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“A triumph of a maturing biblical counseling movement. Expect to find the 
refreshing intersection of the liberating truth of the cross and the power of the 
gospel to move counselees and impart hope. This book is a major contribution 
not only to biblical counseling but also to the person in the pew.”

TEDD TRIPP, Pastor; author; international conference speaker

“Triggers worship and hope with exhilarating descriptions of the gospel of 
Christ, and shows us how to live out the love and freedom of the gospel in the 
relationships and struggles of everyday life.” 

KEN SANDE, President, Peacemaker Ministries

“Biblical counseling at its best; absorbing its teaching will make us all  
better counselors.”

JOEL R. BEEKE, President, Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary

“I’ve learned more about biblical counseling from Elyse Fitzpatrick than  
from anyone else writing in the field today. Her collaboration with Dennis 
Johnson has produced a volume that is both theologically astute and full  
of practical wisdom.”

LAURA HENDRICKSON, author; psychiatrist; biblical counselor

“Johnson and Fitzpatrick are to be praised for mining the riches of the gospel 
and offering a real model for and recovery of Christ-centered counseling.”

ALFRED J. POIRIER, author, The Peacemaking Pastor

“If seemingly hopeless cycles of sin and immaturity are tempting you to 
wonder if real change is possible, this is just the book to encourage you.”

TARA KLENA BARTHEL, author, Living the Gospel in Relationships

“Discover the power to defeat sin and sadness, conflict and 
bitterness, self-pity and self-contempt, not by walking beyond the 
gospel that first brought us into the favor and family of God but 
rather by moving more deeply into that same gospel.”

—From the Preface 



“A triumph of a maturing biblical counseling movement. Elyse Fitzpatrick, a 
counselor with uncommon insight into common problems, teams with Dennis 
Johnson, a seminary professor with a firm fix on justification and the centrality 
of the gospel, to produce a cross-centered counseling tool. Expect to find the 
refreshing intersection of the liberating truth of the cross and the power of the 
gospel to move counselees and impart hope. This book is a major contribution 
not only to biblical counseling but also to the person in the pew.”

— Tedd Tripp, Pastor, author, international conference speaker

“Broken people remain so because they never truly understand the nature or 
extent of God’s love. Following the pattern of Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, this 
book triggers worship and hope with exhilarating descriptions of the gospel of 
Christ and shows us how to live out the love and freedom of the gospel in the 
relationships and struggles of everyday life. May God use this book to bring a 
wholeness and joy to believers that is irresistibly attractive to everyone around 
them.”

— Ken Sande, President, Peacemaker Ministries

“Fitzpatrick and Johnson teach that effective counseling for broken and hurt-
ing people does not mean walking beyond the gospel into some modern form 
of psychotherapy, which ultimately provides no solutions. All Christians, 
especially pastors, counselors, and church workers who yearn to see genuine 
healing and transformation in their families and churches, should practice the 
principles of this book personally and use it to help others. This book is biblical 
counseling at its best; absorbing its teaching will make us all better counselors.”

— Dr. Joel R. Beeke, President, Puritan Reformed  
Theological Seminary

“A treasure of gospel-proclaiming, biblical, and practical help for every person 
striving to grow in grace and help others to do the same. Professional counsel-
ors, church leaders, and laypeople will all benefit from the accessible case stud-
ies drawn from the authors’ decades of experience ministering to real people in 
real situations. This is no mere how-to manual. If seemingly hopeless cycles of 
sin and immaturity are tempting you to wonder if real change is even possible, 
Counsel from the Cross is just the book to encourage you and help you to 
remember both what the gospel declares about us and what it demands of us.”

— Tara Klena Barthel, author, Living the Gospel in 

Relationships; coauthor, Peacemaking Women
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“Elyse Fitzpatrick and Dennis Johnson present a compelling case for the very 
radical and eminently practical power of the gospel in helping counsel broken 
people. One will not find here the usual Scriptures taken out of context or mere 
proof-texting approach that so-much of Christian counseling has offered the 
evangelical community. Instead, Johnson’s exegetical insights and Fitzpatrick’s 
case-wise counsel show how and why we must apply the love and grace of 
Christ at each stage of our counseling. They are to be praised for mining 
the riches of the gospel and offering a real model for and recovery of Christ-
centered counseling.”

— Rev. Dr. Alfred J. Poirier, author, The Peacemaking Pastor

“I’ve learned more about biblical counseling from Elyse Fitzpatrick than from 
anyone else writing in the field today. I tear into her new books and return 
repeatedly to them for inspiration in my own work. Elyse’s collaboration with 
Dennis Johnson has produced a volume that is both theologically astute and 
full of practical wisdom. I’m already applying the principles I’ve learned from 
it in my counseling.”

— Dr. Laura Hendrickson, author, psychiatrist, biblical counselor
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Preface

IT IS NO SECRET THAT COUNSELING—whether for-mal-
ized under terms such as psychotherapy, life coaching, intervention, 
personal empowerment, or some other new-and-improved label—is 
big business in North America, and it continues to burgeon. As 
Western culture drifts away from the Creator’s design for human 
life and community, the intrapersonal and interpersonal effects of 
our first parents’ original rebellion against God, the one who made 
them for friendship with himself and gave them everything they 
could possibly need and more, are becoming more overt all the time. 
These effects include depression; burnout; international conflict; 
intergenerational conflict; interracial conflict; marital conflict; class 
conflict; church conflict; anxiety; fear; behavioral patterns that are 
simultaneously self-centered and self-destructive; pornography and 
other forms of sexual exploitation; senseless cruelty and wanton 
violence in war zones, urban streets, and suburban school cam-
puses; and the list could go on.

As this list implies, the need for counseling—for what older 
generations of pastors called “the cure of souls”—is as evident in 
the contemporary church as it is in the culture at large. The shelves 
of Christian bookstores groan under the weight of publications that 
promise a religious solution to a wide spectrum of dysfunctions, 
addictions, and distresses, from anorexia to obesity, from timid 
insecurity to brash abrasiveness, from chaotic disorder and lack of 
self-discipline to paralyzing inhibition and driven rigidity. Church 
staffs expand to include caregivers with specialized education and 
credentials that evoke confidence in those who limp, wounded or 
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wayward or both, to Christ’s people and their shepherds in search 
of relief—sometimes even at the cost of repentance.

So why add one more counseling book to your local bookstore’s 
shelves or (we hope!) to Amazon.com’s seemingly infinite online 
inventory? Whether you are a pastor shepherding a congregation 
of a hundred or a thousand, a layperson to whom others look for 
spiritual guidance with personal problems and growth in godliness, 
or simply a follower of Jesus seeking his grace to persevere in faith 
and faithfulness in a miserable situation, Elyse Fitzpatrick and I want 
to lay before you a provocative claim: the cross of Christ and the 
gospel that proclaims it really are “the power of God for salvation 
[comprehensive rescue] to everyone who believes” (Rom. 1:16). In 
that cross, on which occurred the execution of God’s Son, lies hidden 
“the power of God and the wisdom of God” (1 Cor. 1:18–24). And 
in that cross lies the power both to liberate hearts that have been 
caught in seemingly unbreakable cycles of defeat and to instill hope 
that change can actually happen in us, in our relationships, and in 
those whom we love fiercely and resent intensely at the same time.

We believe that the cross of Christ exposes both our own and 
our counselees’ utter helplessness and unworthiness. Each of us 
rightfully deserves the guilty verdict and divine wrath that Jesus 
bore in our place on that cross. Therefore, when we take the cross 
seriously, we find our pride, our self-satisfaction, and our smug 
resentment toward or contempt for others shattered into a thousand 
pieces.

But the cross also exposes another very surprising truth: the 
holy sovereign Lord whose authority we have defied and whose 
glory we have deflected to unworthy rivals was willing to endure 
the judgment that his own impeccable justice pronounced upon us. 
The cross declares that we are loved with an intensity that defies our 
capacity to comprehend, not because we are intrinsically lovable 
but because God is intrinsically love. These are the twin messages 
of the cross—brutal honesty about our guilt and impotence and the 
glorious assurance of our welcome by the Father in his beloved Son. 
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Together they pack divine power, through the Holy Spirit of God, 
to pry our affections loose from enslaving patterns of self-defense 
and self-indulgence and to set our hearts free to run, by grace alone 
through faith alone, toward the goal, “until we all attain to the 
unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to mature 
manhood, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ” 
(Eph. 4:13).

Does it sound too simplistic to claim that in the cross of Christ 
and in the surprising combination of ego-smashing humility and 
despair-smashing confidence that trust in the gospel produces lies 
the power to set struggling people free? Can the cross really free men 
and women from addictive appetites, whether physical or mental, 
cut through hearts hardened and turned poisonous by long years of 
bitter grudge-bearing and blame-shifting, and “turn the hearts of 
fathers to their children and the hearts of children to their fathers” 
(Mal. 4:6)? Can it make self-absorbed husbands into sacrificial 
servant leaders (Eph. 5:25–33)? Can it make defiant or untrust-
ing wives into daughters of the King, set free to glorify their Lord 
through “respectful and pure conduct,” adorned in “the hidden per-
son of the heart with the imperishable beauty of a gentle and quiet 
spirit” (1 Pet. 3:2–4)? Is the gospel really a panacea—a cure-all—or 
is it just one more “medicine show” product, hyped by claims that 
no elixir could ever fulfill?

We believe that when God the Creator provides a cure-all, it 
really cures all, and that when he sent his eternal Son as redeemer, 
he set in motion a new creation power that will eventually eradicate 
both the sin-twisted self-centeredness of our hearts and the sin-
infected wounds that we have inflicted on one another. We believe 
that the church’s pastors, elders, spiritual caregivers, and members 
must embrace and rest in the truth that Christ is the one “in whom 
are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” (Col. 2:2–
3)—yes, all! And we believe that this reality is profoundly relevant 
to the way Christian counselors address the struggles of those who 
come to them for help.
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So we invite you to join us in a venture of exploration to dis-
cover the power to defeat sin and sadness, conflict and bitterness, 
and self-pity and self-contempt, not by walking beyond the gospel 
that first brought us into the favor and family of God but rather by 
moving more deeply into that same gospel. And we invite you to 
notice the many ways in which the inspired human authors of God’s 
inerrant Word, the Bible, bring their readers back, again and again, 
to what Jesus has done for us through his obedient life and sinless 
sacrifice. They address a whole spectrum of interpersonal conflicts 
and intrapersonal captivities. Our prayer is that you will join us as 
we point hurting, guilty, trapped people away from ourselves and 
toward the only Savior who can rescue them not only from sin’s 
condemning guilt and penalty but also from its tyrannizing, para-
lyzing grip.

Dennis E. Johnson
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Introduction

NINETEENTH-CENTURY Princeton theologian B. B. Warfield 
wrote:

There is nothing in us or done by us, at any stage of our earthly 
development, because of which we are acceptable to God. We 
must always be accepted for Christ’s sake, or we cannot ever be 
accepted at all. . . . This is not true of us only when we believe. It 
is just as true after we have believed. It will continue to be true as 
long as we live. Our need of Christ does not cease with our believ-
ing; nor does the nature of our relation to Him or to God through 
Him ever alter, no matter what our attainments in Christian 
graces or our achievements in behavior may be. It is always on His 
“blood and righteousness” alone that we can rest.1

What did you think when you read the preceding quotation? 
Let us suggest a couple of possibilities. Did you think, “Of course I 
believe that it’s only because of Christ that I’m accepted! Why bring 
that up again?” Or perhaps you think, “Yes, justification is wonder-
ful. But I’m looking for a book about sanctification. Perhaps this 
isn’t the right one for me.” There’s even a possibility that you were 
a little uncomfortable about the words “blood and righteousness,” 
and you’re wondering what they have to do with the brokenness 
you are feeling today.

In this book, we have collaborated to bring you a book that will 
take the truth of our acceptance before God by Christ’s righteous-
ness alone and make it practical as you live your everyday life. We 
know that there are already literally thousands of books on counsel-
ing topics, so why write another one? Is there anything to say that 
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hasn’t been said countless times over? Why talk about the gospel 
again when what people need is concrete advice for living? There 
are several reasons.

First, many Christians love Jesus and the gospel but just don’t 
know how his incarnation, sinless life, substitutionary death, bodily 
resurrection, ascension, and reign ought to impact them in the “real 
world.” When I (Elyse) asked a friend of mine how the resurrection 
should impact troubles she was facing, she replied, “I suppose that 
it should but I just don’t know how.” We’ve written this book for 
everyone who can echo that thought, for those who say, “We know 
that Jesus should matter more than he does; we just don’t know how 
to make that happen.”

Some of you are feeling weak and broken right now and you 
are wondering if what you need will indeed be found in hearing the 
gospel message again. We can tell you with greatest assurance that 
the answer is a resounding yes! Everything we need is found in Jesus 
Christ, in some aspect of grace or beauty or suffering or glory that 
he demonstrates for us.

