What is Biblical Counseling? – Part I


Give it to me straight!

Biblical Counseling is a term that summarizes the kinds of personal spiritual interactions that believers in the body of Christ are to have with one another.  The Greek words in the book of Acts and the New Testament letters that are used to carry out or to call for Biblical Counseling, with brief definitions, include:

· parakaleō - to aid or help, comfort, console, encourage, urge, exhort and admonish

· paraklesis - the noun form of parakaleō

· paramuthia – similar meaning to the word paraklesis, but with greater tenderness

· aiteō – similar meaning to parakaleō but a bit less intense or forceful

· paregoria – speaking with another in words of consolation, comfort and solace

· noutheteō – to warn, admonish or exhort 

· allelōn – one another, typically with an encouragement or exhortation to action

And there are other words of this kind in the New Testament, as well as derived or related words to each of the above.  There are also words of characterization, qualification, perspective and motivation that accompany these words.  Given that words of this kind are used in addressing entire churches, the call is for all believers to be involved in these spiritual actions impacting other believers from the heart of one saint to another saint.

Biblical Counseling is the personal carrying out of the message of the book of Acts and the New Testament letters
 directed from a believer to another believer (and ‘the believer’ here may also be plural).  And that message is not just ‘spiritual information’, but is the inspired word of God, that reveals and expresses the very person of Christ, and directs others toward Christ.  Biblical Counseling has, as its goals, that each believer be:

· walking in intimate fellowship with Christ

· expressing the Spirit-given giftedness they have by God’s grace

· participating in the building up of the body of Christ as a spiritual organism

· contributing to the growth of each individual believer and to the growth of the whole church body toward maturity in Christ

Given the above, it becomes clear that Biblical Counseling is specifically intended for believers – from believers and toward other believers.  The ministry of believers toward non-believers, though it may involve various expressions of Christ’s character toward non-believers, has a clear biblical focus: evangelism.  The primary spiritual need of each unbeliever is faith in Christ for salvation.  After a person comes to believe in Christ for salvation Biblical Counseling will be a key part of a new believer’s spiritual growth.

Right there – next to your brother or sister in Christ

The Greek word parakaleō
, as we have said briefly, carries the idea of to aid or help, comfort, console, encourage, urge, exhort and admonish.  The authors of the New Testament used this word (or related words) in their own appeal to the believers to whom they wrote, and also called upon believers to do the same.  Here are some examples:

Romans 12:1-2

Therefore I urge you [parakaleō], brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies a living and holy sacrifice, acceptable to God, which is your spiritual service of worship. 2 And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, so that you may prove what the will of God is, that which is good and acceptable and perfect.

1 Corinthians 1:10

Now I exhort you [parakaleō], brethren, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that you all agree and that there be no divisions among you, but that you be made complete in the same mind and in the same judgment.

2 Corinthians 1:3-4

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all comfort [paraklesis], 4 who comforts us [parakaleō], in all our affliction so that we will be able to comfort [parakaleō], those who are in any affliction with the comfort [paraklesis], with which we ourselves are comforted [para + kaleō + muthia], by God.       
2 Corinthians 2:8

Wherefore I urge you [parakaleō] to reaffirm your love for him.

Ephesians 6:21-22

But that you also may know about my circumstances, how I am doing, Tychicus, the beloved brother and faithful minister in the Lord, will make everything known to you. 22 I have sent him to you for this very purpose, so that you may know about us, and that he may comfort [parakaleō] your hearts.

1 Thessalonians 5:9-11

For God has not destined us for wrath, but for obtaining salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ, 10 who died for us, so that whether we are awake or asleep, we will live together with Him. 11 Therefore encourage [parakaleō] one another and build up one another, just as you also are doing.

So Paul used this word parakaleō of his appeal to the believers, and sent Tychicus to comfort [parakaleō] the hearts of the believers, and called upon the believers in Thessalonika to encourage [parakaleō] one another.  In fact Paul said that God even comforted the believers tenderheartedly [para + kaleō + muthia].  
Place it in the mind

The Greek word noutheteō, which is typically translated warn, admonish or exhort, is a compound word [nous + tithemi] that literally means ‘mind + place’, or ‘to place it in the mind.  So this aspect of Biblical Counseling is a placing of the truth in the mind of another believer.  The idea is not just information storage, but rather, placing biblical truth in the mind of another believer that becomes a part of that believer’s perspective so as to live out those truths.

Colossians 1:28

We proclaim Him, admonishing [noutheteō] every man [anthropos, so not just males] and teaching every man with all wisdom, so that we may present every man complete [teleios: mature] in Christ.

