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I. Introduction – Why evaluate Celebrate Recovery (CR)? 
II. What is Celebrate Recovery? 

Notes: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

III. The Origins of Celebrate Recovery 
Notes: 
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Rick Warren states, “To my amazement, I found the principles of 
recovery – in their logical order – given by Christ in His most famous 
message, the Sermon on the Mount.” Rick Warren, Celebrate Recovery 
Leader’s Guide. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2012), pg. 12. 

John Baker mentions the impetus for the program at Saddleback 
Church was, “I couldn’t find a small group where individuals could 
openly relate to my struggle with my sin-addiction to alcohol.” John 
Baker, Celebrate Recovery Leader’s Guide. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
2012), pg. 18  

IV. Evaluating Celebrate Recovery 
A. Philosophical Roots: 

1. Poor exegesis 

2. Integration of worldview of 12 Steps and (A.A.) with the Bible 

3. Keswick theology 

Celebrate Recovery uses language that unhelpfully minimizes 
the importance of personal responsibility in progressive 
sanctification such as “Let go!” and “Let God!” These 
statements are given in the context of turning over character 
defects completely to God. This language is philosophically 
influenced by Keswick theology and the higher life 
movement, which tends to separate the moment someone is 
justified from when they begin progressive sanctification.  

For further information on Keswick Theology see Andrew 
David Naselli, “KESWICK THEOLOGY: A SURVEY AND 
ANALYSIS OF THE DOCTRINE OF SANCTIFICATION IN 
THE EARLY KESWICK MOVEMENT:” DBSJ 13 (2008). The 
helpful charts below from the article visually display the 
differences pertaining to sanctification located on pages 66-67. 
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The Keswick View of Sanctification 
 
 
 
 
 

The Reformed View of Sanctification 
 
 
 
 
 

“I asked Christ into my heart at age thirteen […] I knew that 
if I died I was saved, but my Christianity was not reflected in 
my lifestyle, business practices, and priorities […] Principle 5 
made me realize that it was time to “let go and let God.” (pgs. 
13-16) 

B. Positives of Celebrate Recovery 

1. Seeking to be based on God’s word. 

 “Celebrate Recovery is based on God’s word, the Bible.” 
(pg. 12) 

 “There is a wide variety of resources from which to 
choose, but I believe the foundation for an effective 
recovery ministry curriculum should all be the same: the 
Bible. God’s word needs to be at the center of your 
recovery program.” (pg. 39). 

 Includes Scripture in every chapter of the curriculum.  

 2 Timothy 3:16-17 

2. The program is forward looking. 
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 “Celebrate Recovery is forward looking. Rather than 
wallowing in the past or dredging up and rehearsing 
painful memories over and over, Celebrate Recovery 
focuses on the future.” (pg. 12) 

 “The apostle Paul had a lot to regret about his past. He 
even participated in Stephen’s murder. Yet in Philippians 
3:13 (TLB) he tells us, “No, dear brothers, I am still not all 
I should be but I am bringing all my energies to bear on 
one thing: Forgetting the past and looking forward to 
what lies ahead.” (pg. 68) 

 Cf. Philippians 1:6 in Lesson 3 - Hope 

3. Seeks to promote personal responsibility. 

 “Celebrate Recovery emphasizes personal responsibility. 
Instead of playing the “accuse and excuse” game of 
victimization, this program helps people face up to their 
own poor choices and deal with what they can do 
something about.” (pg. 12) 

 “Now you need to honestly determine the part of the 
resentment (or any other sin or injury) that you are 
responsible for.” (pg. 136)  

 Cf. Lam. 3:40; Ps. 139:23-24 in Lesson 9 – Inventory 

 “The last letter in victory is Y:YOU must choose to 
change.” (pg. 172) 

4. Emphasizes faith in Jesus Christ. 

 “Celebrate Recovery emphasizes spiritual commitment to 
Jesus Christ.” (pg. 13). 

