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The Biblical Counseling Movement:  History and Context — Q & A
Q:
“This is not a book about counseling.”  What does that mean?

A:
The book should be a description about the movement about how to have conversations in the context of the church that are wise and loving.  When we are learning about biblical counseling, we’re learning about how to be more faithful to pastoral ministry.

Q:
What are the caricatures of biblical counseling?

A:
1) You’re not supposed to do counseling if you are not secularly trained to do counseling.  That is not true; it’s the responsibility of those who are wise and mature.  2) Biblical counselors are simplistic; but biblical counselors are those who carefully engage specific problems with specific problems in the lives of people.  3)  Biblical counselors are against science and research.  Again that’s not true.

Q:
What is the short history of the biblical counseling movement?

A:
Throughout church history, the local church is responsible for taking care of people with problems, and that’s the way it was until the late 1800s when secular psychology became the dominant resource in the Western world.  It remained that way until the 1960s until the advent of Jay Adams, who holds a singular place in the history of the church.  He came and said, “the emperor has new clothes.”  Adams awakened Christians to this task and resources they are overlooking.  


John Boettler and Wayne Mack were also instrumental in the process.  CCEF was founded by Adams and continues to be instrumental.

Q:
What motivated you to research and write on the history of biblical counseling?

A:
One of the first books I read after salvation was Competent to Counsel.  I read it on a mission trip and “my mouth was hanging open.”  Another chaperone on the trip was saying things about counseling and it just didn’t add up.  After reading Adams, I was totally committed.  Then the first week of pastoral ministry I had a girl come for help who had been molested; a couple in their 70s came and asked for help about how to have a good marriage.  And then a mother of a boy who had real problems came seeking parenting help.  I realized I had to learn how to help people.  


I started reading more and meeting people and then began to teach and realized the differences between different people and I just wanted to know more about the subtle differences.  

Q:
The book seems to be a defense of biblical sufficiency.  Do you agree?

A:
Yes.  The biblical counseling movement is based on sufficiency and without that, the movement can’t exist.

Q:
Those writing in the last 20 years seem to be sounding different than those in the first 20 years.

A:
The differences are based on the distinctions between 1st and 2nd generational ministry.  The first generation is writing on sin and behavior while the second generation is focused on suffering and motivations.  First generation is behind a desk and more authoritative; second generation is more, “we’re co-laborers, etc…”  Second generational are also more interested in talking to integrationists.

Q:
Why was there such a gap of time (100 years) in the people-helping movement?

A:
Christians quit doing the work and secular psychologists began doing the work.  Those are the most significant reasons.  Psychologists (Wilhelm Wunt) was able to argue that psychology was scientific and Freud was able to argue that counseling was for more than pastors — secular pastoral workers.  Additionally, the Fundamentalist-Modernist movement created a great distance:  the modernists wanted to do counseling and the fundamentalists didn’t want to be equated with them.

Q:
What was changing in the biblical counseling movement in the 1980s?

A:
There was new leadership arising in the 1980s, primarily focused in the person of David Powlison.  I love Jay Adams — he is like Calvin and Augustine in his role in history.  I have great respect for him; he taught me to be a Berean.  

Q:
Why is there such push back to the self-critical nature of this book?  

A:
Positively, people don’t know me and they were distrustful that I was playing for their team.  Additionally, Jay Adams has tended to be critiqued by those on his left; good people who are committed to using their Bible and there is an understandable sense of, “who do you think you are?”  They are good people with good questions of me because they think I sound like an integrationist.  

Q:
How did Jay respond to the book?

A:
His response was complicated.  He read it when it was a dissertation.  He had very positive things to say about it.  He appreciated the work and me taking him seriously.  We had a very good set of conversations.  And then when it became a book, Crossway asked for his endorsement, and he was upset about the book.  I don’t know what changed.  He was not happy about the book.  
Q:
Was part of the reason that the 1st generation patriarch and then succeeding generations coming along and that maybe he’s concerned that the movement is not being pushed in the right kinds of directions?