“But,” you might be thinking, “I’ve heard that message before, 
and I’m still struggling.” Yes, perhaps you have heard and believed 
the message before, but can you tell us how his ascension thrills and 
comforts you right now? If you can’t answer that question, don’t be 
discouraged. Most of us have never even considered it. But there is 
great hope in the ascension, and we will show you why.

Second, we focus on gospel truths for the sake of Christians 
involved in helping ministries who want to see how the Bible and, in 
particular, the gospel of Jesus Christ can help others who are suffer-
ing. For instance, does the Bible address the blight of pornography 
or the darkness of depression? If so, how? Does the gospel speak to 
men and women with broken hearts and broken marriages? What 
does Jesus’ sinless life mean when your friend discovers that her 
husband has filed for divorce?

Third, restating gospel truth is vital for brothers and sisters who 
identify themselves as “biblical” counselors and who are already 
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convinced of the sufficiency of Scripture to answer life’s problems. 
To these dear friends we are issuing a gentle call to remember Jesus 
and the declarations of the gospel. Biblical counselors have fought 
a long and difficult battle to call the church back to her confidence 
in the Word of God in order to effect change in the lives of God’s 
people. This is a great good. But in our desire to bring Scripture to 
our friends and counselees, have we overemphasized the imperatives 
or obligations of Scripture but neglected the declarations or indica-
tives? This is a question every biblical counselor should ask him- or 
herself. Only you know if, in your desire to help others grow in 
godliness, you have left Jesus behind.

And finally, we tread again the ancient gospel paths as a gift for 
all believers who love their Savior and want to spend time savor-
ing him. Many of us are so caught up living the Christian life that 
we are in need of a little visit with him. So here you are. Go ahead; 
remember how much he loves you.
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C H A P T E R  O N E

What Do You See?

Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children.

EPHESIANS 5:1

I (ELYSE) HAVE LIVED less than a quarter of a mile from 
Interstate 15, one of the busiest freeways in California, for about 
eight years now, and because of that I’ve had firsthand experience 
with what is commonly referred to as “white noise.” Although this 
busy freeway is so very nearby, I’m rarely aware of it; its persistent 
hum has become background noise to me. Of course, if there is a 
semi rolling down the stretch near my home and the driver lets his 
foot off the accelerator, I’ll hear the popping of his engine, but gen-
erally speaking I don’t even know that the freeway is there. It has 
become white noise, and I’m glad that my brain tunes it out, because 
at my age I don’t need any more distractions.

While I am thankful for this innate ability to ignore unimport-
ant, repetitive sound, I’m afraid that we don’t do a very good job 
differentiating between what we need to pay attention to and what 
can be safely ignored. To be more specific, I fear that familiarity 
with certain biblical concepts is liable to make them seem insignifi-
cant to us. I’m afraid that we unintentionally strip certain concepts 
of importance and prominence and relegate them to the category 
of white noise —we recognize they are there, but we just don’t pay 
much attention to them.
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WHAT ARE YOU AWARE OF?

Please look again at the verse with which I opened this chapter, 
Ephesians 5:1. Now, let me ask you a question: What do you see? 
When you read those eight words, what were you most impressed 
by? Close your eyes for a moment and try to recall its message.

If you are familiar with the New Testament, you might have 
recognized the passage and were probably most aware of the com-
mand to imitate God, both because a command to imitate God is 
astonishing and because it’s not something most of us would think 
we have mastered. Of course, we realize that there are other words 
in the verse—“therefore” and “as beloved children”—but because 
we think we have already understood or mastered the truth that 
God forgave us (4:32, to which “therefore” points), and that we 
are his beloved children, we gloss over them. The “therefore” and 
“as beloved children” are white noise to our spiritual ears. We fil-
ter these words out; they have become irrelevant. And when that 
happens, it changes the message of the verse and, ultimately, of the 
entire Bible.

When all we see in Ephesians 5:1 is the command to imitate 
God, our thoughts will turn inward onto ourselves, our efforts, and 
our record. If we fancy ourselves serious Christians and all we see in 
this verse is our duty, then we will probably spend a few moments 
thinking that we need to be more conscientious about obedience. 
Oh, yes, yes, I can see that I need to try harder at imitating God. Or, 
if we are painfully aware of our ongoing failure to be godly, despair 
will flood our hearts and we will feel confused and overwhelmed by 
such a command. Imitate God? How could I ever possibly do that? 
I’m already such a failure! However, if you are someone who helps 
others apply Scripture to their lives, you might immediately think, 
“Now, there’s a verse I could use with so-and-so!” thereby deflecting 
the command off of yourself.

You see, if certain concepts in Scripture have become white 
noise to us, it will be all too easy to read a verse like Ephesians 5:1 
and see only its obligations. I, too, can see myself using the verse to 
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develop a list of the attributes of God and then making a plan to 
implement those attributes in my daily life. God is holy, merciful, 
righteous and just. This month I will concentrate on being holy. I’ll 
research what it means and then I’ll try to implement it in my life. 
Next month I’ll . . . Because I’m like you, if you asked me what I 
saw in that verse I would tell you, “We’re called to imitate God.”

Our propensity to disregard the familiar can be so very detri-
mental to our faith. When the rest of the verse, “therefore” and “as 
beloved children,” has become white noise to our spiritual ears, we 
will quickly gloss over it without stopping to consider why it’s there 
or what it’s meant to tell us. We won’t think to ask why the Holy 
Spirit positioned such a daunting command in the context of such 
familiar words. Instead, we will be quick to strip out the familiar and 
boil down Scripture to a tidy little take-away list of do’s and don’ts.

What actually gets relegated to this position of irrelevance is 
nothing less than the glorious gospel of Jesus Christ, nothing less 
than Jesus’ accomplishments through his incarnation, sinless life, 
death, resurrection, and ascension. Because we are so familiar 
with the gospel message, it gets shoved to the periphery of our 
spiritual consciousness and becomes nothing more than words to 
be remembered at Christmas and Easter. The truths represented by 
“therefore” and “as beloved children” are like the constant din of 
the Interstate 15—unless someone draws your attention to them, 
they just don’t register.

When we lose those truths, what takes center stage in our 
awareness? We do, of course. When we lose the centrality of the 
cross, Christianity morphs into a religion of self-improvement and 
becomes about us, about our accomplishments, and about getting 
our act together. We become people who ask WWJD (What would 
Jesus do?)1 without ever considering the gospel or WDJD (What 
did Jesus do?). Although most of us recognize that Jesus’ work is 
somehow tied to our work, we don’t know quite how or why. For 
instance, if I asked you how the ascension informs and impacts your 
life today, would you be able to tell me?

CounselFromTheCross.534133.i02.indd   25 3/2/12   4:01 PM



COUNSEL FROM THE CROSS

26

To illustrate how detrimental it is to push gospel declarations 
out to the margins of our awareness, let’s see what “therefore” and 
“as beloved children” from Ephesians 5:1 tell us.

YOU ARE FORGIVEN

Ephesians 4:32, the verse that immediately precedes Ephesians 5:1, 
reminds us of a wonderful truth: God in Christ has forgiven us. When 
Paul commands Christians to imitate God, he does so in light of a very 
specific divine action: “God in Christ forgave you.” What he is saying 
is this: because you have already been forgiven, you can and should 
imitate God. Because God has already declared that he will not hold 
your sins against you, you can adopt this attitude of grace with oth-
ers. That’s why Ephesians 5:1 begins with “therefore”: “Therefore be 
imitators of God, as beloved children.” The “therefore” is a gospel 
declaration, meant to comfort, encourage, and inform you before you 
get to the gospel obligation, “be imitators of God.”

You might be wondering why it is so important to hear yet again 
what Jesus has already done. After all, haven’t we heard that mes-
sage before? Why would we need to hear it again? We need to hear 
it again because if we have forgotten his work on our behalf, it will 
skew the way we think of him, the way we think of ourselves, and 
the way we think of others. In addition, we will miss the emphasis 
on imitating God’s forgiveness that this verse is meant to communi-
cate, not just a generic imitation of Godlike qualities but a specific 
imitation of his forgiveness.

HOW WE THINK OF HIM

If we forget God’s generous, overwhelming grace in forgiving us, we 
will think of him as a “hard man, reaping where [he] did not sow, 
and gathering where [he] scattered no seed” (Matt. 25:24). We will 
have low thoughts of him. We will see him as a harsh taskmaster, 
exacting rigorous, impossible obedience from us and being disap-
pointed and angry with us when we (predictably) fail to meet his 
expectations. We will assume that God continues to hold our sins 
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against us and that he is tallying up all the ways in which we fail. 
When we fail to savor his astonishing mercy, he will morph into 
a satanic caricature in our minds, a Pharaoh, demanding that we 
make bricks without straw. In response, we will be bound to hide 
our talent in the ground for fear of greater failure or harsher rebuke 
and then grudgingly return it to him when we have to (Matt. 25:25).

HOW WE THINK OF OURSELVES

If we forget that we are forgiven by God because of his Son’s sacri-
fice, we will see ourselves as slaves trying to earn his goodwill and 
make up for past miscues rather than as forgiven children. We will 
be afraid to try to obey because we know we are bound to fail. If 
God is like Pharaoh, he won’t be touched by our halting efforts 
at obedience. We will be afraid to persevere because we’ll know 
that we are doomed from the start. Why bother trying? We will be 
void of the love for him that is meant to motivate and fuel all our 
attempts at obedience. We will become lazy, unbelieving servants 
(Matt. 25:26).

HOW WE THINK OF OTHERS

If in our sight God becomes a caricature of Pharaoh, then our broth-
ers and sisters in Christ are nothing more than fellow slaves who 
had better pull their weight. If God seems harsh and demanding, 
unforgiving and exacting, then that is exactly how we will treat oth-
ers. Forgive them for sinning against us? Well, maybe, but only after 
we’ve gotten our pound of flesh, and they have proven that they are 
really sorry and have really changed. Why would we be generous 
toward them when God has been so demanding of us?

When we forget about God’s lavish forgiveness, we will hate our 
Master, and we will oppress our fellow slaves. After all, it certainly 
wouldn’t be right for them to get away without meeting Pharaoh’s 
quota like we have to! We will demand strict obedience without 
forgiveness because that’s what we imagine God has demanded 
from us. Forgetting that we are already forgiven will rob us of 
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those Christlike qualities of kindness, generosity, gentleness, and 
longsuffering. It will also rob us of the only acceptable motive for 
obedience: love. The gospel declaration embodied in the “therefore” 
makes all the difference in the world.

YOU ARE BELOVED

After reminding us of God’s mercy and forgiveness, Paul writes that 
we are to imitate God as beloved children. It is important that we 
remember that we are beloved children because beloved children 
function differently from houseguests or foster kids. Although 
guests or foster children may be welcomed into a family home for 
a time, everyone knows that they aren’t really part of that family. 
A guest or foster child knows that he doesn’t have the same access, 
inheritance, freedom, or assurance that a son or daughter has. He 
can’t just run and jump on the father’s lap and kiss his cheek and 
ask for treats. He knows that his position is tenuous and can change 
at any moment. He knows that he has to earn love and a place in 
the home.

God’s disposition toward us is entirely different because we are 
beloved. He isn’t simply tolerating us, regretting that he opened the 
door to the likes of us. No, we’re beloved. This is the same word 
that the Father employed to describe his disposition to his Son; he 
referred to him as beloved or as his Beloved (see Matt. 3:17; 17:5; 
Eph. 1:6), and because of Christ’s work on our behalf, so are we. 
Jesus himself said that his Father loves his people as he loves his 
Son (John 17:23). This is an astonishing truth. You are his beloved. 
Beloved is what your heavenly Father thinks of you. Does that make 
you want to be near him, to learn of him, and to be like him? Of 
course it does. If you are in Christ, he calls you his beloved.

Not only are we beloved, but we are also beloved children. All 
Christians have been irrevocably adopted and given full rights as 
God’s sons. (In the grace of Christ, both women and men enjoy the 
privileged status of sons.) All the riches of grace and blessings of 
relationship with him are ours now; all that he has is ours by inheri-
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tance. We can rest securely knowing that he won’t ever abandon us. 
He is a good and faithful Father. He is devoted to our soul’s safety 
and complete sanctification. Because he has adopted us and made 
us his children, he is determined that we will be like him. We are his 
children; we will ultimately resemble him. He is shaping us into his 
image (Rom. 8:29; Eph. 4:24).

In light of these blessed declarations, we can boldly pursue 
godliness. His Spirit is in us, and he has guaranteed our eventual 
transformation. Because of the Son’s ongoing incarnation and the 
indwelling of his Spirit, we are “bone of his bone and flesh of his 
flesh.” The Son has been made like us; we are being made like him. 
He is the firstborn among many brothers. We are family!

HOW COULD THESE TRUTHS BECOME WHITE NOISE?

If Christianity is about Christ, how does it happen that he becomes 
marginalized in our daily lives? How do the truths of the gospel 
become nothing more than insignificant white noise? Why does 
John 3:16 bore us? It bores us for at least two reasons, one more 
insidious than the other.

