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It is hard to be both excellent and engaged in multiple areas of ministry. 
Being excellent in one area often comes at the expense of other areas. 
Sometimes this is because of our time limitations: whatever time we 
spend studying and refining skills in one area can’t be spent on another 
area. Other times it is because of the inverse relationship between par-
ticular aptitudes. For example, it is hard for one person to have the 
strengths of both an extrovert and introvert. Being good at one thing can 
actually get in the way of being good at other things. As the saying goes, 
“All strengths have their corresponding weaknesses.” But occasionally it 
seems that an exception to the rule comes along. 

David Powlison was one of those exceptions. As I reflect on his life 
and legacy, I am struck by how many things he did well, things that often 
don’t go together. David was great with words, but also an incredible 
listener. David held to the timeless truth and authority of the Bible, but 
was tender and compassionate toward those who were suffering. David 
never hid his strong convictions, but was equally curious about the views 
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of those who saw life and counseling differently. Because he did so many 
things well, his influence reached far and wide. 

David’s influence can be attributed to his character just as much as 
to his brilliance. If you had the privilege of having a conversation with 
him, one of your likely takeaways was that you never felt like you were 
talking to someone special. You walked away feeling like he may have 
been more interested in you than you were in him. David embodied 
C.S. Lewis’s famous quote on humility:

Do not imagine that if you meet a really humble man 
he will be what most people call “humble” nowadays: 
he will not be a sort of greasy, smarmy person, who is 
always telling you that, of course, he is nobody. Prob-
ably all you will think about him is that he seemed a 
cheerful, intelligent chap who took a real interest in 
what you said to him.1 

Why do I bring up David’s character, his humility? It is not merely 
a nostalgic affirmation of someone I greatly admired, although it is that. 
His character enhanced his effectiveness in counseling, both with his 
counselees and in appealing to those outside the biblical counseling 
movement. In any form of ministry, character and long-term effective-
ness go hand in hand. David believed emphasizing character formation 
(becoming Christ-like) was important for both effectiveness as a coun-
selor and flourishing as a counselee. David believed that character for-
mation is a central focus of biblical counseling, and that a primary way 
God forms our character is through worship (falling more in love with 
Christ).2 And so these were the two focal points of David’s counsel—
becoming more like Christ by falling more in love with Christ. 

This focus marked a change in emphasis for the biblical counseling 
movement. A primary focus of the first generation of biblical counsel-
ing was personal agency—restoring a sense that individuals cannot blame 
external influences for their choices. The first generation of biblical 

1. C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (New York, NY: HarperOne, 2015), 128.

2. If the language of character formation and narrative reframing is new to you to concep-
tualize different types of helping conversations in counseling, consider reading the brief 
blog article at bradhambrick.com/four-types-of-helpful-counseling-conversations.
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counseling reminded the church that we are sinners who are responsible 
for our choices and, by God’s empowering grace, we are capable of mak-
ing God glorifying choices that contribute to our flourishing. A primary 
focus for David, as a representative of the second generation of biblical 
counseling, was the power of adoration to explain motives and effect change. 
In other words, we become like what we worship. The second generation 
of biblical counseling reminded the church that every choice we make 
is an act of worship that reveals our heart. Counseling is about more 
than biblical behavior modification; it should aspire to restore a life-giv-
ing relationship with God. If the theme verse of the first generation of 
biblical counseling is Ephesians 4:20–24 (put off and put on), then the 
theme verse for David and the second generation was Ephesians 5:1 (“be 
imitators of Christ as beloved children”).

This emphasis on worship shaped how David counseled and what 
he wrote about counseling. David loved Jesus Christ. David believed 
that if others knew Jesus for who he is, this would profoundly change 
their lives. David wanted counseling to be a vehicle through which peo-
ple come to know God’s love for them and fall in love with Christ in 
the midst of their hardships. As people fall in love with him, they are 
motivated to become like him. And to grow in Christlikeness, David 
believed, is the essence of human flourishing. This was David’s coun-
sel. But David didn’t just counsel what he believed; he lived what he 
believed. He viewed his life through the same set of lenses that he invited 
his counselees to see their lives. David was an exemplary testimony of the 
power of a counselor’s character and integrity to enhance the influence 
of their counsel. 

We see David living what he counseled in his reflection about his 
five-year struggle with emotional-relational resilience after open heart 
surgery. Eventually he and his doctors realized a sleep disorder was caus-
ing the resiliency challenge, and a change in medication resulted in sig-
nificant relief. What was David’s assessment of this prolonged trial? In 
one of his final books on suffering he reflected, “This is not a story of 
medical cure (joyous as that was). It is a story about the ongoing cure of 
a soul.”3 

3. David Powlison, God’s Grace in Your Suffering (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2018), 87.
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