serve 

regularly in local, biblically grounded churches. We 

often teach Sunday School classes, help run 

evening Bible studies, and regularly help out with 

the morning services: my wife, Sharon, serves as an 

accomplished pianist on the praise and worship 

teams. I have helped run depression-recovery 

groups offered by local churches, and I occasionally 

serve as pulpit-fill, teaching/preaching for the 

Senior Pastor when he is out of town (or just needs 

a break!). 

 

As my Accountability Psychology monograph 

indicates, I primarily offer a biblically consistent 

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) approach to 

gaining or regaining mental health. CBT works from 

the assumption that there is a bigger picture, a 

larger reality, a true truth out there that needs to 

be found, embraced, and practiced regularly, if a 

person is to get well and stay well. As part of the 

therapeutic process, we require that clients 

regularly read and rehearse new thoughts, and 

practice new, healthier behaviors. 

 

Much of what we have them rehearse is the direct 

content of Scripture. That which is not Scripture, is 

consistent with the content of Scripture. And, we 

have them commit to new, biblically mandated or 

biblically consistent behavior patterns. When 

clients carefully “work the program” we help to set 

up for them, it is often surprising to everyone how 

quickly their lives turn around. 

 

After a person’s background has been discussed in 

some depth, and any mental health problems 

(symptoms) have been understood in context, and 

after emotional rapport (“therapeutic trust”) has 

been adequately established, and after a complete 

medical physical has been provided (including a 

complete blood profile), and any chemical 

imbalances have been properly addressed, we 

believe that the most pressing issues of life have to 

do with belief and behavior. We address these 

beliefs and behaviors in a biblical and biblically 

consistent manner. We believe that when troubled 

souls tell themselves the truth, and commit to 

living in a God-honoring and rational way, they are 

then set free from the worst of their fears and the 

destructive habits that hold them back. 

 

We take seriously and literally the passage from 

John 8, where the Lord Jesus says, “You will know 

the truth, and the truth will set you free.” 

 

3. In your opinion, what are the essentials that 

someone must adhere to in order to be an 

Evangelical Christian Counselor?  What are the 

non-essentials on which there can be diversity? 

 

By definition, a person must affirm the basics of 

Christian orthodoxy (the Nicene Creed) in order to 

be considered a biblical / Christian counselor. The 

counselor must maintain a high (authoritative, 

“abiding truths”) view of Scripture, and by so 

doing, consistently maintain a biblical view of the 

human being.  

 

In Accountability Psychology I list out seven 

“abiding truths” that must be maintained by the 

counselor in order for his or her method to be 

considered biblically consistent: The human being 

must be viewed as free and responsible, potentially 

rational yet sinful, valuable yet fallen, prone to 

internal struggle and inconsistency, desperately in 

need of salvation through Jesus Christ alone, and in 



13 

 

need of an abiding meaning and purpose in life that 

is grounded and real. The counselor must also see 

human beings as created in the image of God – 

multidimensional and eternal. The really confusing 

and difficult part is that the counselor must 

maintain a biblical view of God and humanity not 

just in his or her declaration of theology, but in 

clinical procedure and practice, too. This is where 

most of the trouble develops. It comes from those 

who profess all the right things, but then do 

psychotherapy very much like Freud, or Jung, or 

Rogers, not realizing that the atheistic, neo-pagan, 

and/or cynical, agnostic beliefs of the founders are 

deeply woven into the very procedures of their 

therapeutic methods.  Those of us who are 

committed to a biblically consistent practice of 

Psychology must harvest out of Secular Psychology 

only those personality theories and therapeutic 

procedures that prove to be fully consistent with 

the biblical view of human beings and their Creator 

God. Otherwise, the embedded “control beliefs” in 

the methods of these neo-pagan and agnostic 

models will cause us to lose touch with the historic 

Christian faith, and in time, will almost certainly 

modify (corrupt) our personal faith, and the faith of 

those we counsel.   

 

Robertson McQuilkin, the former long-time 

President of Columbia Bible College and Seminary 

(now CIU), has recently written a book, The Five 

Smooth Stones (2007), on the essentials of an 

effective biblical ministry. In the book he has a 

valuable and provocative chapter entitled 

“Therapeutic Theology.” 