 GRACE – God’s Gift, Received by our faith, Accepted by 
God’s love, Christ paid the price, Everlasting gift – 
Lesson 18 

 Lesson 5 – Turn “To truly repent you need to do two 
things: First, turn away from your sins; second, turn 
toward God. The Bible has much to say about 
repentance:” (pg. 107) 
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 “Romans 3:24 (NCV tells us, “All need to be made right 
with God by his grace, which is a free gift. They need to 
be free from sin through Jesus Christ.” […] No matter 
how hard we may work, we cannot earn our way into 
heaven. Only by professing our faith in Jesus Christ as 
our Lord and Savior can we experience his grace and 
have eternal life.” (pg. 196). 

5. Promotes involvement with local church and community for 
spiritual growth. 

 “We need each other. Fellowship and accountability are 
two important components for spiritual growth.” (pg. 13) 

 Pastor Rick Warren mentioned that eighty-five percent of 
people who went through Celebrate Recovery are active 
members of Saddleback Church. (pg. 13) 

 “The third key for growth in your recovery ministry is 
senior pastor support. […] In addition, your recovery 
ministry needs to participate in providing a service to the 
church other than its main purpose […] it needs to be an 
act as a regular ministry of the church, not as something 
separate.” (pg. 37). 

 They discuss in Lesson 7 – Sponsors and importance of 
accountability (Eccl. 4:9-12; Prov. 20:5; 27:17) 

6. Seeks to address all types of sin not just drunkenness  

 “Some programs deal only with alcohol or drugs or 
another single problem. But Celebrate Recovery is a 
“large umbrella” program which a limitless number of 
issues can be dealt with.” (pg. 13) 

 Cf. 2 Peter 1:3 

7. Produces and equips leaders. 

 Rick Warren mentions that forty-two percent are using 
their gifts to serve the Lord in some way in Saddleback 
Church. (pg. 13) 
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 Leadership training and equipping materials are 
provided (pgs. 33-36) 

C. Addressing Concerns of Celebrate Recovery 

1. The founding of the program and the wrong interpretation of 
Scripture. 

Pastor Rick Warren says he was searching for what the bible 
said about recovery and “found the principles of recovery in 
their logical order – given by Christ in His most famous 
message, the Sermon on the Mount.” (pg.12) The eight 
principles of recovery (pg. 9) used in the program include: 

1. Realize I’m not God; I admit that I am powerless to control my 
tendency to do the wrong thing and that my life is unmanageable. 
“Happy are those who know that they are spiritually poor.” 
(Matthew 5:3) 

2. Earnestly believe that God exists, that I matter to Him and that He 
has the power to help me recover.  “Happy are those who mourn, for 
they shall be comforted.” (Matthew 5:4) 

3. Consciously choose to commit all my life and will to Christ’s care 
and control.  “Happy are the meek.” (Matthew 5:5) 

4. Openly examine and confess my faults to myself, to God, and to 
someone I trust.  “Happy are the pure in heart.” (Matthew 5:8) 

5. Voluntarily submit to any and all changes God wants to make in 
my life and humbly ask Him to remove my character defects. 
“Happy are those whose greatest desire is to do what God requires.” 
(Matthew 5:6) 

6. Evaluate all my relationships. Offer forgiveness to those who have 
hurt me and make amends for harm I’ve done to others when 
possible, except when to do so would harm them or others.  “Happy 
are the merciful.” (Matthew 5:7) “Happy are the peacemakers” 
(Matthew 5:9) 

7. Reserve a daily time with God for self-examination, Bible reading, 
and prayer in order to know God and His will for my life and to gain 
the power to follow His will.  

8. Yield myself to God to be used to bring this Good News to others, 
both by my example and my words.  “Happy are those who are 
persecuted because they do what God requires.” (Matthew 5:10) 
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 Does not explain the meaning and significance of the 
Beatitudes. 

 “In Principle 2, we understand that God’s power can 
change us and our situation. Philippians 4:13 (TLB) 
confirms it: “For I can do everything God asks me to do 
with the help of Christ who gives me the strength and 
power.” (pg. 91) 

 Uses Jeremiah 30:17 for God’s promise to give back your 
health again and heal your wounds and applies to 
recovery from alcohol. (pg. 73) 

 Uses Matthew 22:36-40 to justify that we cannot love or 
forgive our neighbor, if you can’t love and forgive 
yourself first. (pg. 193) 

2 Timothy 2:15 - Be diligent to present yourself approved to God 
as a worker who does not need to be ashamed, accurately 
handling the word of truth. 