We naïvely press the gospel out to the margins of our faith 
because we have never really been taught how it’s meant to con-
nect with our daily lives. One day I had a conversation with a dear 
friend who told me about struggles she was having in a relation-
ship. I asked her, “How do you think the resurrection impacts this 
circumstance?”

She replied, “I know that it should but I just don’t know how.”
I think that we all have a sneaking suspicion that the truths of 

the gospel ought to mean something more to us than they do, but we 
don’t know how to make those connections. Yes, the incarnation, 
perfections, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus Christ ought 
to have a practical impact on our daily walk, but just how those dots 
connect isn’t really clear.

More insidiously, I think that we relegate the gospel to the back 
of our religious bus because, although we may admit our spiritual 
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impotence with our lips, deep in our hearts we remain convinced of 
our own ability to live a moral life.

We also fear loss of control. It is unsettling and humiliating to 
realize how utterly dependent we are on having Someone Else do 
for us what we cannot do for ourselves: change our heart’s affec-
tions and desires. As long as I have a “list to work on,” I can keep 
my hands on the reins of my life and on my struggle against sin. So 
even though the gospel shouts to us that we are depraved, that we 
deserve a shameful death and an eternity in hell, that we must be 
given someone else’s righteousness in order to stand before a holy 
God, we continue to think that if we could just find the key to holy 
living, we’d be able to work it out. Just give me a list! Teach me the 
right prayer! Introduce me to the right counselor!

It’s no wonder that self-help books top the charts in Christian 
publishing and that counseling offices are overwhelmed. Our 
pride and our neglect of the gospel force us to run from seminar to 
seminar, book to book, counselor to counselor,2 always seeking but 
never finding some secret to holy living.

Most of us have never really understood that Christianity is 
not a self-help religion meant to enable moral people to become 
more moral. We don’t need a self-help book; we need a Savior. We 
don’t need to get our collective act together; we need death and 
resurrection and the life-transforming truths of the gospel. And we 
don’t need them just once, at the beginning of our Christian life; 
we need them every moment of every day. Let’s take a moment to 
think about how these truths might help a Christian sister facing a 
difficult crisis.

APPLYING ALL OF SCRIPTURE TO LIFE

Madeline is a hardworking, homeschooling mother of five who 
has faithfully worked to educate her children and train them for 
the Lord.3 She loves God, loves serving in the church, and loves 
her husband and children and their home. But the unthinkable has 
just happened: her eldest daughter, who is seventeen, is pregnant. 
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Madeline is crushed when she discovers that Hannah has been living 
a double life. While Hannah openly professed faith and appeared to 
acquiesce to all her parents’ demands, she had actually schemed to 
arrange trysts with a Christian boy down the street.

To say that Madeline is devastated and disillusioned would be 
a momentous understatement. Every day she vacillates between 
giving up in defeat and humiliation or giving full vent to her fury at 
Hannah’s betrayal and lack of appreciation for all Madeline’s years 
of sacrifice for her daughter. Madeline is also wondering why God 
hasn’t upheld his part of the bargain. After all, she trained her daugh-
ter up in “the way she should go.” Why didn’t God keep her from 
departing from it, as he contracted to do in Proverbs 22:6? She feels 
betrayed, deserted, confused, disappointed, angry, and ashamed.

How would you help Madeline? What does she need to remem-
ber? Madeline needs a healthy dose of gospel truth. The gospel tells 
Madeline about the Lord, about herself, and about Hannah, and it 
also tells her about the methods and motivations of obedience.

First, the gospel informs Madeline about God’s nature. He isn’t 
surprised by either her own sin or her daughter’s; in fact, God is more 
aware of it than she ever will be. His plan to overcome evil with good 
was set in place long before Hannah was born, long before this world 
was born. Because of the gospel, Madeline can be assured that God 
will overcome all evil, even Hannah’s sin, with good.

But overcoming sin cost God dearly. He sent his Son from heaven 
to be born as a baby, to be wrapped in rough cloth, to suffer cold 
and hunger, to be schemed against and betrayed, and finally to be 
hung in humiliation on a tree, defiled by our sin (despite his own 
flawless innocence) and drinking down the cup of his Father’s wrath. 
Although Madeline feels overwhelmed by her daughter’s sins against 
her, she needs to remember that Jesus had to suffer for her sin, too. 
At the same time, Madeline needs to remember that full atonement 
has been made. God no longer holds Madeline’s sin against her, and 
if Hannah is truly his, he doesn’t hold her sin against her, either.

Madeline also needs to remember what the gospel tells her 
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about herself. God’s love for her isn’t based on her performance or 
on her children’s performance. His love is based solely on the perfor-
mance of his Son. She can rejoice that God doesn’t operate on a quid 
pro quo basis, like a cosmic vending machine that spits out treats for 
those who perform flawlessly. By grace alone she has been given the 
complete righteousness of the Son. She is his beloved child because 
she is in the Beloved One. The gospel tells her that her Savior, who 
took on flesh like hers in order to redeem her, is ruling sovereignly 
from heaven, never forgetting about her for one moment, never 
neglecting to cause all things—even her sin—to work for good. He 
will sanctify and keep her, even though it feels like she has been set 
adrift on a dark and stormy sea.

The gospel reminds Madeline that she is more sinful and flawed 
than she ever dared believe. She is to remember that because of 
indwelling sin, all people, even children who live in a perfect home, 
like the prodigal’s home in Jesus’ famous parable,4 can and do rebel. 
Our children are more sinful and flawed than we ever dared believe. 
They are just like us: willful creatures with souls that resist humble 
submission. No amount of external training, protection from 
worldly influences, or classical education will change that fact.5 
Only the Spirit of God can change a human heart. Only God’s love 
in Christ can make us grow in love and delight in him.

Only the gospel can change how Madeline feels about Hannah 
and consequently how she treats Hannah. When she is tempted to 
wrath, self-pity, and self-righteousness, she needs to remember that 
the Savior had to die for her, too. As she humbles herself before the 
cross, she will be able to mourn over her sin as well as the sins of her 
children, and she will know God’s comfort (Matt. 5:4).

By faith she can war against anger, self-pity, and self-righteous-
ness because she trusts that her struggle against sin isn’t in vain. On 
Calvary it seemed as though all had been lost, but Calvary isn’t all 
there is. There is an empty tomb. The empty tomb assures her that 
even though she feels hopelessly trapped by anger and self-pity, the 
power of sin has been broken in her life.
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Then, as she experiences the enveloping comfort of the Spirit, 
she will be humble enough to seek to comfort Hannah, to see 
Hannah’s sin as no more morally repugnant than her own, and 
much of her self-justifying wrath will be drained. As she sees how 
Jesus washed the feet of sinners just like her, she will be encouraged 
to pick up the basin and the towel with her children again. As she 
seeks to imitate God to her family, she can rest in the truth that her 
sins are already forgiven.

The gospel will remind Madeline that she is a beloved child. 
Although Hannah’s sin is grievous and the ramifications of it will 
last for the rest of Madeline’s earthly life, Madeline can remember 
that when the Father looks upon her he says, “Beloved.” While 
walking through this earth she may never understand why God’s 
plan in her life had to include this humiliating trek through what, at 
times, feels like the valley of the shadow of death (in part because of 
her pride and concern about her appearance), but she can know one 
thing: she is more loved and welcomed than she ever dared hope. 
God’s love for her has determined that this sorrow is a good. She 
can be assured of this because she trusts that God loves her and is 
for her. “If God is for us, who can be against us? He who did not 
spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also 
with him graciously give us all things?” (Rom. 8:31–32).

When Madeline begins to doubt God’s love for her or his wis-
dom in bringing this trial into her life, she can remember this pre-
cious truth: the Father gave his Son to make her his own. He, too, 
knows what it’s like to be betrayed by his children, and yet he has 
made her his own. Jesus Christ has suffered with her, and although 
she was, in part, a cause of his suffering, still she is beloved. Madeline 
has been adopted. She is her heavenly Father’s child. He will never 
leave her nor forsake her, and even though the road she is traversing 
seems terrifying and gloomy, she can be assured that because of the 
ascension, this trial isn’t all she will ever experience. She will know 
light and joy and comfort and rest and everlasting love. Because this 
is her future, she can have the faith to persevere today.
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After she has warmed her soul by the fire of the gospel, she can 
seek to imitate God in her home. She and her husband can extend 
mercy to Hannah and to her boyfriend. She can lovingly talk with 
her other children about sin’s folly and God’s grace. She can openly 
confess her own sin and talk about how God’s grace has assured 
her. She can even face the question of whether her own treatment 
of her children over the years might have tempted Hannah to secre-
tive hypocrisy or to mistaking sexual intimacy for the genuine love 
Hannah’s heart hungers for.6

As Madeline continues to humble herself before God’s mighty 
hand and trust that in the exaltation of Christ, she will be raised 
up over all the enemies of God’s kingdom, sin and rebellion will 
ultimately be squelched by his mighty power, and Madeline can be 
assured of this because Jesus is ruling right now at the right hand 
of her Father.

What does Madeline need? She needs the song of the gospel to 
take center stage and drown out all other voices of revenge, despair, 
works-righteousness, fear, and self-trust. She can have faith that 
through Jesus’ glorious power, the gospel will captivate her heart 
because she has been forgiven, beloved, and adopted.

HEARING THE SONG

I’m thankful that I rarely hear the freeway that runs by my house, 
as I filter out its constant hum, but I am grieved that I so frequently 
ignore the gospel my Savior is singing so sweetly to me. Like you, I 
need to hear that gospel song over and over again because my soul 
is a sieve and the gospel leaks out of it, leaving only the husk of 
Christianity—my self-righteousness and obligations.

Do you need to hear his gospel song, too? Why not take a 
few moments now to enjoy these precious truths again: God has 
forgiven you because of Christ’s precious death in your place; you 
are his beloved child because of Christ’s precious life credited to 
you. Can you hear him singing this never-ending theme to you, his 
bride?
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PURSUING COUNSEL FROM THE CROSS
1) We all know what white noise is. Have the gospel truths of salvation by 
grace alone in Christ alone become white noise to you? How long has it 
been since you were enthralled by the thought that God so loved the world 
that he gave his only Son? Do you remember that God so loves you that 
Christ died for you (Gal. 2:20)?

2) What reactions do you have to your own or others’ sins and failures 
that might signal when your heart has grown deaf to Christ’s song of 
grace?

3) When you read Ephesians 5:1, what were you most aware of? How did 
you respond to the command to “imitate God”? Were you self-assured, 
thinking that you were already doing a pretty good job at it, or were you 
crushed and despairing? Were you sure that if we just told you how to do 
it, you’d be able to do it?

4) Aside from the command to imitate God, did you see anything else in 
Ephesians 5:1? If so, what?

5) How does a fuller appreciation of the gospel change the way you view

• God?

• Yourself?

• Others?

6) Summarize in four or five sentences what you have learned from this 
chapter. What was new? What was most important to you?
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Seeing Your Savior

And we all, with unveiled face, beholding the glory of the 

Lord, are being transformed into the same image from one 

degree of glory to another.

2 CORINTHIANS 3:18

IT’S PART OF THE LIFE CYCLE of every living thing to grow 
and mature. It’s also natural for us to hope that we will be bet-
ter people today than we were yesterday and that the things that 
trouble us at present will somehow be resolved in the future. No 
matter where we turn in the world—to radio talk shows and day-
time television, the Internet, and particularly our e-mail inbox—
snake-oil salesmen are touting the latest cure for whatever problem 
or impediment we might face. No matter if our problem is acne, 
anger, ever-increasing debt, impending divorce, shyness, depression, 
or unruly children, there is someone right around the corner telling 
us how he will make our life better.

We frantically search through a myriad of solutions; our eyes 
are drawn in a thousand differing directions. And while there is no 
end to these pseudo answers to our difficulties, it is apparent from 
their mere proliferation that none really effects change, at least not 
over the long haul. Sure, we might have some temporary successes, 
but after a while we find ourselves right back where we started. 
Nothing that the world has to offer can change the human heart. 
Yes, of course we can learn to rearrange the furniture of our lives so 
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that we seem tidier, more together, but no merely human means can 
ever free us from ourselves.

We are all hoping for change and progress, Christian and 
non-Christian alike. In contrast to our culture’s unabashedly self-
exalting approach to personal perfectibility, serious Christians are 
intent on something more than merely “getting it together.” We 
are hoping instead for growth in godliness, or what is commonly 
referred to as sanctification. Rather than seek a quick fix, we look 
inward, at our own sinfulness. We diligently practice confession and 
repentance. We are encouraged to examine ourselves, to search out 
sin and unbelief.

Although we are commanded to tackle sin in this way, there is 
a problem here too. If we focus too narrowly on our failures and 
never take our eyes off ourselves, we can become mired in endless 
navel-gazing, and, even as Christians, simply looking at ourselves 
doesn’t have the power to transform us. If we keep our eyes riveted 
on ourselves, even as we routinely practice confession and repen-
tance, we will stay bogged down with the same old sins. We need to 
set our eyes on something beyond ourselves or our failures. We need 
to glimpse something that is more powerful. We need to see Jesus 
Christ and the transforming glory of God.

