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Moses was forty when he first became aware of his people’s burdens, took mat-
ters into his own hands, and had to flee Egypt. He spent his next forty years 
in the wilderness, until the Lord met him at the burning bush, and called a 
humbled man back to Egypt to serve him. Moses spent his last forty years back 
in the wilderness, taking the long way around to bring grumblers to the land 
God had promised. Forty years is a long time.

So I find it rather stunning to consider that this journal was founded forty 
years ago! You are reading our 40th birthday issue, which happens to be the 
100th issue we have published! We are thankful for how God has sustained our 
efforts and made us fruitful over these many years.  

On the very first page of the very first issue in 1977, future authors were 
“encouraged to be intensely practical… and urged to write in everyday En-
glish.”1 I hope that we have never departed from that call. God speaks to be un-
derstood. The truth that makes a life-changing difference speaks clearly to how 
we live. Scriptures were written down for everyday people speaking everyday 
Hebrew or Greek. And the best translation, sermon, counseling session, and 
piece of writing is the one that speaks to you today in your everyday language. 

For our first fifteen years, we were the Journal of Pastoral Practice (JPP), 

1  Jay Adams, “Editorial,” Journal of Pastoral Practice 1:1 (1977): 1.
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with Jay Adams as editor-in-chief. JPP focused on all aspects of local church 
pastoral ministry—preaching, evangelism, worship, biblical counseling, mis-
sions, and administration. When I became the editor twenty-five years ago, we 
changed our name to the Journal of Biblical Counseling (JBC). We continue to 
serve pastors and local churches, and we also serve a host of other Christians 
whose counseling ministries flourish in many settings, both informal and for-
mal. JBC also continues to care about every aspect of local church ministry, 
but we consciously focus on counseling. In preaching, evangelism, missions 
and worship, a commitment to explicit biblical fidelity is usually a given. In 
counseling, that commitment is always at risk. So we still want to be intensely 
practical. We still want to write in everyday English. And, most of all, we want 
to encourage skillful counseling that brings Jesus Christ into the heart of hu-
man struggles. This is where he belongs. This is where he speaks. This is where 
he loves. This is where he touches people. Whenever counseling gets to what is 
really going on in a person, Jesus Christ is directly relevant.

Several significant personal things also happened in 1977. For starters, 
Nan and I married—forty years ago this summer. Jesus Christ is directly rele-
vant to our celebrating rather than incinerating somewhere along the way. And 
that year I also became an intern at CCEF and got my first direct exposure 
to biblical counseling practice. I was won over by witnessing how skillfully, 
lovingly, and relevantly biblical counseling could touch a struggler. I sat in and 
observed CCEF’s director John Bettler counseling a troubled twenty-five-year-
old man named Will.

Will was very discouraged and very articulate. He was a relatively new 
Christian, and he was floundering. His inner life was consumed by darkness 
and trouble. He was dismayed by his family’s aggressive disapproval of his 
Christian faith. He tended to brood on his failures—both actual failings, and 
things his father would nitpick him about. He felt God stood very far away 
from where he was struggling. Most days he was haunted by intrusive feelings 
of anxiety. 

For me as an observer, it was significant that Will’s anxiety and despair 
were so intense and all consuming. I, too, was a young Christian, and I was 
coming directly from four years of working on an inpatient psychiatric ward. I 
had close working knowledge of quite a few people who were like Will, both in 
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how deeply troubled they were and in their ability to articulate their anguish.
Will came honestly asking for help. John Bettler was a sympathetic pres-

ence. He asked good questions, listened well, got to know Will, and established 
rapport. Toward the end of their first meeting, Bettler proposed a starting place 
for going forward. He suggested that Will focus on Psalm 13 as an orienting 
guide during the coming week. John and Will spent about fifteen minutes 
working together on how to process Will’s life struggles through King David’s 
lens. They talked through how to read, meditate, take to heart, pray thought-
fully, and walk it out. Psalm 13 is short and sweet, only six verses long. But it 
proved pointedly relevant to Will as a guide to rescript his life.

The first two verses vividly capture current unpleasant experience. They 
met Will exactly where he was.

How long, O Lord? Will you forget me forever?
How long will you hide your face from me?
How long must I take counsel in my soul
 and have sorrow in my heart all the day?
How long shall my enemy be exalted over me?