Titus 2:1 - But as for you, proclaim the things which are fitting 
for sound doctrine. 

Titus 1:9 - …holding firmly the faithful word which is in 
accordance with the teaching, so that he will be able both to 
exhort in sound doctrine and to refute those who contradict it. 

2. Contextualization of 12 Steps and AA language and practices. 

 Each lesson integrates the 12 Steps to a “corresponding” 
Beatitude. 

 “My name is John Baker, and I’m a believer who struggles 
with alcoholism.” (pg. 14) 

 The most common description of Christ is “Higher 
Power.” Neglecting significant teaching about the person 
and work of Christ especially in his role as our high priest 
and King. It does mention he is the “only Higher Power” 
(pg. 41, pg. 191) 
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 “There is no cross talk. Cross talk is when two individuals 
engage in conversation excluding all others. Each person 
is free to express his or feelings without interruptions. 
Cross talk can also be identified as someone saying, “I can 
relate to you because…” or “I can’t relate to you 
because…” comments, asking questions, and so on. […] If 
this guideline is abused, someone may get very hurt and 
give up on recovery altogether.” (pg. 55) 

 “We are here to support one another, not “fix another.” 
[…] Fixing can be described as offering advice to solve a 
problem someone has shared, offering a Scripture, 
offering book referrals, or offering counselor referrals.” 
(pg. 55) 

3. Minimizes and confuses the nature, causes, and effects of 
personal sin. 

 “Remember, the sin is the symptom of the character 
defect. Let me explain. The sin is like the weed in a 
garden: It will keep reappearing unless it is pulled out by 
the roots. And the roots are the actual defects of character 
that cause the particular sin, In my case, the major sin in 
my life was abusing alcohol. That was the act, the sin. The 
defect of character was my lack of any positive self-image. 
So, when I worked Principle 5, I went after the defect – my 
lack of a positive self-image-that caused me to sin by 
abusing alcohol.” (pg. 167) 

 “I said that one of my major defects of character was a 
negative self-image, and nonexistent self-esteem, to be 
more exact […] I tried to fill it by doing positive things 
that would build my self-esteem, rather than tear it 
down.” (pg. 168). 

 (Context of Matthew 4:1-11) – “Remember, being tempted 
isn’t a sin. It’s falling into the action of the temptation that 
gets us into trouble.” (pg. 219) 

James 1:14-15 - But each one is tempted when he is carried away 
and enticed by his own lust. Then when lust has conceived, it 
gives birth to sin; and when sin is accomplished, it brings forth 
death. 
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Hebrews 2:18 - For since He Himself was tempted in that which 
He has suffered, He is able to come to the aid of those who are 
tempted. 

Colossians 1:21-22 - And although you were formerly alienated 
and hostile in mind, engaged in evil deeds, yet He has now 
reconciled you in His fleshly body through death… 

4. Minimal clear teaching of sovereignty of God and purpose for 
suffering. 

 “When I live in today, this moment, one day at a time, life is 
not hard. God says, “I am here”” (pg. 172). 

 “You need to understand and believe that the harm others 
did you was from their own free will. It was their choice, 
not God’s. It was not God’s will.” (pg. 192) 

 Mentions briefly 2 Cor. 12:9-10 (pg. 90, 195) and 2 Cor. 1:8-9 
(pg. 95) and Romans 8:28 (doesn’t explain “the good”) (pg. 
237). 

 It would be strengthened to mention purposes that God 
plans for continuing to allow us to experience suffering 
such as: for maturing us through suffering (James 1:2-4), to 
comfort others (2 Cor. 1:4), to magnify the beauty and 
power of the gospel (2 Cor. 4:7-12), to qualify us to share in 
Christ’s glory (Rom. 8:17), to test the genuineness of our 
faith to bring praise to God (1 Pet. 1:7), because we are 
called to follow in Christ’s example by suffering unjustly (1 
Pet. 2:21), to deepen our faith that we may believe in Jesus 
Christ (John 11:38-42), to discipline us for our sin to share in 
his holiness (Hebrews 12:5-11), and because we must be 
persecuted if we desire to live a godly life (2 Tim. 1:12).  