BEHOLDING THE GLORY OF THE LORD

As we do, the Corinthians longed to be more like their Savior. They, 
too, needed grace to battle the materialism that infected their cul-
ture, faith to fight the idolatry and impurity that had marked their 
own lives, and wisdom to know the difference between an outward 
show of goodness and true inward holiness. They needed to know 
how to be effective witnesses for Christ. So Paul pointed them 
toward the true locus of change. He wrote, “We all, with unveiled 
face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into 
the same image from one degree of glory to another” (2 Cor. 3:18).

In light of the Corinthian context, Paul’s counsel is astonishing. 
As an orthodox Jew speaking to Gentiles, he could have said that 
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they would be transformed by looking at God’s law. The message 
of moral improvement through strict law keeping was certainly a 
popular one among his contemporaries, including both observant 
Jews and ethically sensitive Gentiles. Instead he called this use of the 
law a ministry of death (2 Cor. 3:7). Paul might have told them to 
look to teachers who were outwardly religious, powerful, success-
ful, or popular. Instead, he called such teachers insincere, boastful 
peddlers of God’s Word (2 Cor. 2:16).

Although advertising his past achievements in Jewish law keep-
ing and his present accomplishments in Christian ministry might 
have helped Paul to look good outwardly and given him a leg up 
in pastoral prestige, he intentionally humbled himself and refused 
to lean on any sort of self-made righteousness. He didn’t want the 
Corinthians to look at him. In contrast to the false teachers, he 
regarded his good reputation and former blameless law keeping as 
dung (Phil. 3:8). Instead of boasting about his accomplishments, 
Paul boasted about his frailty, his unpopularity, and his weakness 
and persecutions (2 Cor. 11:30; 12:9–10). He deliberately humbled 
himself and refused to boast in his abilities so that the Corinthians 
would not be drawn to focus on him. He wanted them to know that 
the power to transform heart and life belongs to God and not to 
man (2 Cor. 4:7–11; 13:4).

Paul’s one all-encompassing passion was to preach, honor, and 
exalt Jesus Christ, and so he counseled the Corinthians (and us) 
to look away to the glory of the Lord. He knew that they weren’t 
going to be transformed by gazing at their own glories or the glory 
of any other mere human. He knew they wouldn’t progress in sanc-
tification by observing their sin and failure. He told them how true 
transformation takes place: by beholding the glory of the Lord.

In one sense, Paul’s insight—that we can be transformed only by 
the glory of the God on whom we gaze—should have been familiar 
to any Jew or Gentile who knew the Old Testament Scripture. After 
all, Paul was simply echoing, unpacking, and applying the ancient 
account of Moses’ experience at Sinai, when he beheld God’s glory 
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on the mountaintop and then descended to the Israelites, his face 
radiating glory, reflecting the splendor of the Lord who had spoken 
to him (Ex. 34:29–33). Paul insisted that Moses’ and Israel’s experi-
ence of the visible display of God’s glory foreshadowed Christians’ 
spiritual experience of our “beholding” God’s glory in an even 
deeper, life-transforming, longer-lasting way.

That’s all well and good, you might be thinking, but exactly 
how can we behold God’s glory? After all, he’s invisible, and we 
can’t see into heaven. Where will we see unseen and eternal things 
(2 Cor. 4:18)? Should we head out to the beach and watch a sunset 
or perhaps wander into a cathedral to gaze upon beautiful stained 
glass representations of him?1 How can we see what is invisible and 
thus experience the transformation we so desire? Where will we see 
his glory? We will see it in the gospel, of course.

THE GLORY-DISPLAYING GOSPEL

If we want to see God’s glory, if we long for ourselves and others to 
be transformed into godliness, we must dwell on the gospel, where 
his glory is most clearly seen. It is the gospel into which we are to 
look, and it is by the power of the gospel that we will be changed.

Paul informs us that by his grace God has shone the “light of 
the gospel of the glory of Christ” (2 Cor. 4:4) into our hearts. It is in 
this light that we see everything else: who he is, what he has done, 
who we are, and how we can change. It is this light that first enabled 
us to see our glorious Savior, and it is this light that continues to 
transform us. Unlike unbelievers, who have blinded minds, we have 
received from God eyes to see “the light of the knowledge of the 
glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ” (2 Cor. 4:6). The knowl-
edge of God’s glory is revealed to us as we look upon the face of the 
Son. And it’s this knowledge that will transform us.

But still, we might ask, where is he, that we might see his face? 
How are our hearts and minds informed and illumined by the gos-
pel? Has God promised to use specific means to reveal this glory 
to us? Yes, of course. We are invited to look upon the face of Jesus 
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Christ and God’s glory in the gospel in several ways, each of which 
can be found in the local church.

We are going to refer to these glimpses into God’s glory as “the 
means of grace.” Although God could directly inform our minds 
and hearts, he usually uses ordinary measures (or means) to accom-
plish this goal and to impart grace or strength to us. Before we get 
into them, though, let us give you a word of caution: they might 
seem simplistic, weak, and hackneyed. You probably won’t find 
a counseling book or self-help seminar about them. You might be 
tempted to look on them with disdain and regard them as ineffective 
or unimpressive. So let us encourage you to ask the Spirit to open 
your eyes to your temptation to negate them. Ask him to help you 
see how he will make use of these means, even though they aren’t 
new, flashy, or exciting. Let’s try to avoid the Athenian hunger to 
continually hear “something new” (Acts 17:21) and instead rest in 
these ancient but powerful measures.

THE MEANS OF GRACE

1) In the Word Preached

Like us, the Corinthians couldn’t see Jesus Christ with their physical 
eyes. Of course, he had been visible on earth to crowds who heard 
him preach and saw him heal and to his disciples after his resurrec-
tion. But the Corinthian Christians didn’t get to witness the glory 
of his physical life, death, resurrection, or ascension. They couldn’t 
gaze into heaven to glimpse God’s glory either. Even so, they were 
transformed by it through the gospel message Paul preached.

The Word of God, in particular, the gospel message, which is the 
integrating center of the whole Word of God, is the means that the 
Spirit uses to transform the hearts and minds of the elect. When we 
refer to “the gospel message,” we mean far more than what might 
be preached at a so-called evangelistic service. We are referring to 
the message we hear as we gather for worship each Sunday when 
our pastor rehearses what Jesus accomplished for us through his 
life, death, and resurrection. Although the pastor may rightly start 
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out giving us the law, telling us of our obligations, if he uses the law 
to draw us to Christ and to make us grateful for his perfect life and 
substitutionary death, then our hearts will be filled with love for 
God, with the desire to obey, and with the faith to believe that we 
actually can progress by the power of Christ’s Spirit.

By the work of the Holy Spirit, the gospel preached is the seed 
that brings us to life (1 Pet. 1:23–25), the power of God for salva-
tion (Rom. 1:16). It strengthens us (Rom. 16:25); it makes us stable 
and steadfast (Col. 1:23). It is the gospel preached and received that 
initiates our salvation by the Spirit’s power and continues to save us, 
and it is the ground upon which we stand (1 Cor. 15:1–2). It cleanses 
us (John 15:3) and washes our conscience (Heb. 10:22). The Word 
preached reminds us that we are loved by God and therefore ought 
to love one another (John 3:16; 1 John 4:10–11). The Spirit uses the 
gospel message to create the faith we need to call on the Lord and 
be saved (Rom. 10:13, 17).

I assume that you are already aware of how powerful the word 
of the gospel is, but I wonder if any of us realize how desperately we 
need to hear it repeated. We so often think that once we have believed 
the message we don’t really need to hear it again. But we couldn’t be 
more wrong. It is the glorious message of God’s love for us in Christ 
that engenders the faith and perseverance that will enable us to grow 
in godliness. It is in the gospel message that we see the glory of God; 
it shows us the face of Jesus Christ and transforms us.

The gospel message—that God has made us his own in spite of 
our sin—is what we need to hear over and over again. By the Spirit’s 
work we will see the face of Jesus Christ in the Word preached to us, 
even though it might be presented by weak and unimpressive men. 
The power to transform hearts belongs to God, not to men, but God 
has promised to transform us through the message that the world 
calls “folly” and through men that the world despises as fools.

Because of this, some of the first questions we should ask are: 
How are you doing with church attendance? Does your pastor 
preach the gospel to you every Sunday, and when he does, do you 
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listen intently? How long has it been since you gave your soul a deli-
cious draught of the glorious gospel message by listening attentively, 
expectantly, and prayerfully as it is preached from the pulpit?

Of course, personal study of the Word in daily reading and 
meditation is also necessary for growth in godliness. Although 
God plainly promises the Spirit’s work in conjunction with gospel 
preaching (see Rom. 10:14–17; 1 Pet. 1:25),2 there is also a great 
feast to be had in daily consumption of the Word. Whether you read 
through the Bible in a year to gain an appreciation of the broad 
sweep of the history of redemption or narrow down your study to 
a deeper perusal of shorter passages, the primary means of God’s 
grace to you will be found in his Word.

True transformation is rarely experienced where there is a lack 
of interaction with his powerful Word. We see the gospel most 
clearly in all the Word, not merely in the Gospels (Matthew, Mark, 
Luke, and John); we see it throughout the Bible as we see God’s 
glory: his holiness, love, mercy, and justice, and his determination 
to save a people at great cost to himself and for his own pleasure.

We know how easy it would be right now for you to think, But 
I read my Bible and go to church! I need more help than this! Please 
believe us when we say that we understand your concern, and we 
will give you more specific direction in the chapters to follow. What 
we want to do now, however, is remind you that God will use these 
means as a way to illumine your heart and give you the strength you 
need to continue in the war. Don’t despise them. They may seem 
weak and ordinary, but so did your Lord when he hung on the cross. 
Yet look at all he accomplished for you (2 Cor. 13:4). Have faith 
that he is as powerful as he says he is.

2) In Baptism

When God banned visible images of himself in the second com-
mandment (Ex. 20:4–6), he was not ignoring the fact that he  
created us with five senses—sight, touch, taste, smell, and hearing. 
Rather, he was protecting us from the proclivity of our sinful hearts 
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to envision God in ways of our own choosing. At the same time, 
he provided an abundance of visible signs to confirm our trust in 
his audible words. Think of the rainbow that Noah saw after the 
flood, the pillar of cloud and fire that led Israel through the desert, 
and the sacrifices in tabernacle and temple. Jesus’ and his apostles’ 
miracles, too, were signs that confirmed and illustrated their God-
given message.

For us, Jesus instituted two ongoing signs to confirm our con-
fidence in the gospel of his grace, the first of which is baptism. 
Though simpler and less obviously supernatural than the ten 
plagues on Egypt or bodily resurrection from the dead, baptism is 
a strong tool of the Spirit to refashion us in the image of the Son.

Baptism was given by Jesus to display and assure believers of 
the washing away of our sin, our union with Christ in his death, and 
our new resurrection life. The feel of the water on our skin and the 
observance of others being washed in this way remind and assure us 
that Christ’s sacrifice on the cross was for us personally. In it we are 
promised that “as surely as water washes away dirt from the body, 
so certainly his blood and his Spirit wash away my soul’s impurity, 
in other words, all my sins.”3 Through baptism we are assured that 
we are washed with Christ’s blood and, therefore, by grace, he has 
forgiven all our sins (Zech. 13:1; Eph. 1:7–8).

We can’t overemphasize the importance of knowing that all our 
sins are forgiven, once for all time, when we strive to become more 
like him. Love is the only motive that can impel true heart transfor-
mation, and love will be present only when we see, demonstrated 
before our eyes, how we’ve been loved. Guilt over former sins 
never propels obedience; it only breeds doubt, fear, and bitterness. 
As eighteenth-century pastor William Romaine wrote, when “guilt 
comes in, love goes out.”4

So, in baptism we see God’s great love for us in Christ, and we 
are assured—not only by our baptism, but also when we see others 
being baptized—that we are completely free: forgiven, welcomed, 
and loved. This, and only this, can give us the zealous faith we need 
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to pursue growth in godliness. Because we are completely forgiven, 
we can approach God with confidence that we will receive his grace 
to war against sin (Heb. 4:16), knowing that he is not angry, brood-
ing, or disappointed with us.

In addition, baptism is a sign of our death to sin by the Spirit’s 
cleansing work. It demonstrates our new life as we join with Christ’s 
resurrection and guarantees our ultimate renewal. “To be washed 
with Christ’s Spirit means that the Holy Spirit has renewed me and 
set me apart to be a member of Christ so that more and more I 
become dead to sin and increasingly live a holy and blameless life”5 
(see Rom. 6:3–4). Baptism corrects the thought that what we need is 
self-reformation and powerfully demonstrates that the only answers 
to our problem with sin are death and resurrection.

Baptism is a sign that he is dwelling within us (Ezek. 36:25–27), 
and because of that we can be assured that our hearts will be more 
and more inclined toward obedience. Through Christ’s resurrection, 
the power of sin has been broken in our lives. Baptism reminds 
and assures us of this. Because our union with Christ the Son in his 
death and resurrection is now being applied to us by his indwelling 
Spirit, we can be certain that we will continue to die to sin and live 
to righteousness in our new lives (Rom. 6:4; Titus 3:5).