A:
He believed some of the second generation philosophy, but these were addressing his shortcomings.  Yet in pushing back on the model he developed, he seems to think I didn’t push back enough on the problems of the 2nd generational problems.  
Q:
Where do you think the movement needs to be advanced in the area of suffering, even as it relates to sin?  What advance is taking place in this arena?

A:
There are hundreds of references to sin in Adams and only a couple of dozen references to sin.  People reading the books don’t know how to help those who are suffering and hurting (because of their own sin, the sin of others against them, or living in a fallen world).  The 2nd generation saw how to help people who are suffering.  It’s not that Adams is not clueless about suffering; he’s not.  He just didn’t develop that part of his ministry.  
Q:
What are other areas that the biblical counseling movement needs to advance in theologically and methodologically?

A:
The biblical counseling movement hasn’t arrived.  The movement is better, but we’re still adolescents and are maturing.  We need to be careful not overcorrect and go to far down the suffering road and not address the topic of sin.  We also need to do a lot of work to develop the methodology; we haven’t defined what the methodology is.  (And we’re working on that right now.)  Cf. Counseling the Hard Cases sample (coming this summer).
Q:
Why is it important for those who stand on scriptural sufficiency to defend themselves against the integrationists?  Why should the integrationists be engaged in debate?

A:
This is crucial.  First generationalists did withdraw from that engagement.  It’s important to engage because if they’re wrong and the Bible is true, then let’s take a crack at it.  I refuse to acknowledge that they can’t be won over.  I want them to meet real life people who engage in biblical work and they repent of their mockery.  Secondly, there are many young people coming up right now (preparing for ministry) who are trying to decide what to believe and if we don’t engage in the argument, then we are leaving them to the integrationists and that will influence ministry in the coming generation.
Q:
What are the best resources to understand more about biblical counseling and be persuaded by it, for those who are on the fence?

A:
Be very careful before you give away sufficiency.  Don’t assume up front that the Bible is limited.  Assume that it is exhaustive and trust Jesus that He means finally to redeem (the problems will not exist in heaven).  Secondly, there are four primary categories of problems: anger, anxiety, anguish, avoidance (and escape into some kind of behavior).  Every person I’ve counseled has some form of these.  Give them biblical terms to identify their problems by listening well and then helping them understand how God addresses those categories and motives.  


Why are we arguing about the sufficiency of Scripture when we should be arguing about the sufficiency of psychology.  It is psychology which is insufficient.  E.g., “bi-polar” doesn’t tell us anything about the nature of the problem, the motive, or the solution.
Q:
Can state licenture be incorporated into the biblical counseling movement?  

A:
It’s not a sin to be licensed by the state.  There is freedom in the things that are not binding in Scripture.  There is a place for “counseling missionaries.”  Caveats:  if counseling exists as a function of the church and I as an individual do not have a right to determine giftedness on my own; I need accountability to the church and leadership.  Secondly, many states make counselors sign agreements that they won’t proselytize and we can’t do that.
Q:
Simple programs that will help train people in counseling?

A:
A lot of people have resources.  NANC certification is helpful.  We have people read books around the four categories plus marriage and decision-making issues. 

Q:
Resources for pornography?

A:
Not a lot of helpful books.  They either have “too much information” or are too unclear.  Probably the most helpful book right now is Tim Chester’s book, Closing the Window or At the Alter of Sexual Idolatry (Gallagher).  Chester needs more practical steps.

Q:
Did you get feedback from the 2nd generation on the book?

A:
Powlison oversaw the dissertation and wrote the forward.  He loved it!

Q:
What about medication, etc…

A:
Listen to Carey Hardy in a later session at the SC.

Q:
Where are the lines of division?

A:
The lines are not clear.  NANC is much broader than CCEF; CCEF is 2nd generational; there will be a mixture in NANC.