5. Minimal teaching on a theology of glorification and future hope. 

 Minimal passages focused on future hope: 1 Peter 1:13-14 (pg. 167), 
Romans 5:2 (pg. 197), and 2 Thess. 2:16 (pg. 198). Focus believer to 
recovery in this life and majority emphasis on the hope of 
forgiveness of sins. Does not orient believer’s hope to Christ’s 
appearing and the New Creation. 
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 There should be a greater focus on the future hope of Christ’s 
appearing and the future glory to be revealed. God intends this to 
impact a present believer’s sanctification. For example, because our 
hope is hidden in Christ and laid up in heaven (Col. 1:5; 3:1-4) the 
future hope motivates the believer to grow as new creations in 
Christ (Colossians 3:5-17). The hope of a glorified resurrection 
body motivates fruitful obedience to God (1 Cor. 15:50-58). The 
hope of the New Creation motivates Christians to overcome 
through suffering and persecution (Rev. 21:1-8). The hope of 
waiting for the appearing of Jesus Christ is tied to living a self-
controlled, godly, and upright life in the present age (Titus 2:11-
14). 

6. Teaches an unbiblical view of forgiveness. 
Celebrate Recovery View: 

 John Baker states, “Facing your past and forgiving yourself and 
those who have hurt you, and making amends for the pain that you 
have caused others, is the only lasting solution.” (pg.193). Later 
Baker says, “we need to forgive ourselves. Have you forgiven 
yourself?” (pg.193). 

 “In fact, I believe that we must forgive ourselves before we can 
honestly forgive others. The first name on your amends list needs 
to be God, the second needs to be yours. Why?” (pg. 193) 

 “Self-forgiveness is not a matter of assigning the blame to someone 
else and letting yourself off the hook […] It is simply an 
acknowledgment that you are human like everybody else and that 
you’ve reached the stage in your recovery at which you are able to 
give yourself greater respect.” (pg. 194).  

 “By the way, on your list of “others to forgive,” you might have 
forgotten about someone you may need to forgive: God. Yes, you 
heard me right. God.” (pg. 192). 
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Biblical View: 

Deuteronomy 32:4 - The Rock! His work is perfect, for all His ways are 
just; a God of faithfulness and without injustice, righteous and upright is 
He. 

Psalm 145:17 - The Lord is righteous in all His ways and kind in all His 
deeds. 

 “Forgiveness: A commitment by the offended to pardon graciously 
the repentant from moral liability and to be reconciled to that 
person although not all consequences are necessarily eliminated.” 
Chris Brauns, Unpacking Forgiveness: Biblical Answers for 
Complex Questions and Deep Wounds, (pg. 55). 

 Cf. Ps.130:3-4; Isa. 53:4-6; Matt. 6:12b; Luke 17:3-4; 23:34; 2 Cor. 
5:18-21 Eph. 4:32; Col. 1:13-14; 3:13; Heb. 12:4-11 

7. Language that minimizes and confuses personal responsibility in 
progressive sanctification. 

 “Let go and let God. You have heard that phrase many times in 
recovery. It doesn’t say just let go of some things to God. It doesn’t 
say just let go of, turn over, only the big things.” (pg. 112) 

 Baker states, “To make changes in our lives, all I had to do and all 
you need to do is be entirely ready to let God be the life-changer. 
We are not the “how” and “when” committee. We are the 
preparation committee: all we have to be is ready!” (pg. 172) 

Philippians 2:12-13 - So then, my beloved, just as you have always 
obeyed, not as in my presence only, but now much more in my absence, 
work out your salvation with fear and trembling; for it is God who is at 
work in you, both to will and to work for His good pleasure. 

8. Lack of clarity in God’s work in salvation and humanity’s response. 

 “Now in Principle 5, you need to be “entirely ready,” willing to let 
God into every area of your life. He won’t come in and clean up an 
area unless you are willing to ask Him in.” It has been said that 
“willingness is the key that goes into the lock and opens the door 
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that allows God to begin to remove your character defects.” Simply 
put, the R – release control – is “Let go; let God!” (pg. 162) 

 “Because of this life-changing decision you made, Jesus has come 
in – at your invitation – and rebuilt the foundation of your life!” 
(pg. 208) 

Revelation 3:20 - Behold, I stand at the door and knock; if anyone hears 
My voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and will dine with 
him, and he with Me. 