 

In this chapter he makes the observation that 

within the Evangelical community we generally 

“aren’t doing our behavioral sciences under the 

authority of Scripture.”  He goes on to make 

several salient points, including: 

 

(1) If we stress a heavy determinism in our 

psychological or sociological models, we undercut 

biblical concepts of personal freedom, sin, 

responsibility, and redemption. 

(2) If we say that all emotions (feelings) are morally 

neutral, including potentially violent lust and hate, 

we depart from the witness of Scripture,  

 

(3) If we label all guilt as “false” or “unwarranted” 

and quickly dismiss it, we again depart from the 

witness of Scripture, and undercut the work of the 

Holy Spirit within us, and  

(4) If we say that the final goal of therapy is better 

personal adjustment (alone), and/or say that the 

final goal of therapy is greater self-love, we have 

entirely missed or ignored Scripture’s central 

commands to love God and often others before 

ourselves. 

 

What we have created, writes McQuilkin, is a self-

pitying “therapeutic culture” in which nearly 

everyone is a self-absorbed and self-declared 

victim. 

 

I generally agree with Robertson McQuilkin, and 

would take the argument a couple steps further. I 

believe a commitment to a biblically consistent 

Psychology means we have to leave behind Freud’s 

“iceberg” model of the human mind (as much as 

our psychodynamic practitioners want us to cling 

to it).  Using this concept broadly, psychodynamic 

practitioners do not just apply it to the most 

troubled among us, but to the life of every person. 

The concept smacks of determinism, fatalism, and 

perpetual victimization in the life of every person. 

It robs a person of a necessary sense of freedom 

and responsibility. Freud, a strident atheist, did not 

believe that men and women live out their lives 

before their Creator, and are responsible for their 

thoughts and behaviors to their Creator. When we 

counsel Freud’s way, we further his atheistic, 

animalistic/instinctual (fatalistic) point of view, not 

a biblical point of view. 

 

On the far other end of the continuum in Secular 

Psychology, we must also let go of “self-

actualization,” that is, the “actualization of the self 

by the self,” really “self-as-God” models developed 

by Jung and Rogers. We must let go of this concept, 

as much as the Jungians and Rogerian 

existentialists want us to cling to it. Make no 
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mistake, the “fully functioning self” (not the one 

true God) is the ultimate authority and judge, the 

ultimate good and goal in the models of Jung and 

Rogers.  

 

Skinner’s radical operant behaviorism is openly 

God denying and obviously dehumanizing, if 

applied comprehensively and consistently. So, I 

believe we are left with very few options. 

 

Either we must then counsel in a preachy, Bible-

only, exhortation-only sort of way (as many of the 

nouthetic counselors do), or I believe, we need to 

adopt a biblically consistent form of Cognitive-

Behavioral Therapy (CBT) in an attempt to 

effectively and efficiently help others. CBT, like 

Scripture itself, stresses coming to terms with a 

reality outside of ourselves, renewing the mind, 

and allowing ourselves to be held accountable to 

practice new and better behaviors on a consistent 

basis. After long reflection, I (and many other 

Christian professionals) have chosen to travel down 

this last road.  I believe there can legitimately be 

diversity in how we do the “front end” of 

counseling (how we manage the first few sessions 

and how we work to establish rapport), and I 

believe that there can legitimately be diversity in 

how we wrap up and terminate our sessions, 

depending on our personalities and the 

personalities and needs of our clients. But, in the 

middle, the very essence of therapy must involve 

gently, but firmly helping the clients adopt new, 

true, healthier, more God-honoring thought and 

behavior patterns. This is the central, productive 

“engine of change” – it consistently, effectively, 

efficiently helps troubled persons get over the high 

hurdles of life, and it helps them get well. This way 

of proceeding often helps them to draw nearer to 

God. 

 

This way of proceeding is supported by the 

overwhelming majority of clinical outcome studies. 