These verses poignantly express Will’s anguish: “This is terrible. What will 
happen to me?” Like David, Will feels God’s distance: the “How long?” 
is repeated four times. Like David, he is inwardly preoccupied with his 
unhappiness and is threatened externally by experiences of being crushed 
under other people’s power. 

In making appropriate application, Bettler deftly brought a modulation 
to the term enemy. It did not need to be a definitive noun characterizing Will’s 
father and other family members. But it can accurately describe how Will ex-
periences their hostility and rejection. 

The next two verses move Will into present tense action, by asking for help 
and expressing faith’s voice of need. 

Consider and answer me, O Lord my God.
Light up my eyes, 
lest I sleep the sleep of death,
 lest my enemy say, “I have prevailed over him,”
 lest my foes rejoice because I am shaken.

Wise and effective ministry creates true relationship. Bettler did not work with 
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abstracted truths and abstracted moral principles. In helping Will walk the 
trajectory of this psalm, he invited Will to ask for help from the Father who 
cares for him personally: “My God, look at me; hear me; answer me.” Will feels 
isolated and lonely; so he is asking the Lord to be involved. His world feels 
dark; so he is asking the Lord to give him light. 

Again, Bettler deftly counseled Will about how to personalize the psalm 
to his own situation. David feared literal death and exultant enemies. But 
the threatening consequences Will fears are what his life will become if God 
does not hear and help him. He experienced his life as a living death, and felt 
trapped and shaken up by his family’s animosity.

The final two verses express the transformation of trust into a voice of 
contentment and joy. 

But I have trusted in your steadfast love;
 my heart shall rejoice in your salvation.
I will sing to the Lord,
 because he has dealt bountifully with me.

Something happens in the psalm. David remembers he has a merciful Savior. 
Human experience makes sense—both the previous experience of anguish, 
and now the reorientation of faith in light of God’s mercies. David expresses a 
fitting sense of joy, liberation, and hope. 

The psalm itself moves rapidly along this trajectory. Again, Bettler deftly 
helped Will to personalize the psalm. The change process is unlikely to be as 
concise as it is in the psalm. Will needed right expectations about this. Some-
times change happens quickly in a life lived. But usually it’s a slower, more halt-
ing process to move from dark sorrow to bright joy. Most often a person learns 
to walk this path repeatedly. However it unfolds, this trajectory can honestly 
become a whole new way of life. 

Will came back the next week with a significantly changed perspective. 
He had a marked sense of hope, a significantly greater ear for God’s voice, a 
significantly truer self-understanding, and a significantly diminished ear for 
familial disapproval and indifference. He had taken Bettler’s counsel seriously, 
and taken Psalm 13 seriously. He was discovering that he could be honest 
about how he felt and about what he was facing with his family. And he could 
take those struggles in a constructive direction as the psalm became the voice 
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of his own heart. His faith was evidently growing in relevance and immediacy. 
Even in these first meetings, counseling was helping Will to connect the 

dots between his professed faith and his life experience. I was struck by two 
things. First, Psalm 13 was relevant. The process of going from “How long, O 
Lord?” to “I will sing to the Lord” made existential sense. The revelation of 
God’s love spoke directly to where Will struggled, just as it had to David. The 
Lord’s light and love was leading a struggler out of a trap of darkness and op-
pression. I had never seen anything like that in the psychiatric hospital.

Second, the way John could speak simultaneously about Psalm 13 and 
about Will made a deep impression on me. He communicated with a depth of 
insight into both God’s ways and Will’s struggles. His handling of the psalm 
did not sound like he was quoting an abstract “Truth” from a book. God’s 
Word is alive. John made it come alive for Will. He brought Will under the 
Lord’s care. 

I had the privilege of witnessing the power of the Word of God being 
wisely applied in a counselee’s life. I had the privilege of watching a biblical 
counselor who understood how to wisely connect the dots between Scripture 
and life. John and Will met another half-dozen times over several months, and 
by mutual agreement this season of counseling was complete, because steps of 
genuine growth were occurring. 