John 6:44 - No one can come to Me unless the Father who sent Me draws 
him; and I will raise him up on the last day. 

9. Lack of clarity on how to know God’s will. 

 “L - Look for God’s will in all our decisions. No matter how large 
or small.…we need to seek him in every decision” (pg. 49) (Rom. 
12:2; Eph. 1:9)  

 “L – Listen and pray for God’s will prior to making our decisions.  

 Share them with our accountability team before making any major 
decisions.” (pg. 50) (Jas. 4:15-17; Prov. 26:16) 

 Example) “Question for reflection and discussion 4: How does it 
feel when you find yourself out of God’s will. Be specific?” 

 “Before making amends, you need to pray, asking Jesus Christ for 
his guidance, His direction, and his perfect timing.” (pg. 189) 

Ephesians 1:9-10 - He made known to us the mystery of His 
will, according to His kind intention which He purposed in Him with a 
view to an administration suitable to the fullness of the times, that is, the 
summing up of all things in Christ, things in the heavens and things on 
the earth. 

1 Thessalonians 4:3 - For this is the will of God, your sanctification; that 
is, that you abstain from sexual immorality… 
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Psalm 25:4-5 - Show me your ways, Lord, teach me your paths. Guide me 
in your truth and teach me, for you are God my Savior, and my hope is in 
you all day long. 

10. Minimizes importance of the church in the believer’s growth. 

 Claim Jesus Christ is the foundation and rock of the Celebrate 
Recovery Program. (pg. 29) 

 Celebrate Recovery’s “Growth Funnel” does not include the local 
church. (pg. 59) 

 “The Lord spreads His message through the eight principles and 
12 Steps.” (pg. 238) 

 “The road to recovery leads to service. When you reach Principle 
8, the road splits. Some of you will choose to serve at Celebrate 
Recovery. Others will choose to serve in other areas of the church. 
The fact is we need both.” (pg. 242) 

Matthew 16:18 - I also say to you that you are Peter, and upon this rock I 
will build My church; and the gates of Hades will not overpower it. 

Ephesians 2:19-20 - So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but 
you are fellow citizens with the saints, and are of God’s household, 
having been built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ 
Jesus Himself being the corner stone… 

11. Personal testimonies.  

 Share too many details and descriptions of sin that are not needed 
nor helpful to encourage another by Christ’s work in their life (For 
example: Testimony pgs. 155-161).  

Ephesians 4:29 - Let no unwholesome word proceed from your mouth, but 
only such a word as is good for edification according to the need of the 
moment, so that it will give grace to those who hear. 

V. Application Questions for Churches and Counselors 
A. Does your church use Celebrate Recovery and how did 

you come to this decision? 
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B. Based on what is shared from the lesson, do you think 
that certain elements can be redeemed from Celebrate 
Recovery within the structure it recommends, or 
should the church look to other resources because of 
the concerns mentioned? 

C. Why do you think Celebrate Recovery is so popular for 
use among churches, and what might this teach us for 
benefiting our churches and counseling ministries? 

D. How did what you learn, better prepare you as a 
counselor to serve and minister to someone in each of 
the following situations 1) considering Celebrate 
Recovery, 2) actively involved, and 3) previously 
attended Celebrate Recovery? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Recommended Resources: 
Baker, John.  Celebrate Recovery Leader’s Guide, Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 

2012. 
Shaw, Mark. Heart of Addiction. Bemidji, MN: Focus Publishing, 2008.   
Welch, Edward. Addictions, A Banquet in the Grave. Phillipsburg, NJ: 

Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co, 2001.  
Scriptures referenced are NASB 1995. 

https://www.amazon.com/Celebrate-Recovery-Updated-Leaders-Guide/dp/0310082420/ref=sr_1_2?dchild=1&keywords=celebrate+recovery+leader%27s+guide+updated&qid=1610975546&sr=8-2
https://store.faithlafayette.org/products.php?productId=6890
ttps://store.faithlafayette.org/products.php?productId=6578