Honest “clean” empirical research is the friend, not 

the foe of the biblical counselor. After all, this is 

our Father’s world. The heavens and the earth do 

declare the glory of God. Serious conceptual 

problems emerged not when the founders of 

modern/postmodern Psychology pursued honest 

empirical research, but when Freud, Jung, Rogers, 

and Skinner (and their many assorted followers) 

regularly engaged in wild, unfounded philosophical 

speculations, using their blatantly non-biblical and 

anti-biblical assumptions as the basis for those 

speculations.  Proceeding in an empirically 

informed, biblically-driven manner will help to 

extend, not to undermine, the Kingdom of God on 

earth. 

 

4. When someone asks you, “What is Biblical 

Counseling,?”, how do you describe it to them? 

 

Just as we find in other fields of inquiry and study, 

there are several different “types and stripes” of 

biblical counseling. There are the Bible-only, highly 

exhortational, nouthetic counselors who trace 

nearly every lingering problem to personal sin. And, 

then there are those (on the other end of the 

spectrum) who insist on maintaining a biblical view 

of human beings and our relationship to God, who 

also understand that we are in this life powerfully 

influenced by the sins of others, not just our own 

sins.  Furthermore, they understand that Creation 

itself is fallen, and we must sometimes cope with 

illnesses (physical and mental) that are not “our 

own fault.” There are disorders that come from 

genetic fragments passed down from generation to 

generation, and there are disorders that emerge 

from grievous abuse early in life. These disorders 

are not likely to go away quickly with any method 

of counseling, including biblical counseling. There 

are Biblical Counselors who understand that 

effective counseling for some serious disorders will 

require an on-going relationship of trust, and a 

“working through” process that will take some 

time. There are biblical counselors (Ed Welch 

among them) who are partnering with us in the 

Society for Christian Psychology, seeking to find 

biblical answers to human need. Thus, we find 

quite a range of opinion and practice under the 

umbrella term Biblical Counseling. 

 

5. Who have you read or listened to that you 

identify as a Biblical Counselor (marked by the 

central themes of the sufficiency of Scripture, the 
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necessity of the Gospel, and the centrality of the 

local church)? What was your first impression of 

their work? How has your opinion of the 

movement evolved? 

 

My understanding is that the movement (as a 

movement) really began with the work of Jay 

Adams and his early book, Competent to Counsel 

(1970). Over the next three decades, the substance 

of the movement was then further developed (and 

its arguments developed and presented in a more 

carefully crafted and nuanced way) by the CCEF 

counselors – most notably by David Powlison, the 

best known writer in that group. I have appreciated 

the biblically-based critical thinking that many of 

the Biblical Counselors have engaged in over the 

years, exposing much of “eclectic” and 

“integrationist” Psychology for what it is – a 

syncretism – a carelessly blended form of soul care 

that is often self-contradictory, and often more 

neo-pagan or cynically agnostic than essentially 

Christian in its “control beliefs” (conceptual core). 

As I write in Accountability Psychology, the Biblical 

Counseling movement has been better at critique 

than positive creation, however. Whenever I seek 

for an answer as to whether Biblical Counseling has 

developed clinically powerful counseling methods 

to help meet the needs of most of those suffering 

from severe psychological disorders, all I find are a 

few anecdotal accounts of counselor-reported 

recoveries for a few individuals (how very, very 

disappointing!). 

 

To “get it right,” we do need to move from 

“integration” to biblical consistency, but we must 

also move from anecdote to evidence. The Biblical 

Counseling movement needs to squarely face up to 

its need to provide solid, empirical evidence of 

effectiveness and efficiency. Without a solid 

evidence-based, “best practices” approach, Biblical 

Counseling will continue to be seen by most 

Christian counselors in the country as primarily a 

theological critique society, making some 

interesting and valuable points along the way, but 

without practical means for helping many of the 

suffering souls who come to us seeking help.  

Theological consistency and doctrinal purity is vital, 

but it is just half the battle. The other half is 

showing that the recommended procedures really 

work for most people suffering with particular 

disorders. 

 

6. What authors within Biblical Counseling do you 

believe best represent the themes referenced 

above?  

 

David Powlison immediately comes to mind. He 

typically writes and speaks in a clear and logical 

manner. For many years he has helped lead the 

movement by editing The Journal of Biblical 

Counseling.  He certainly holds firmly to the themes 

of the sufficiency of Scripture, the necessity of the 

Gospel, and the centrality of the local church. He is 

less “bombastic” than some of the early nouthetic 

writers, and his training in the philosophy of 

science often comes through in carefully reasoned 

and well presented arguments. 