3) In the Lord’s Supper

The Lord’s Supper, or Communion, is another means of grace God 
uses to remind and assure us. It is the second ongoing sign given 
to confirm our confidence in the gospel. In it we see the gospel 
portrayed. As we see the bread broken before our eyes, we are to 
remember Jesus’ body crushed by the Father out of love for us (Isa. 
53:10; John 3:16; 1 John 4:9–10). As we taste the wine, we are to 
remember not only that his blood was poured out for the forgive-
ness of sins but also that, because of it, we are completely welcomed, 
loved, and cleansed. We are seated with him, dining at his table, 
eating the meal that he paid so dearly to purchase.

The Supper is meant to warm our affections toward our Savior. 
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We are tasting his hospitality, seeing the table spread before us. In 
it, the Spirit feeds our souls, using the bread and wine that we see, 
touch, taste, and smell. We actually feel his goodness toward us 
when we savor the elements. Just as a good father nourishes his fam-
ily by lovingly providing for them, by the Spirit our Savior spreads 
his bounty before us and says, “Take, eat; this is my body . . . which 
is given for you” (Matt. 26:26; Luke 22:19).

When we taste and feel the wine in our mouth, we hear him 
saying, “Drink of it, all of you, for this is my blood of the covenant, 
which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins” (Matt. 
26:27–28). Because Jesus himself has chosen this as a means of grace 
whereby he reminds and assures us of his love, we are to remind 
ourselves that

As surely as I see with my eyes the bread of the Lord broken for 
me and the cup given to me, so surely his body was offered and 
broken for me and his blood poured out for me on the cross . . . 
as surely as I receive from the hand of the one who serves, and 
taste with my mouth the bread and cup of the Lord, given me 
as sure signs of Christ’s body and blood, so surely he nourishes 
and refreshes my soul for eternal life with his crucified body and 
poured-out blood.6

In this meal that he generously prepared for us, he also demon-
strated our dual union with him and with one another. Through his 
Supper, we remember that we are one with him, flesh of his flesh 
and bone of his bone, by the Spirit, even though he is in heaven and 
we are on earth (1 Cor. 10:16–17).

The Supper also helps us love others because we see that he also 
feeds them (1 Cor. 11:28–29). It tells us that we are one with each 
other. It transmits grace to us by the Spirit so that we will have the 
strength we need to love as he loved and to resist sin. “Remember 
me” are the words that should ring in our hearts when we taste the 
bread and drink the wine.

Can you see how important the sacraments are to growth in 
godliness? If we want to change, to become more like him, then 
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we need to attend soberly and intentionally to these means of 
grace—even though they might seem weak or devoid of any real 
transforming power. Let us not assume that we know better than 
God what means he will use to transform us, for he says, “My 
thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, 
declares the Lord. For as the heavens are higher than the earth, 
so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your 
thoughts” (Isa. 55:8–9).

4) In Fellowship with Other Believers

Even though the primary means of grace are those in which God 
speaks good news to us through his messengers (the Word, baptism, 
and the Supper), the Bible also mentions another conduit through 
which the Father pours his mercy and power into the hearts of his 
children: deep, meaningful fellowship with our brothers and sisters 
in the church.

Many Christians believe that church is something they do on 
any given Sunday morning. They believe that it is a weekly obliga-
tion that they fulfill by attending one or two services on the Lord’s 
Day, even though they have little or no true biblical fellowship with 
others during the rest of the week. In contrast to this perspective, 
the New Testament paints a picture of life in the body of Christ 
that is significantly different. Fellowship includes accountability, 
encouragement, and counsel.

Peter calls all believers to earnest love for and cheerful hospi-
tality toward one another, summoning us to use our gifts, whether 
they involve speaking or serving, “as good stewards of God’s 
varied grace” (1 Pet. 4:8–11). Likewise, Paul affirms, “Grace was 
given to each one of us according to the measure of Christ’s gift,” 
and he goes on to portray members of the body as joints through 
which life flows from Christ, the head, to other members, so that 
the body grows in love “when each part is working properly” 
(Eph. 4:7, 15–16).

It is very difficult to see ourselves as we really are; we need the 
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help of others who will both encourage us with the evidences of 
God’s grace and confront us with the areas of sin that they see. This 
kind of encouragement and confrontation is meant to occur within 
ongoing relationships with other believers.

As we have said before, it is common to believe that we need 
some special or unique answers in order to change. We often jump 
to the conclusion that we need specialized help from counselors or 
psychologists. Could it be that we are looking for help in this way 
because we have ignored the ordinary means of grace that God has 
given us?

Please don’t misunderstand! We are not saying that there is no 
place for men and women who have been specifically called and 
trained in the Word to counsel others. Nor are we claiming that 
medical expertise never has a role in addressing certain personal 
problems. What we are saying is this: the ministry that furthers 
growth in Christlike desires, emotions, and behaviors belongs in 
the church and is a function of the church. It is only within the con-
text of the church that ongoing spiritual care, encouragement, and 
accountability can occur. It is only as we use the powerful word of 
the gospel in each other’s lives that we can change.

Another problem with much counseling outside of a local 
church context is the lack of ongoing accountability. People seem 
to want to get help anonymously, thereby avoiding the struggle 
with sin in front of the very people God has placed in their lives to 
help them. This flies right in the face of passages like James 5:16, 
“Therefore, confess your sins to one another and pray for one 
another,” and Galatians 6:1–2, “Brothers, if anyone is caught in any 
transgression, you who are spiritual should restore him in a spirit 
of gentleness. . . . Bear one another’s burdens, and so fulfill the law 
of Christ.” Within the local church there should be ongoing confes-
sion of sin, personal prayer, and bearing of one another’s burdens.7

The writers of the New Testament believed that there was, 
within the local congregation, all the wisdom and knowledge 
needed for true transformation: “I myself am satisfied about you, 
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my brothers, that you yourselves are full of goodness, filled with 
all knowledge and able to instruct one another” (Rom. 15:14). Of 
course, not everyone is called to a specific ministry of counseling, 
but we are all called to be known and cared for by one another. How 
can we love one another or seek to “outdo” one another in showing 
honor to each other (Rom. 12:10) if we never see each other or have 
a deeper conversation than “Hi, how are you?” and “Fine, thanks. 
How are you?”

The gospel of Jesus Christ—that we are all more sinful and 
flawed than we ever dared believe but more loved and welcomed 
than we ever dared hope8—is meant to be lived out in relation-
ship: each of us assuring, reminding, confronting, counseling, and 
listening to one another, praying for one another, and bearing one 
another’s burdens. It’s here, within gospel-centered relationships, 
that the Spirit will reveal the Son to us.

FROM ONE DEGREE OF GLORY TO ANOTHER

How are we transformed? “We all, with unveiled face, beholding 
the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image 
from one degree of glory to another” (2 Cor. 3:18). We are trans-
formed from glory to glory, not instantaneously, but gradually. The 
powerful means of grace he has provided are not magical elixirs that 
instantaneously transform us into the person we wish we were. But 
they are his appointed means to strengthen and feed our souls. Do 
they seem too ordinary, too weak? Isn’t it just like the Lord to use 
the weak things of this world to confound the wise?

But we have the treasure of the life-giving, life-changing gospel 
in jars of clay, “to show that the surpassing power belongs to God 
and not to us” (2 Cor. 4:7). We still struggle with sin, but we don’t 
lose heart because we know that even though our outer person is 
wasting away, our inner person is being renewed day by day by the 
work of the Spirit as we partake of these means of grace. Indeed, 
seeing him through the Word, the sacraments, and the church will 
impel and motivate our transformation:
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See what kind of love the Father has given to us, that we should be 
called children of God; and so we are. . . . Beloved, we are God’s 
children now, and what we will be has not yet appeared; but we 
know that when he appears we shall be like him, because we shall 
see him as he is. And everyone who thus hopes in him purifies 
himself as he is pure. (1 John 3:1–3)

Because we’ve got the wonderful promise of adoption and the 
hope of transformation, we don’t lose heart. “Just as we have borne 
the image of the man of dust, we shall also bear the image of the 
man of heaven” (1 Cor. 15:49); he “will transform our lowly body 
to be like his glorious body” (Phil. 3:21). As we see him, we’ll expe-
rience fullness of joy and pleasures (Ps. 16:11) that will wean our 
hearts away from the paltry baubles of the world. Even though with 
your eyes “you have not seen him, [yet] you love him. Though you 
do not now see him, you believe in him and rejoice with joy that is 
inexpressible and filled with glory” (1 Pet. 1:7–8). There will come a 
day when we will see his face, and his name will be on our foreheads 
(Rev. 22:4), and we will be completely and eternally transformed. 
But until that day, we must attend to every portrait he has given us 
of himself in the Word, in the sacraments, and in the compassion 
and correction of our siblings in the family of God.

MOSES BEHELD THE GLORY OF THE LORD

As we close, think back to Moses’ second journey up Mount Sinai. 
You will remember that he had shattered the tablets of the law, 
symbolizing the Israelites’ rebellion. But later he headed up the 
mountain again, and this time his heart was filled with anticipa-
tion. Not only was he to receive a second copy of the law, but also 
he was to be granted a privileged vision that would transform him. 
He had implored God, “Please show me your glory,” and the Lord 
had granted his request with this one restriction: “You cannot see 
my face, for man shall not see me and live” (Ex. 33:18, 20). In an 
amazing demonstration of condescension and grace, God made a 
way for Moses to see him:
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Behold, there is a place by me where you shall stand on the rock, 
and while my glory passes by I will put you in a cleft of the rock, 
and I will cover you with my hand until I have passed by. Then I 
will take away my hand, and you shall see my back, but my face 
shall not be seen. (Ex. 33:21–23)

Let’s not let our familiarity with this story rob it of its magnifi-
cence. Imagine, for a moment, the God of heaven humbling himself 
to appear before his creation, as if he had to perform for anyone! 
Imagine the gentle compassion that hid Moses there in the cleft of 
the rock, taking care to shelter him and keep him from the judgment 
that was due him. Consider how the Lord’s heart longed for Moses 
to share in the happiness of his personal glory. What a demonstra-
tion of divine mercy and grace! It’s no wonder that when Moses 
returned from the mountain his face actually glowed.

Indeed, Moses had been transformed by what he had seen: 
God’s glory in gracious splendor. But as great as his experience was, 
Moses remained a mere mortal who had been touched by God’s 
glory but not yet eternally transformed. The glory would fade. So 
Moses placed a veil over his face so that people would not see the 
dimming of what was passing away.

In Paul’s second letter to the church at Corinth, he employs this 
narrative to demonstrate the superiority of the new covenant over 
the old. The old covenant of law had glory, but its glory was dimin-
ishing, even while it was still being employed. The new covenant, 
based on the gospel, has permanent glory that will never fade or 
dim. It will never be replaced or superseded by any superior scheme 
or plan. It is the ultimate and final word on God’s disposition 
toward us and our approach to him. The work and glory of Jesus 
Christ is now and will always be the preeminent demonstration of 
God’s will: he has hidden the church in his Son, who was cleft for 
us, and now we are enjoined to behold his glory and be transformed.

Do we ever stop to consider the great honor and privilege that 
is ours? We have been invited, even commanded, to look on, to con-
template, the glory of God. We don’t need to cover our faces before 
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the Lord (as the angels must), nor do we need to be protected from 
God’s glory by God’s hand (as Moses was) because we are in union 
with his Son; Jesus Christ is the Rock in whom we are hidden.

The wrath that was Moses’ (and our) due was poured out in full 
upon the Rock that was cleft for us. The perfect law keeping neces-
sary for unhindered, face-to-face fellowship with Almighty God has 
been credited to us. And now, because of this, we are enjoined to 
look upon his glory as if we had a right to be there, gazing at him, as 
if we were good enough to be near him. And seeing him will trans-
form us, just as it transformed Moses, but our transformation won’t 
fade away; it will grow brighter and brighter until we are finally, 
perfectly transformed by his presence in heaven. Look on his faith, 
believe in his power, and be changed!
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PURSUING COUNSEL FROM THE CROSS 
1) Read John 1:14, 18; 6:46; and 14:9. Each of these passages has some-
thing to say about our ability to see God and to behold his glory. What 
do they tell you?

2) In Exodus 34:6–7 the Lord proclaims his glory to Moses. What does he 
say about himself? How can study of his character transform us?

3) Have you been baptized? If not, please make arrangements to do so 
right away. If you have, what does your baptism say about you? Do you 
regularly receive the Lord’s Supper? If not, why? (Don’t let guilt over sin 
stop you: the Supper is the very thing you need to fight against sin!) What 
does the Supper mean to you?

4) Do you regularly attend a gospel-preaching church? Are you in regular 
fellowship with others who know and love you well?