Did you catch that this counseling is not for a select few, but for every single believer?  Did you also catch what was the goal of this counseling?  Paul wrote to the believers in Rome, after many chapters telling them:

Romans 15:14

And concerning you, my brethren, I myself also am convinced that you yourselves are full of goodness, filled with all knowledge and able also to admonish [noutheteō] one another.

So Paul did not think that admonishing was something that he alone should do, but rather that this placing in the mind was an action that could and should take place between themselves – one another.  As he wrote to the believers in Thessalonika, he said:

1 Thessalonians 5:12-14

But we request of you, brethren, that you appreciate those who diligently labor among you, and have charge over you in the Lord and give you instruction [noutheteō], 13 and that you esteem them very highly in love because of their work. Live in peace with one another. 14 We urge you [parakaleō], brethren, admonish [noutheteō] the unruly, encourage [the verb form of paramuthia, which is similar meaning to the word paraklesis, but with greater tenderness] the fainthearted, help the weak, be                         patient [makrothumia: specifically, patience with people] with everyone.

So we see that these words are often woven together in the letters of the New Testament, because Biblical Counseling consists of a series of related actions within the body of Christ, consistent with the goals of Biblical Counseling.  Rather than being a specialty, and directed towards a very few, Biblical Counseling is intended by God to be carried out in a very diverse way in the body of Christ, with the involvement of every single believer, in some way.

Next we’ll take a look at the ‘one anothers’ of the New Testament, for those many places where ‘one another’ refers to an activities and characteristics of relationships within the body of Christ.

Biblical Counseling? – Part II

In the New Testament, ‘one another’ is often allelōn but not ‘all alone’
In the New Testament, from Acts to the letters, we find a repeated word describing the personal interactions of those in the body of Christ, or exhortations regarding what interactions ought to be or not be present among the believers.  That word in Greek - allelōn - is typically translated ‘one another’.  In most instances, the ‘one another’ passages are written in such a way that they clearly convey what is intended among all believers – not just a special group within the body of Christ.

Not all of the ‘one another’ passages fall directly into what would qualify as the activity of Biblical Counseling, but we will pursue an overview of a number of passages that are within Biblical Counseling.  Even those passages that are not describing Biblical Counseling may end up being a fitting topic within Biblical Counseling (forgive one another, for example, as in Ephesians 4:22). 

Romans 15:14

And concerning you, my brethren, I myself also am convinced that you yourselves are full of goodness, filled with all knowledge and able also to admonish [noutheteō] one another [allelōn].

In this verse (also on the prior page) Paul is certain that these believers are able to admonish one another, since they have both a level of understanding of the truth, and a reality of it in their lives.  His early statements would be consistent with this certainty (in Romans 6:3, 6 and 9, for example, Paul says that they know these truths - already).  That would imply that some believers in some churches might not be able to admonish one another.  And the ‘one another’ aspect indicates that this is the case not just with a few specific individuals, but with a number of them.

Galatians 6:1-5

Brethren, even if anyone is caught in any trespass, you who are spiritual, restore such a one in a spirit of gentleness; each one looking to yourself, so that you too will not be tempted. 2 Bear one another's [allelōn] burdens, and thereby fulfill the law of Christ. 3 For if anyone thinks he is something when he is nothing, he deceives himself. 4 But each one must examine his own work, and then he will have reason for boasting in regard to himself alone, and not in regard to another. 5 For each one will bear his own load.

This passage has a great deal to say about Biblical Counseling, and even addresses the qualifications and precautions for the counselor.  We will draw out those key principles in more detail later one, but central to this passage is that bearing one another’s overwhelming or excessive burdens is a fully biblical principle.  Each one must bear his own load fitting to his own capacity and normally expected responsibilities.  The church should not be burdened with someone who will not take on the responsibilities fitting to that person’s capacity and place in life (as stated in 2 Thessalonians 3:6-12 regarding work and physical needs).  
Verses 2 and 5 are not in conflict when this is understood.

1 Thessalonians 4:13-18

But we do not want you to be uninformed, brethren, about those who are asleep, so that you will not grieve as do the rest who have no hope. 14 For if we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so God will bring with Him those who have fallen asleep in Jesus. 15 For this we say to you by the word of the Lord, that we who are alive and remain until the coming of the Lord, will not precede those who have fallen asleep. 16 For the Lord Himself will descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first. 17 Then we who are alive and remain will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air, and so we shall always be with the Lord. 18 Therefore comfort [parakaleō] one another [allelōn] with these words.