 

Yet, I do not agree with David that a deep 

knowledge of Scripture in and of itself is a “totally 

sufficient” resource for psychological 

understanding and therapy. It is vitally important 

that the Christian therapist know the Bible very 

well. But, it is not enough, it is not "totally 

sufficient" to just know the Bible very well, and to 

merely exhort people to follow the principles of 

Scripture. That approach may work well to resolve 

mild to moderate adjustment disorders. It will not 

consistently work well to address more serious 

disorders. A deep knowledge of Scripture is no 

more “totally sufficient” in mental medicine than it 

is in physical medicine – or aviation. There is a 

reason we typically do not ask our pastors to 

diagnose bipolar or schizophrenic disorders and 

write prescriptions for psychotropic medications, 

or ask them to operate on us in our local hospitals, 

or ask our seminary theologians to fly our jetliners 

through thunderstorms and violent wind shear!  

We love our pastors and theologians, and deeply 

respect the work of eternity to which they are 

devoted, yet we rightly understand that there are 

many other persons who have very different types 

of expertise, often scientific expertise, we 
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frequently will need as we live out our lives before 

our Creator. 

 

I believe David Powlison gets many concepts right, 

right away, but the “totally sufficient” arguments 

and claims (1997) are not among them. 

 

My second nomination for an influential biblical 

counselor – Larry Crabb – will surprise, if not shock, 

many. This is because he was once at war with the 

early nouthetic / biblical counselors. But some 

unexpected and interesting things have happened 

over the decades. Biblical counselors became less 

bombastic, more careful, reflective, and reasoned 

in their arguments, and Larry Crabb has 

dramatically altered his position(s). 

 

Larry Crabb has moved from a much more wide 

open, individualistic, "integrationist" approach to a 

much more structured, criteria-driven approach, 

saying that Christian mental health counseling 

should be offered within the church, and come 

under the authority of the church (1995). In 2000 

he called for a whole new paradigm of human 

psychology, built directly out of a biblical theology 

of sanctification.   

 

In the last few years, Larry Crabb has moved even 

further away from traditional clinical practice. He 

has almost entirely abandoned traditional clinical 

care for a process of spiritual direction. In 2001, he 

founded New Way Ministries that specializes in 

spiritual direction.  Crabb readily acknowledges 

that spiritual direction does not yield behavioral or 

symptom-relief results as quickly as does clinical 

psychology. In that sense, spiritual direction might 

not be considered as “clinically powerful” as the 

best psychological techniques, but the results of 

spiritual direction are often far more profound and 

longer lasting, Crabb claims. Following the logic of 

the approach, Crabb says he no longer looks upon 

himself and his work as that of a medical 

professional (like a physician or a dentist). Rather, 

he sees himself as a trained Christian “friend” who 

helps facilitate spiritual growth. The goal is “a 

deeper relationship with God, not a rearranging of 

the internal processes, so one feels better.” (Crabb, 

Decision Magazine, October, 2005) 

   

I do not know if the members of the Biblical 

Counseling community now accept Larry Crabb as a 

biblical counselor, but I believe they should.  With 

Larry now moving much more into that camp, 

though, I maintain that someone still must provide 

true mental medicine – from a biblically consistent 

point of view. Someone still has to provide a level 

of mental health care that goes beyond addressing 

relationship issues and adjustment disorders. 

 

7. What aspects of theory or practice do you 

believe have been under-developed in Biblical 

Counseling? To what do you attribute this 

omission? What resources have you found to be 

most helpful in these areas that would be a good 

starting place for someone wanting to think 

theologically on these subjects? 

 

That’s an easy question from my point of view.  

Empirical research is the most underdeveloped 

area within Biblical Counseling. That’s why their 

counseling/clinical “evidence” isn’t really evidence 

at all, but merely a few carefully selected 

anecdotes. As much as I admire the tendency of 

biblical counselors to stay close to Scripture, and 

have sincerely appreciated their devastating 

critiques of eclecticism and integrationism, they 

(the biblical counselors) must understand that they 

will never command a large audience, or be able to 

claim scientific validation, if they continue to reject 

or ignore empirical research, and offer up only self-

selected anecdotes. 