5) Summarize in four or five sentences what you have learned from this 
chapter.
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God’s Immeasurable Love

For the love of Christ controls us, because we have con-

cluded this: that one has died for all, therefore all have died; 

and he died for all, that those who live might no longer live 

for themselves but for him who for their sake died and was 

raised.

2 CORINTHIANS 5:14–15

IN THE LAST CHAPTER we spent time looking at some of the 
ordinary means of grace that God has provided for Christians: the 
Word, the sacraments, and biblical fellowship in the local church. 
In this chapter we are fulfilling the promise we made to point you 
to specific passages that will help you see the gospel and engender 
true heart transformation. But before we get to this task, we want to 
remind you why it’s so important for you to remember these truths.

OUR LOVE PROBLEM

In a profound sense, we have been given only two commands: to 
love God with our whole heart, soul, mind, and strength and to 
love our neighbor as ourselves (Matt. 22:37–38). Jesus affirms 
that all other directives in Scripture depend on these two and 
provide commentary on what it means to love God supremely 
and to love others as we love ourselves. Just these two simple 
commands, and, yet, every sin we commit finds its genesis in 
a failure to obey one or the other or both. Think of it: every 
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false god we serve—whether gods of power, pride, respect, lust, 
romance, security, vanity, greed, or any of a thousand other 
idols—has the power to entice and entrap only because our love 
for the Lord is weak. We sin against God because we don’t love 
him as we should.

Every sin against our neighbor flows out of insipid love too. 
How can we love our neighbor, who has been created in the image 
of God (1 John 3:17; 4:20–21), when our love for God himself is 
so apathetic? When love does not motivate and undergird all our 
relationships, we will find that, instead of protecting and rejoicing 
with others, it is easy to gossip about them and to judge and envy 
them. When we don’t love others, we will fear them too (1 John 
4:18). We will fear what they might think of us, say about us, or 
do to us. Our fear will enslave us; we will be tied to their opinions, 
wants, and demands. Without fervent love driving and inform-
ing all our relationships, we will constantly swing back and forth 
between slavish, joyless servitude (motivated by guilt and self-love) 
and self-sufficiency and anger (motivated by pride and self-love.)1  
Love is the key to every sin problem in our lives both vertically, 
between ourselves and the Lord, and horizontally, between our-
selves and others.

Our inability to progress in godliness isn’t really very difficult 
to diagnose. We just don’t love God or our neighbor as we should. 
And yet, what can we do? Telling ourselves over and over that we 
really ought to love better doesn’t seem to be working, does it? 
Knowing that we should love won’t make us love; it only makes us 
feel condemned or angry or both, and neither self-condemnation 
nor anger stimulates love.

When I (Elyse) tell myself that I really ought to do a better job 
loving my husband, Phil, this self-lecture won’t ever result in my 
being a more loving wife. It will only mire me in self-condemnation, 
and then I’ll find myself trying to justify my actions. Thoughts such 
as “Yeah, maybe I don’t love him like I should, but look at what he 
does” will be the inevitable result of such self-condemnation. The 
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law, that I should love my neighbor as myself, won’t cause me to 
love him.

Of course, I might be able to make a nice meal for Phil or acqui-
esce to his desire to spend the afternoon on the golf course, but I 
could do so selfishly—I want to obligate him or feel good about 
myself, or I am simply too apathetic to fight, or I want an afternoon 
alone. Can you see how, even though it appears that I’m acting in a 
loving manner, my actions are actually evidences of self-love?2

In those rare moments, when we are being brutally honest with 
ourselves about the poverty of our love, isn’t it painful to realize 
that we are, by nature, so sinful and flawed? We don’t love as we 
should, we feel guilty, and we hide from the Lord because we think 
he is like us: selfish, loveless, disappointed, and angry (although we 
would never say so openly). We assume that he is displeased with 
us, so we determine again to be more loving to try to get in his good 
graces. We inevitably fail again. Try as we might, while our atten-
tion is focused on ourselves, we just don’t change. Failure drives 
us away from our Savior; we are blind to his eternal smile. We see 
the law, we see how we sin, we struggle to believe that he continues 
to love us with such great love, and we condemn our lack of zeal. 
What will ignite a white-hot passion in our hearts? Only trusting in 
God’s love for us. Only the gospel annihilates self-condemnation. 
Only love stimulates love.

So now we are going to remember God’s love for us in Christ 
for this one reason: our love for God and for others is responsive in 
nature. The apostle John has made it perfectly clear: we love God in 
response to his love for us. We love others in response to God’s love 
for us and for them. Indeed, as John wrote, “We love because he first 
loved us” (1 John 4:19–20). If we are unsure or doubtful about God’s 
disposition toward us, if we think that he is unloving, displeased, or 
angry, then we will never be able to mortify our sin. Love is the first 
cause of all the graces we desire; it “warms the heart, and sweetly and 
powerfully influences our affections to delight in, and to walk in love 
with such an exceedingly gracious and merciful God.”3
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THE LORD’S STEADFAST LOVE

The topic of God’s love for us is so rich in Scripture and the refer-
ences to it so numerous that we could not fully cover it, even if it 
were the only topic of this entire book. In fact, just one facet of 
God’s love, his hesed, or “steadfast love,” is spoken of 123 times 
in the Psalms alone! His hesed was a prominent feature of his self-
disclosure when he graciously revealed himself to Moses:

“The Lord, the Lord, a God merciful and gracious, slow to 
anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping 
steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression 
and sin, but who will by no means clear the guilty.” (Ex. 34:6–7)

We’re sure you are familiar with that passage, but let us encour-
age you to go back and reread it once again. In fact, read it in the 
context of Exodus 32–34 and notice the situation in which the 
Lord so strongly emphasized his steadfast love. While Moses had 
been on Mount Sinai receiving God’s law of life for his newly liber-
ated people Israel, they were committing spiritual adultery with the 
golden calf. On the honeymoon, while Israel’s Divine Bridegroom 
was laying the foundation for their married life together, Israel the 
bride had already taken another lover. Surely the Lord had grounds 
to pursue a speedy divorce from this fickle wife. Yet he did not; his 
love was steadfast.

Although Israel deserved destruction, the Lord responded gra-
ciously to Moses’ intercession for this unworthy people. He spared 
them from his wrath, promised his continuing presence with them, 
and even granted Moses’ plea, “Please show me your glory.” Then, 
as Moses stood hidden in a crevasse on the rocky mountain face, 
having experienced God’s astonishing patience and faithful mercy 
toward his wayward people, he heard the Lord’s momentous self-
description seen in the words above.

Look at the way your God speaks of himself. Drink deeply of his 
condescension. Is he holy? Does he hate sin? Yes and yes. But what 
are the first qualities he wants you to see? He wants you to see that 
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although he is the Lord God, he is a God of mercy, graciousness, 
and patience. He wants you to rest in his abounding steadfast love 
and faithfulness. Again, is he holy? Yes, and we can be oh-so thank-
ful for that, for it is because he is so holy that he consistently keeps 
steadfast love for thousands and forgives iniquity, transgression, 
and sin. His holiness binds him unchangeably to his covenantal 
promise to continue to steadfastly love us in spite of our sin.

He knows us so well. He is intimately acquainted with our 
frailty and fears; he remembers that we are nothing more than 
“dust” (Ps. 103:14), so he pours profuse words of love upon us. He 
knows our unbelief; he understands the terrors of our hearts and our 
enemies’ accusations. He wants nothing more than for us to believe 
that he is, in fact, as completely loving as he promises. Like a father 
who shows great pity and compassion for his weak and faltering 
children, he tells us over and over again that he is “merciful and 
gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love.”4

One obvious echo of the Lord’s words in Exodus 34:6 is found 
in Psalm 103:8: “The Lord is merciful and gracious, slow to anger 
and abounding in steadfast love.” Then the psalmist, speaking 
under the inspiration of God’s Holy Spirit, employs two profound 
portraits to help us see how wonderful God’s steadfast love is: 
how far the heavens are above the earth (v. 11) and how far the 
east is from the west (v. 12). To what do these portraits refer? The 
first refers to the greatness of God’s steadfast love for us. Can we 
measure the distance between the heavens and the earth? No? 
Then neither can we measure the grandeur of God’s love for us. 
The latter refers to the distance he has made between us and our 
transgressions. Can we measure the distance between east and 
west? No. Neither can we measure the distance he has removed 
our transgressions from us.

What does he want us to learn, believe, and rest in? He wants us 
to be assured that his love is steadfast, abounding, and unending. He 
wants us to believe that, because his love has no limits, our sin has 
been completely, unalterably, perfectly removed from us. Remember 
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the heavens above the earth, the east from the west: his unsearchable 
love, and his boundless forgiveness.

Put this book down for a moment and, if you are able, go out-
side and stare up into the sky. See the immensity of the heavens. 
Think this is how colossal God’s steadfast love is for me. Now look 
from east to west. See what he is saying. Get the picture? Do you 
believe his words? He has removed your sin from you; it is removed 
farther from you than you can see. His love towers above you and 
engulfs you; your sins are gone!

GOD’S SURE LOVE

In the Old Testament, that rich word hesed, which the ESV trans-
lates “steadfast love,” carries a connotation not only of love but also 
of strength and steadfastness. Our love can become sentimental, a 
sweet but fleeting thought on a Valentine or butterflies in the stom-
ach. God’s love is different. It is strong and steadfast. It is utterly 
determined. He has contracted to place himself in covenant relation-
ship with us and to make us his own.

Yes, his love for us is a contractual agreement, but it is so much 
more than cold, lifeless obligation. He has generously determined 
to satiate our souls with happiness. He has chosen to betroth us to 
himself: “I will betroth you to me in righteousness and in justice, in 
steadfast love and in mercy. I will betroth you to me in faithfulness” 
(Hos. 2:19–20).

God’s love is simply this: a passionate, unwavering, joyous 
determination to do us good and to bestow upon our souls eter-
nal happiness, no matter what the cost. Here’s how the prophet 
Zephaniah described it: “The Lord your God is in your midst, a 
mighty one who will save; he will rejoice over you with gladness; he 
will quiet you by his love; he will exult over you with loud singing” 
(Zeph. 3:17). God’s love for us isn’t some duty-driven obligation; 
no, he “takes pleasure in those who fear him” and “hope in his 
steadfast love” (Ps. 147:11). He “delights” in his steadfast love (Jer. 
9:23–24; Mic. 7:18). His love isn’t a detached commitment to bless 
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you, nor is it a grudging compliance with old vows after all affection 
has waned. No, it’s his delight.

Maybe you think it is possible to deplete his love for you. He replies 
that the “earth is full” of it (Ps. 33:5). We can know that our sins won’t 
overwhelm his love because he loves to “adorn” the humble with salva-
tion (Ps. 149:4). When we think our sins are just too great, we need to 
remember that Jesus’ promise of salvation is only for lost sinners, not 
for the “righteous” (Mark 2:17). How can we know that we can trust 
him to follow through and never give up on us? We look at Bethlehem, 
we see Calvary. At great cost to himself, he removes every impediment 
that would separate us from him. He places all of our transgressions 
upon his Son, he pours out our punishment upon him, he transfers his 
perfect record to us, and then he does the most indescribably loving 
thing ever—he gives us himself in the personal presence of his Holy 
Spirit. “God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy 
Spirit who has been given to us” (Rom. 5:5).

Here are a few more Old Testament verses for you to soak your 
soul in. Don’t be concerned that you will spend too much time 
thinking of his love and forget about your obligation to obey. In 
fact, you will find that as you think about his love, the opposite will 
begin to happen: you will find within your heart a passion to love 
him and others.

The psalmists reminded themselves of God’s steadfast love 
over and over again. It helped them know that they could enter his 
house boldly (Ps. 5:7) and that they could rejoice in salvation and 
sing because he had “dealt bountifully” with them (Ps. 13:5–6). 
When David was crushed by the memory of his sins, he prayed, 
“Remember your mercy, O Lord, and your steadfast love, for they 
have been from of old. Remember not the sins of my youth or my 
transgressions; according to your steadfast love remember me, for 
the sake of your goodness, O Lord!” (Ps. 25:6–7).

David relied on God’s hesed in times of great trial too. He 
encouraged his heart by remembering God’s intimacy, condescen-
sion, and protection:
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I will rejoice and be glad in your steadfast love,
  because you have seen my affliction;
  you have known the distress of my soul,
and you have not delivered me into the hand of the enemy;
  you have set my feet in a broad place. . . .

Blessed be the Lord,
  for he has wondrously shown his steadfast love to me
  when I was in a besieged city.
  (Ps. 31:7–8, 21; see also Ps. 94:18–19)

Do you think God wants you to learn to stand on your own, 
self-sufficiently “maturing” past your need to remember his love? 
Never! He wants you to know how “precious” his love is; he invites 
you to “take refuge in the shadow” of his wings, to rest in his bosom 
(Pss. 36:7; 59:16–17; Isa. 40:11). Have you sinned grievously? Have 
you murdered, committed adultery? You can plead with him for 
mercy, as David did, “according to [his] steadfast love” (Ps. 51:1) 
and know that he still loves you (see also Ps. 86:5, 13, 15).