During those subsequent weeks, Psalm 13 continued to orient the con-
versation. And two more growth points emerged. First, since Will’s faith was 
still relatively immature and unformed, John helped him to better understand 
the significance of “your steadfast love” and “your salvation.” This is his true 
Father’s heart toward him. His heavenly Father speaks love and salvation over 
him. And the psalm is doubly fulfilled in Jesus. Jesus walked the trajectory of 
this psalm, calling on the Lord in his own experience of rejection. He identi-
fies with Will. And Jesus is the Lord, embodying steadfast love toward us. He 
forms Will’s faith. 

Second, they talked through different scenarios that Will would experi-
ence with his family, and planned concrete strategies for how he could interact 
constructively and not get hooked into destructive interactions. Will was able 
to go into situations prepared: prayerful, with perspective, and with a plan. 
And it made a difference, which greatly encouraged him.
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The Spirit himself was writing words of life on Will’s heart. This is the 
dynamic and the goal of biblical counseling. It is unique. No other counseling 
approach proceeds by this dynamic toward this goal. For me as a young Chris-
tian in my first year in seminary, being exposed to biblical counseling for the 
first time, these were landmark weeks. 

That was forty years ago. That is how long I’ve been persuaded that con-
scious Christian faith, lovingly and deftly applied, is the only way to counsel. 
Nothing else brings such light into dark situations and dark hearts. Nothing 
else leads us out of ourselves and into the light. 

This is why the Journal of Biblical Counseling exists. We want to nurture 
your skill in counseling so that you bring Jesus Christ into the heart of hu-
man struggles.

* * *

Our first article is the finale to my three-part series, “How Does Sanctifi-
cation Work?”—after a three-and-a-half year hiatus! Sanctification is God’s 
will for us, that our trust become childlike and our love become wise. We 
are travelers on the road home whose center of gravity is shifting outside 
of ourselves. Sanctification, then, is not a self-improvement project. God is 
making you into a person who is more connected to others: joined to Jesus 
Christ and to your brothers and sisters.  

Our next article deals with a common problem saints face in sanctifi-
cation: laziness. In “The Laziness Trap,” pastor Andy Farmer describes how 
laziness ensnares people and wastes potential. Trapped people experience a 
life of unrealized dreams and disappointed loved ones. Farmer has faced this 
in himself, and he outlines a path to freedom. He describes how the Bible 
reframed his understanding of laziness and how key passages in Hebrews 
and Romans helped direct him. 

“The Power of Remembrance in the Face of Death” is by Pierce Hibbs. 
As a student of theology, he was surprised at how shaken he felt by the death 
of a childhood friend. Reflecting on the resurrection of Lazarus in John 11, 
he discusses two fundamental questions: Why does death rattle our sense 
of security? And, how can we shore up our faith when death threatens? His 
insights lead us to cling to Jesus, the One who has overcome death, and to 
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remember all he has said and done. 
If you are nervous about confronting others when they sin, “Nine Ways 

to Confront in Love: A Primer for the Timid” is for you! Alasdair Groves gives 
guidance on how to confront in gentleness and love. First, he lays out a frame-
work for how to decide whether to cover an offense or raise it. He then offers 
nine ways to speak about sin with the people in your life. 

The question of how to biblically counsel those who do not profess faith 
in Christ is always relevant. Bringing his extensive experience as a pastoral 
counselor to bear on this question, Robert Jones argues in “Biblical Counsel-
ing: An Opportunity for Problem-Based Evangelism” that the best approach is 
two-fold. You offer help for the issue that the help-seeker raises. You also help 
the person understand an even greater need —to come to Christ, receiving his 
forgiveness and finding a new life in a redemptive relationship. 

Andrew Nicholls’s sermon, “Ministry to People Who Take Up a Lot of 
Time,” tackles the question of how to find ways to keep going with people who 
need long-term support. The people who most need a high level of investment 
often won’t be able to make an active contribution to the body. So is it worth 
it? Using 1 Corinthians 12 to answer this question, Nicholls passionately calls 
the church to demonstrate honoring care to all members of Christ’s body.  



The Journal of Biblical Counseling  

(ISSN: 1063-2166) is published by:  

Christian Counseling & Educational Foundation  

1803 East Willow Grove Avenue  

Glenside, PA 19038  

www.ccef.org 

Copyright © 2017 CCEF  

All rights reserved.  

For permission to copy or distribute JBC articles, please go to: 

ccef.org/copyright-permissions. 