 

I suppose the reason some biblical counselors 

reject or ignore empirical research is that they feel 

they do not have the facilities or training to “do it 

right.” To them, I would offer cooperation. They 

can work with us in the Society for Christian 

Psychology to produce a clinically powerful, 

scientifically validated, biblically consistent model 

of human psychology. 

 

There are still some biblical counselors who believe 

their understanding of the Bible is in and of itself a 
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“totally sufficient” resource for psychological 

understanding and therapy. I would submit that 

they are not correct in this assumption and 

assertion.  Like all of us, they have much to learn 

about the problems of life, human disorders, and 

the capacities and limitations of human beings 

under many different sets of conditions and 

circumstances. As outlined earlier, I would suggest 

that their “totally sufficient” position applies no 

better to mental medicine and mental health needs 

than it does to physical medicine and physical 

health needs. We don’t get to skip the arduous 

process of gathering empirically measured 

outcomes and analyzing them through a long 

professional-dialogue / peer-review process. As 

challenging as this process is, when we offer 

mental health care, as when we offer physical 

health care, we simply cannot somehow skip to the 

end point, without doing the initial research, the 

empirical evaluations, and all the internal and 

external validity studies.   

 

For very good reasons, we don’t use Bible verses 

and prayers (alone) to treat diabetes or hepatitis B, 

and we cannot use Bible verses and prayers (alone) 

to successfully treat debilitating OCD, severe 

clinical depression, bipolar disorder, schizophrenia, 

or any number of other serious mental health 

disorders. 

 

8. If someone (i.e., friend, client, etc…) told you 

that they had been referred to a Biblical 

Counselor for a particular struggle, what would be 

your expectation of the quality of service they 

would receive?  What encouragement or cautions 

would you give them as they started counseling? 

 

If my friends or clients were suffering from 

primarily spiritual or relational issues (identity, 

direction issues, or issues having to do with marital 

negotiations, or child-rearing issues), I would be 

happy to support the work of the biblical 

counselor. Biblical counselors can and often do 

offer concrete and lasting help to individuals 

dealing with troubling “adjustment disorders.” 

Often, for this class of disorders, they offer much 

better care than what is offered by many 

psychiatrists and psychologists. 

 

If, however, someone referred to a biblical 

counselor the individual I call “Jennifer” in my 

Accountability Psychology monograph, I would 

attempt to intervene, right away. Jennifer was a 

young, sincere Christian mother who was suffering 

from an intense postpartum depression, who felt 

isolated with her children, who intensely loved her 

children, but who also felt powerful impulses to kill 

her children (as the “born again” home schooling 

mother, Andrea Yates, actually did in Texas). 

Biblical counselors would not likely be able to 

address Jennifer’s needs in all her dimensions – 

physical, psychological, spiritual, and social – 

quickly enough to keep the tragedy from occurring. 

Biblical counselors have to understand that not 

every problem is at root a spiritual problem, just as 

psychiatrists must learn that not every problem is 

at root a physical (neurotransmitter or blood 

chemistry) problem, even though there are 

spiritual and neurotransmitter/blood chemistry 

implications to almost everything we think and do. 

Christian psychologists and social workers have to 

learn that not every problem is at root a thought-

process, emotional, relational, or community-

based problem, even though almost everything we 

think and do influences our thought processes, 

emotions, relationships, and communities.  

 

The common tendency to engage in a radical 

reductionism, that is, attempt to reduce everything 

in our clients’ lives into “a box” within our 

“favorite” dimension (and/or the one we feel most 

competent in) nearly always hinders effective 

health care – at many different levels. This 

particularly holds true for the more complex 

disorders and problems of life. As much as we 

might like to tell ourselves otherwise, none of us as 

individuals is adequately prepared to function as 

the transcendent Lone Ranger – to do intensive 

counseling (solo) with many different kinds of 

people, for a broad range of disorders.  It was only 

because I was working with a team of physicians, 

and I had served as a congregational pastor before 

becoming a psychologist that I was able to quickly 



18 

 

understand and address enough of the dimensions 

and needs in Jennifer to treat her for her 

dangerous disorder. By the grace of God, we were 

successful – but, I must say (as a father of six 

myself), I would have been terrified for Jennifer’s 

children, and Jennifer herself, if she had been 

referred to any counselor or health provider who 

took a narrow, single-dimensional perspective 

while treating her! That narrow-perspective 

counselor or health provider would likely not have 

been able help hold off the tragedy that was 

almost upon us. 