LOVE NEVER ENDS

How many times have you heard the “love passage” from 1 
Corinthians 13 read at weddings or rehearsed in a sermon and 
thought, That’s so beautiful. I wish I could love like that! Have 
you ever studied those verses and determined to be more patient 
or kind or self-sacrificing, only and all too quickly to find yourself 
impatiently yelling at your children, speaking sharply to an irritat-
ing coworker, or wondering why it’s always your job to sacrifice 
(and never anyone else’s)?

Even though we assume you are very familiar with 1 Corinthians 
13, we recommend a different, perhaps novel, approach to this 
wonderful passage: rather than looking at it as a series of com-
mands, consider looking at it first as a sneak preview of what we’ll 
see when we finally gaze upon him “face to face” (1 Cor. 13:12).5 
Rather than automatically asking, “What does this passage tell me 
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to do?” let’s ask, “What do these verses tell me about God’s love for 
me through Christ?” We have taken the liberty to paraphrase the 
passage with that emphasis to help you see what we mean:

As the author of language and as God’s Living Word, Jesus can 
speak in the tongues of men and angels, and yet he condescends 
to speak simple words that nourish, soothe, and delight our souls. 
He knows the past and the future, understands all mysteries and 
knowledge; has all faith and reigns as Ruler over all;6 and yet, 
his love caused him to humble himself and remove our mountain 
of sin. Because of his love, we who are nothing have become 
“beloved.” He gave away what was rightfully his, humbled 
himself, and delivered up his body to be burned in the scorching 
furnace of the wrath of his Father.

Jesus is patient and kind; he doesn’t envy or boast. When faced 
with Satan’s temptation to prove his Godhood in the wilderness 
and on the cross, he never showed off his power. He was utterly 
humble. He wasn’t arrogant or rude, railing on the disciples, 
deserting them because of their selfish ambition. He isn’t arrogant 
or rude with us either. When standing before his accusers he didn’t 
insist that they treat him with respect, nor did he proudly demand 
their accolades. He was silent, like a lamb before her shearers. 
The humble King of heaven wore a crown of thorns and a purple 
cloak. He is never irritable or resentful, picking away at every little 
foible he sees. In love, his blood covers our multitudinous sins.

He doesn’t gleefully rejoice when you sin, glad to finally have 
an opportunity to give you your comeuppance. He rejoices when 
you believe the truth, not simply the truth about you—that you 
are sinful and flawed—but also the truth about him—that he loves 
and welcomes you. Out of love for you, he bears all things. He 
has unflinching faith and hope in your transformation because he 
knows the power of his love. He knows that one day he will bring 
you to be with himself. He has endured and continues to endure 
all things out of love for you. His love never ends. Never.

Ten zillion years from now, when he has had time to really 
see what sort of person you are, his love won’t have worn out. 
In fact, he knows you through and through right now and loves 
you all the same. Your shameful secrets cannot shock or repel 
him. His love never ends. One day we will see him face-to-face 
and then we will fully understand, for the first time, what real 
love looks like.
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God has declared his love for us. His love makes him patient 
with us even though we refuse to believe that he is as good as he 
says he is; he is “slow to anger” (Ps. 86:15). Love causes him to 
be kind to “the ungrateful” (Luke 6:35)—to us who once were his 
enemies and still don’t completely trust his Word. His love declares 
his goodness and makes him want us for himself, but he isn’t puffed 
up, arrogant, or demanding (Isa. 42:1–3). Instead, he comes to us, 
seated on the lowliest of animals, a donkey’s colt (Zech. 9:9). He 
continues to love us even when we foolishly insist that our way is 
best or are irritable or resentful toward him (1 Pet. 2:22–24). He 
never repays us in kind but always blesses us with what we don’t 
deserve (Matt. 5:44–45).

Sometimes people wonder what will occupy our attention for 
the countless millennia we’ll spend in the new heavens and earth. 
Although we don’t know everything about occupations in the 
consummation of the new creation, we do know this: the New 
Jerusalem will be filled with jubilant worship: “His servants will 
worship him. They will see his face, and his name will be on their 
foreheads. And night will be no more. They will need no light of 
lamp or sun, for the Lord God will be their light, and they will reign 
forever and ever” (Rev. 22:3–5). We will spend our days looking at 
him and exclaiming, “Look at that! I never noticed that facet of his 
love before! Look at those scars! His love is so powerful it has made 
even the ugliness of our sin look beautiful!”

BEHOLD WHAT MANNER OF LOVE!

In his apostolic letters, John the beloved was simply beside himself 
as he described God’s great love for his people in Christ. He testified 
that “the Father has sent his Son to be the Savior of the world. . . . So 
we have come to know and to believe the love that God has for us” 
(1 John 4:14, 16). What do we need to know? What do we need to 
believe? Simply this: we need to know and believe that he loves us. We 
are assured of his love every time we look at the cross; he has sent his 
Son to be our Savior so that we might “live through him” (1 John 4:9).
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We know his love when we hear the Son’s cry, “My God, my 
God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matt. 27:46). Jesus Christ was 
the propitiation for our sin. Propitiation is simply the amazing 
truth that God’s righteous wrath, which we richly deserve, has been 
deflected from us and focused instead on his innocent Son (Rom. 
3:23–25). He bore the Father’s wrath; he assumed our guilt as God 
poured out upon him every drop of punishment we so justly deserve. 
Do you wonder if God really loves you? Look at the cross! Do you 
think he might still be angry with you? You’re not seeing Calvary!

So much of what passes for Christianity doesn’t have anything 
to do with this simple premise: God set his love upon undeserving 
sinners by turning his back on his deserving Son—all because he 
loves. How is it possible that we will stand confidently before him 
on the day of judgment? Because his love “casts out fear” (1 John 
4:18). How can we war against our selfishness and learn to love 
God and our neighbors? Because “he first loved us” (1 John 4:19).

Drink deeply of his love, the kind of love he has given us—jus-
tifying, propitiating, adopting love. Because of his love we are the 
“children of God” (1 John 3:1–3). Don’t let familiarity with this truth 
anesthetize your soul to its power: his beloved Son left his heavenly 
home, traversed down into our world, lived sinlessly, died shame-
fully, was forsaken by his Father, and was buried in a cold tomb. The 
Father gave his Son in exchange for us so that he might claim us as 
his sons. And then he raised him from the dead to assure us again that 
we are now and forever his. Jesus Christ, the God-Man, has taken 
our flesh into the throne room of heaven, and therefore nothing—not 
our weakness, not our sin, “neither death nor life, nor angels nor 
rulers, nor things present nor things to come, nor powers, nor height 
nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate 
us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Rom. 8:38–39).

Think on his love. You can’t do it enough. Be enraptured by it; 
let it overwhelm you. Don’t worry that it will make you apathetic; 
just the opposite is true. Hoping in his transforming love causes us 
to strive after purity, to be pure, “as he is pure” (1 John 3:3).
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Your enemy wants to blind you to God’s love, to make you 
think that God isn’t as good as he says he is. He sneers with wicked 
glee when you gloss over verses about the Lord’s love for you and 
seek to know only your obligation. He will flatter you and tell you 
that, now that you are mature, you don’t need to think on his love. 
But if you believe Satan’s lies, you will cut yourself off from the very 
engine that will empower true obedience. He will continually try 
to distract you from thinking on God’s love for you in Christ, and 
he will do it either by pointing out your sin or impressing you with 
your achievements (and others’ failures) or by enticing you with 
some worthless trinket. He will do anything he can to keep you 
from basking in God’s steadfast love for you and pursuing purity in 
loving dependence. He doesn’t care if he keeps you down by point-
ing out your sin or pointing you to sin. He seeks to damn both the 
religious and irreligious. What do we need to remember? “God is 
love” (1 John 4:8, 16).

DOUG’S SECRET

If you ask Doug about his childhood, he will tell you that he was 
raised in a “good Christian home.” His mother stayed home most of 
his childhood, and his dad was a faithful provider. The family was 
very involved in the church, with both mom and dad working on 
different committees and making their faith a priority. Doug came 
to faith early in his childhood, and he truly believed that Jesus had 
died for his sin.

But now that Doug is nearing his twenty-first birthday, he has a 
terrible secret. It actually began when he was twelve. He had heard 
some of his older brother’s friends talking about looking at “girlie” 
pictures and masturbating. At first he was disgusted by it and threat-
ened to tell their mom, but soon the desire for what he’d overheard 
grew within him, and he found himself thinking about it all the time.

Sometimes he would wake up in the middle of the night, and 
it was all he could think of until he gave in. He knew what he was 
doing was wrong; and even though he privately prayed for help, 
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it seemed that help never came. For the first time in his life he felt 
alienated from God, sinful. He was sure that God had stopped lov-
ing him. He stopped taking Communion, fearing that God would 
punish him if he dared eat of it while he was so unworthy. He knew 
his parents would be disappointed if he told them of his struggle.

So he kept silent and soon he began to think that Christianity 
might work for other “good” people, like his mom and dad, but it 
certainly wasn’t working for him. He thought he was too sinful, too 
defiled. The promises of God’s love surely weren’t meant for him. 
Year after year he continued to attend church, keeping his secret to 
himself, making sure that there wasn’t anything for which his par-
ents, teachers, employers, or pastor could criticize him. His desire 
for pornography grew. Soon he had his own laptop and his own 
special sites. It was all he could do to control himself, to pretend to 
be interested in anything else.

Now he is utterly ensnared. Whenever a thought of God’s love 
for him in Christ flashes through his mind, his enemy tempts him by 
reminding him of all the times he has tried to quit but been unable 
to do so. Satan slanders God’s character and tells Doug that if God 
really did love him, he would have delivered him from this sin. Then 
Doug remembers a particularly alluring woman in the very pose 
that most entraps him, and he gives up in shame, discouragement, 
and humiliation again. He hates his slavery and yet loves every 
minute of it.

How will Doug get free? What does he need? First, Doug needs 
grace. Faithful brothers need to remind him of both gospel declara-
tions and gospel obligations like the ones found here:

For the love of Christ controls us, because we have concluded this: 
that one has died for all, therefore all have died; and he died for 
all, that those who live might no longer live for themselves but 
for him who for their sake died and was raised. (2 Cor. 5:14–15)

Doug has tried to overcome his sin by condemning himself, but 
he is sure that God must hate him, and the mere fact that he never 
seems to have the power to say no simply affirms his unbelief. Every 
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time he reads a passage like the one above, all he can see is the com-
mand not to live for himself. He never hears God speaking to him 
through it of his love and sacrifice. He never sees that Jesus Christ 
bore his sin—yes, even that sin—“in his body on the tree” so that 
he might be free to die to it and live to righteousness. Rather than 
the “love of Christ” controlling him, he is tormented in the grip of 
guilt, obligation, lust, and shame. Doug needs to hear the gospel 
again and again until his heart begins to be enraptured by something 
other than his lust.

Doug needs the means of grace: gospel preaching from a pas-
tor and a counselor, both of whom are willing to admit the sin that 
still entangles them. He needs to know that he is not alone in this 
struggle and that, although they might not struggle in exactly the 
same ways he does, they do continue to struggle with sin. He needs 
to understand that God hasn’t promised to love the righteous but, 
rather, lost sinners (Luke 19:10). In humility, he needs to confess his 
sin, weakness, and poverty of soul. Much of the power and allure 
of his sin lies in the mere fact that it is secret (Prov. 9:17). Bringing 
his desires, habits, and deceptions out into the light will begin the 
process of liberating him from bondage.

Doug also needs to take practical steps to protect his heart from 
all that lures him away from the Lord who loves him. He needs to 
seek out God’s grace to fight his sin by availing himself of the bibli-
cal fellowship within his local church. Faithful, loving brothers need 
to hold him accountable and ask him personal, pointed questions 
in a setting made safe for transparent honesty by a deep awareness 
of Christ’s mercy for sinners. His brothers need to assist him in put-
ting an anti-pornography program on his computer, and he needs to 
promise to stay away from other computers or report to his brothers 
if he uses one.7 When he is tempted to sin again (as he surely will 
be), he can remind himself:

It’s true that I’m facing this temptation now, but what’s even truer 
is that my old, selfish life of slavery is actually dead. I died with 
Christ, and I am not going to live for myself anymore. I am dead 
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to this sin and alive now to God. Self-gratification is a cheap imita-
tion of the deep love that my heart hungers for, which I can find 
in only one place: Calvary. Christ’s sacrificial, indescribable love 
for me, as he hung on that cross, being humiliated and forsaken 
for this sin, is the only source of power that will enable me to say 
no to it, and so I’ll flood my heart and mind with gospel-centered 
preaching and music. Not only did my Savior die for my sake, but 
he was also raised for my justification (Rom. 4:25). Although I am 
a sinner, I have the perfect record of Jesus Christ, a man who never 
gave in to sinful temptation. And now, he reigns in heaven as my 
King, who will give me grace to love him today. He knows me, he 
was a man like me, and he understands and loves me.