1 Thessalonians 5:9-11

For God has not destined us for wrath, but for obtaining salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ, 10 who died for us, so that whether we are awake or asleep, we will live together with Him. 11 Therefore encourage [parakaleō] one another [allelōn] and build up one another [allelōn], just as you also are doing.

These passages are part of the larger theme of 1 Thessalonians that is about the Lord coming to take His saints in the church to be with Him (known among many as the Rapture).  But rather than leave this as just spiritual information or facts, Paul wants the believers to continue to use this truth for spiritual impact: encourage one another and build up one another.  What is this that Paul is calling for?  It is ‘Christian grief counseling’.  He does not want believers, though they may be understandably sad at the loss of a loved one, to be grieving about their loved one’s death in the same way that the unbelievers are prone to do about those that they love.

Hebrews 10:23-25

Let us hold fast the confession of our hope without wavering, for He who promised is faithful; 24 and let us consider how to stimulate one another [allelōn] to love and good deeds, 25 not forsaking our own assembling together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging [parakaleō] one another [allelōn]; and all the more as you see the day drawing near.

The author of Hebrews is calling for continuation and constancy among his Hebrew Christian readers.  He urges them to hold steady on their biblical hope and to continue meeting together as believers.  But beyond that, he asks that they consider how to stimulate one another into godly action and loving relationships, and to encourage one another.      

But sometimes ‘one another’ is not allelōn
And some of the passages are written in such a way that the word allelōn is not included, but the ‘one another’ kind of action is clearly intended.  One way in which that is done is by the use of the Greek word heautou in the plural form, so that it becomes a synonym for allelōn.
Colossians 3:16

Let the word of Christ richly dwell within you, with all wisdom teaching and admonishing [noutheteō] one another [heautou] with psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing with thankfulness in your hearts to God.

So is it possible that Biblical Counseling can take the form of singing and worship?  Can we place biblical truth into the minds of other believers in what we sing?

Hebrews 3:13

But encourage [parakaleō] one another [heautou] day after day, as long as it is still called "Today," so that none of you will be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin.

Though this is said with a different word than Hebrews 10:23-25 on the prior page, it is still an exhortation to encourage one another – even using the same word for ‘encourage’.

Then there are those passages that call for empathy

Romans 12:15

Rejoice with those who rejoice, and weep with those who weep. 

See also 1 Corinthians 12:26, 2 Corinthians 2:26 and Philippians 2:17, 18, 26, 28 as similar examples and references.  See 1 Peter 3:8 for a call to sympathy among believers.

Though Christians have great cause to rejoice (Philippians 4:4), and the fruit of the Spirit includes joy (Galatians 5:22, 23), there is also a place for having empathy for other believers in the experiences and sentiments that they are going through.  Our hope and joy and security as believers is ultimately certain and eternal, but we are not called to be aloof, but rather to empathize with those among us who are going through the ups and downs of life.  Why?  We are all of us part of the body of Christ, which is an organism, not simply an organization.  Christ is the head of that organism, which is the body of Christ – the church.  Though we as believers have every reason for empathy in the sentiment of the moment, we also have a calling to point our fellow believers toward God’s ultimate certain hope and eternal joy (1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 and 5:9-11):

Revelation 19:7-8

"Let us rejoice and be glad and give the glory to Him, for the marriage of the Lamb has come and His bride has made herself ready." 8 It was given to her to clothe herself in fine linen, bright and clean; for the fine linen is the righteous acts of the saints. 

Revelation 21:1-4

Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth passed away, and there is no longer any sea. 2 And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, made ready as a bride adorned for her husband. 3 And I heard a loud voice from the throne, saying, "Behold, the tabernacle of God is among men, and He will dwell among them, and they shall be His people, and God Himself will be among them, 4 and He will wipe away every tear from their eyes; and there will no longer be any death; there will no longer be any mourning, or crying, or pain; the first things have passed away." 























































� Reference to the book of Acts and to the New Testament letters is intended to point to what is directed to the church, but is not meant to exclude the Gospels and the Old Testament which was written for our instruction (Romans 15:4; 1 Corinthians 10:11).  There is a great deal to be drawn from the Gospels and the Old Testament that is valuable for use in Biblical Counseling.


� parakaleō = para + kaleō = alongside + call.  In general, it has the idea of coming alongside another with the intent to personally benefit another.


� Scripture quotes are from the New American Standard Updated, unless noted otherwise.


� Empathy: The vicarious experiencing of the feelings, thoughts, or attitudes of another.
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