 

9. How many Biblical Counselors have you had the 

opportunity to interact with professionally or 

academically? What were the aspects of that 

interaction that made the greatest positive or 

negative impression upon you? What do you hope 

to see in future interactions with Biblical 

Counselors? 

 

I have had the opportunity to interact with a 

number of biblical counselors over the years. Some 

of them have been connected to local churches. 

Others have in some way been associated with the 

colleges and universities where I have worked. I do 

not want to stereotype them. I have seen quite a 

range of personalities and ability levels – from the 

brash, misguided, and harsh to the much more 

perceptive, sensitive, thorough, and careful. 

 

Those that I have appreciated the most were those 

who a priori determined to remain completely 

faithful to Scripture, and yet also wanted to 

cooperate with physical and mental health care 

providers to see that their friends and clients 

received the very best help available.  Since I am 

passionately devoted to seeing us produce a 

comprehensive, biblically consistent, clinically 

powerful model of human psychology, I would 

welcome comment on Accountability Psychology. 

Since it is a work in progress, constructive critique 

might actually influence the final expression of the 

model.  In the next couple of years, I am hoping to 

have the time and energy to play a more active role 

in the Society for Christian Psychology. I am hoping 

David Powlison will become more active with us in 

the Society for Christian Psychology, along with Ed 

Welch. 

 

10. If you had the opportunity (as you do now) to 

speak to the larger world of Biblical Counseling 

what words of encouragement, admonishment, 

gratitude, or instruction would you give? 

 

To the whole field of Biblical Counselors – including 

the early Nouthetic Counselors – I want to sincerely 

say, “bless you” for not caving in to the neo-pagan 

and cynically agnostic philosophies that served as 

the conceptual core of the older secular 

psychologies. If you had caved in, as many of the 

eclectic and “integrationist” counselors did during 

the 70s and 80s and early 90s, we (in our churches, 

particularly our megachurches) would have let go 

of the apostolic faith even more than we have 

already. Fortunately, since the late 1990s, the 

ideological and practical limitations of eclecticism 

and integrationism have been much better 

understood inside of the academy.  Several of us 

believe Robert Roberts is right: we have to wade 

through all the “psychobabble”, and create a 

biblically consistent model of soul care. There is a 

lot of work to do. Certainly, we can do some of it 

together with all of you in the Biblical Counseling 

movement. 

 

As an admonition, I would share this thought: to 

your good work of conceptual critique, you must 

now add some solid empirical evidence. Solid 

empirical research can certainly help us to wade – 

and sometimes cut – our way through all the neo-

pagan and cynically agnostic nonsense in Secular 

Psychology, and find that biblically consistent way 

of caring for eternal souls. The One who 

superintended the writing of Scripture also made 

the world and all that is in it. If you don’t want to 

have to do this “empirical research thing” alone, 

then partner with us in this necessary endeavor! 

 

To Brad Hambrick, I want to say, “thank you” for 

this opportunity, and for having the wisdom to 

develop this “conversations” format, as opposed to 

soliciting narrow, single-issue pieces, or critique 
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pieces coming from one side or the other. This 

broad-brush format has the potential to open 

doors (not slam them), by allowing individuals to 

speak at length, in context, without distortion.  

I reviewed Psychology and Christianity: Four Views, 

edited by Jones and Johnson (2000) for Christian 

Scholar’s Review (2001). One of the four views 

presented was David Powlison’s portrayal of 

Biblical Counseling. I felt the “open forum” format 

clearly added value to the entire volume. I praised 

the book for both its format and “tone.” I am 

hoping these “conversations” might help produce a 

similar atmosphere of openness, dialogue, mutual 

learning, mutual growth. 

 

****************** 