Doug needs to replace the soul-impoverishing pictures in his 
mind with soul-nourishing ones. He needs to see the water of bap-
tism that signifies cleansing from sin and remember that he needed 
cleansing and has been cleansed by Christ’s blood. His baptism is to 
remind him that he, too, can walk in newness of life (Rom. 6:4). He 
needs to see the broken bread and remember that the body of his 
Savior was broken for him, not only for his really “bad” secret sin 
but also for failing to believe that God would continue to love and 
help him even though he sinned. He needs to look at the wine, drink 
it, let it sit for a moment in his mouth, taste it, and then remember 
that it signifies that he has been cleansed from former sins, just as 
surely as if he had borne the penalty for them himself. His mind 
and senses need to be filled with these means of grace as often as his 
church observes them.

As he grows in his recognition of God’s unbounded love for 
him, he will be able to love his neighbor better too. In particular, 
he should be encouraged to see women as sisters to cherish and 
protect. The deception that his pornography habit has been fueled 
by too deep a love for women must be replaced with the truth—he 
is a misogynist. His actions demonstrate that he has hated women, 
has used and exploited them, hasn’t cared about their welfare, and 
hasn’t wanted to protect them. Every penny that he has invested in 
this detestable industry has been fueled by his self-love and uncon-
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cern for women’s souls. He has viewed women as chattel, pieces of 
meat created solely for his perverse pleasures.

As he grows in love for God and others, his brothers should help 
him find ways to serve the sisters in his congregation. They should 
teach him how a godly man lays down his life for others, particu-
larly women, and how men are to protect, provide for, honor, and 
seek to free women from the world’s twisted perspectives.

A passage from Galatians will then begin to take on personal 
meaning for Doug. He can use it as a prayer, as a confession of faith, 
and as a cry for help when he’s tempted:

I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but 
Christ who lives in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by 
faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me. 
(Gal. 2:20–21)

GOD’S LOVE FOR YOU

Do you feel yourself to be too great a sinner for his promises of love 
to be true for you? You must remember that Christ did not die for 
the righteous but for sinners (Matt. 9:13). His love rests on those 
who know they don’t deserve it. Answer your conscience and your 
adversary who would accuse you, as Martin Luther did:

Because you say I am a sinner, I will be righteous and saved. . . .  
I fly to Christ who has given himself for my sins. Therefore, Satan, 
you will not prevail against me when you try to terrify me by tell-
ing me how great my sins are. . . . On the contrary, when you say I 
am a sinner, you give me armor and a weapon against yourself . . . 
for Christ died for sinners. . . . You do not terrify me but comfort 
me immeasurably.8

Rest, rejoice, imbibe, and delight in his love for you now. “May 
the Lord direct your hearts to the love of God and to the steadfast-
ness of Christ” (2 Thess. 3:5).
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PURSUING COUNSEL FROM THE CROSS
1) Here is a flood of Scriptures about the love of God for you. Bask in 
this blessedness, feed your soul with this heavenly food, and put on these 
weapons so that you can war against sin:

•  Jesus spoke to his Father, “. . . so that the world may know that 
you sent me and loved them even as you loved me.” (John 17:23)

•  But God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, 
Christ died for us. (Rom. 5:8)

•  Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? . . . We are more 
than conquerors through him who loved us. (Rom. 8:35, 37)

•  In love he predestined us for adoption as sons through Jesus Christ, 
according to the purpose of his will, to the praise of his glorious 
grace, with which he has blessed us in the Beloved. (Eph. 1:4–6)

•  But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which 
he loved us, even when we were dead in our trespasses, made us 
alive together with Christ. (Eph. 2:4–5)

•  As beloved children . . . walk in love, as Christ loved us and gave 
himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God. (Eph. 
5:1–2)

•  Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her. (Eph. 5:25)

•  By this we know love,  that he  laid down his  life  for us.  (1 John 
3:16)

2) Now, make Paul’s prayer your own: “Lord, please cause me to be ‘root-
ed and grounded in love,’ grant that I ‘may have strength to comprehend 
with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth,’ 
and that I might ‘know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge,’ and 
‘be filled with all the fullness of God’” (see Eph. 3:17–19).

3) Summarize in four or five sentences what you have learned from this 
chapter.
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God’s Love and Our Hearts

IN THE LAST CHAPTER we pointed you toward God’s love 
for you in Christ. We did that for two simple reasons: we want 
you to believe in his love for you and then let that love impel you 
to love and obey him. We know that there might be any number 
of responses to a discussion of God’s love. Here are three of them:

• I know God loves me; why wouldn’t he?
•  I can’t believe that God loves me like that; why would he?
•  I’m amazed and enthralled every day as I consider his love for 

me!

Let’s take a few moments now to discuss how our responses 
to God’s declaration of love reveal our hearts’ disposition toward 
the gospel and our resultant obedience. The first two responses—
those of the Happy Moralist and the Sad Moralist—are typical 
of Christians who have let the gospel slip from the center of their 
faith and for whom the love of God is beginning to lose its power 
to transform.

THE HAPPY MORALIST

The Happy Moralist says, “I know God loves me; why wouldn’t 
he?” There have always been people who think that a kindly dis-
posed, easily satisfied God is a given.1 These folks recognize there is 
a God who has rules of some sort, but they assume they are doing a 

CounselFromTheCross.534133.i02.indd   73 3/2/12   4:01 PM



COUNSEL FROM THE CROSS

74

pretty good job at keeping them. They know that they need a little 
bit of help from “the man upstairs” from time to time, but aside 
from that they figure God is pretty lucky to have them on his team. 
In recent times, this belief has grown exponentially, especially in 
Western evangelicalism.2

Assuming that God should love us just because we are, well, us, 
will result in a bleak existence mired in happy moralism. Of course, 
the Happy Moralist will give a nod to the fact that God has made 
certain demands on our lives but will reduce them to two or three 
outward duties and assume that God is pleased if we just fulfill those 
obligations and avoid the flagrant sins that “bad” people commit. 
When we don’t see the depth of our depravity, it’s easy to look down 
on and judge other people who don’t conform to our practices and 
to give ourselves the proverbial pat on the back.

Jesus’ harshest criticisms were aimed at Happy Moralists. He 
relentlessly contrasted their outward show of religion with the 
“weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy and faithfulness” 
(Matt. 23:23). He wasn’t terribly concerned about protecting their 
self-esteem when he called them “hypocrites,” “blind guides,” and 
children of their “father, the devil” (Matt. 23:13, 16; John 8:44).

Why would he speak to them in such a way? For this one rea-
son: he wanted to tear apart their self-reliance and self-confidence. 
He understood that they would never embrace the childlike humil-
ity that is essential for salvation as long as they trusted in their own 
goodness. In addition, the great gift of God’s love would never thrill 
or delight them while they assumed their own worthiness.

One night when the Happy Moralist Nicodemus surrepti-
tiously sought out Jesus, the Lord annihilated him with five simple 
words: “You must be born again” (John 3:7). When another Happy 
Moralist asked him, “Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit 
eternal life?” (Luke 18:18), Jesus purposely crushed his proud heart 
with the words, “Sell all that you have” (Luke 18:22). Jesus delib-
erately told them both to do something beyond their ability because 
he wanted them to recognize the full extent of their helplessness.
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Paul too was continually fighting against Happy Moralists, 
men who wanted to add obedience to the law as a prerequisite to 
attaining righteousness before God. They also had too much confi-
dence in their abilities and too little confidence in God’s goodness 
and generosity. They recognized Jesus as Messiah, but they balked 
at the idea that his law keeping had to replace their own if they 
were ever to know God’s favor. They mistakenly thought that if 
God loved obedience, then he would really approve of them if they 
were overly scrupulous and added works of the law to their faith. 
Their superficial law keeping was merely another way to avoid 
the humiliation intrinsic in entrusting their standing before God 
to a crucified Messiah and standing beside unwashed Gentiles as 
helpless dependents on sheer grace. It enabled them to keep some 
semblance of self-respect.

Although that sounds nice, it was actually an insult to the honor 
of God’s Son and denuded the gospel of all its power. And so Paul 
spoke some of his harshest words to those who were trying to ruin 
the Galatians’ simple faith: “I wish those who unsettle you would 
emasculate themselves!” he thundered (Gal. 5:12). To his dear 
Galatian children he wrote:

•  Are you so foolish? Having begun by the Spirit, are you now 
being perfected by the flesh? (Gal. 3:3)

•  But  now  that  you  have  come  to  know  God,  or  rather  to  be 
known by God, how can you turn back again to the weak and 
worthless elementary principles of the world, whose slaves you 
want to be once more? (Gal. 4:9)

•  Look: I, Paul, say to you that if you accept circumcision, Christ 
will be of no advantage to you. (Gal. 5:2)

If, when you read the last chapter on love, the prevailing 
thought in your mind was, “Of course God loves me! Why wouldn’t 
he? What’s all the fuss about?” we want to encourage you to ask 
yourself the following questions.

Why would a perfectly holy God love me? If you answer, 
“Because I’m not such a bad sort,” or “Because I tithe,” or “Because 

CounselFromTheCross.534133.i02.indd   75 3/2/12   4:01 PM



COUNSEL FROM THE CROSS

76

I try to serve him the best I can,” you must see those as the wrong 
answers. You are missing the humiliation that comes with having 
to accept the truth about your own “goodness.” God’s Word says, 
“Cursed be everyone who does not abide by all things written in the 
Book of the Law, and do them” (Gal. 3:10, citing Deut. 27:26). “All 
things”—does that strike you as an unreasonably high standard for 
achieving God’s approval? Why not 70 percent for a passing grade, 
or even 90 percent? Then again, remember that every command 
in Scripture uncovers what it means to love God supremely, and 
every violation exposes a heart that is not focused on that supreme 
demand. There are no innocent missteps. Every violation of God’s 
laws, large or small, reveals a heart prone to wander from our divine 
Husband and to flirt with other lovers.

Two days after my wife and I (Dennis) welcomed our first-
born into the world, he was diagnosed with neonatal meningitis. 
Physicians immediately began a course of antibiotics to combat the 
bacterium that had infected his spinal fluid. For the next month they 
took a spinal tap every few days to determine the effectiveness of the 
treatment, and we were grateful to hear that the bacterial numbers 
were steadily declining. But the pediatric team would not consider 
the infection defeated and release him from the neonatal intensive 
care nursery until two successive spinal taps showed no evidence 
whatsoever of bacterium. Any reading above zero signaled that the 
infection was still present.

So also any sin—of thought, word, or deed—reveals that the infec-
tion of our hearts has not been utterly eradicated. A record of merely 
above-average obedience, in comparison to others, falls short of the 
standard of thorough and absolute purity—inside and out—that is 
required as the basis for the holy God’s declaration that anyone stands 
righteous in his sight. Only Jesus has met that standard, and our only 
hope is that, when we trust in him, his flawless record of infection-free 
innocence is credited to us. If you think God should love you because 
you have obeyed enough, you have underestimated the depth of God’s 
law. Even more seriously, you have missed the gospel.
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What makes me acceptable to him? “Oh, I get it; yes, well, then, 
Jesus makes me acceptable to him.” Do you really believe that? 
When you are facing a difficult trial, do you get mad at God or think 
that he isn’t holding up his side of the bargain? Do you rehearse all 
the good things you have done for him or all the temptations you 
have resisted? Are you trying to avoid the truth that all you can 
bring to him is debt that must be paid by another? You are missing 
the love of God in Christ.

Do I find that others irritate me? Is it easy to judge them? Do 
people who break the law (or your own rules and expectations) 
annoy you? When you are standing in the “ten items or less” line 
at the grocery store, are you irritated at that woman in front of you 
who has thirteen items? Do you fume at other drivers who don’t 
signal before changing lanes, or tailgate, or talk on cell phones? Do 
you find it easy to look down upon those who are unsaved or other 
Christians who are not as theologically sound as you are? If so, you 
are missing the gospel; you are more sinful and flawed than you ever 
dared believe, but God graciously chose you when there wasn’t one 
drop of grace in your soul and nothing to recommend you to him. 
Are you beginning to see how amazing his grace is?

Do I find it difficult to receive criticism? Are you transpar-
ent and vulnerable before your friends or defensive and self-
protective? In your mind do you rehearse your accomplishments 
or others’ faults when someone corrects you? Do you think that 
criticism is always a bad thing? If you find it difficult to take 
criticism, it’s because you haven’t believed what the cross says 
about you. The cross is the most blatant statement of criticism 
ever displayed. It says that you deserve to die. You deserve to be 
stripped naked and humiliated and then to receive the righteous 
wrath of a just God for all eternity. That’s what we all deserve. 
But we have been given grace, forgiveness, and relationship with 
him. You would need to defend yourself from criticism only if you 
didn’t have a Savior who loved sinners. If you are defensive, you 
are missing the gospel.3
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Each of us has something—some more, others less—of the 
Happy Moralist in him or her. We all lower God’s standards to 
something we are able to accomplish. For the Galatians it was 
circumcision; for others it might be avoiding R-rated movies or 
music that wasn’t written before the 1800s. The problem, of 
course, is that God is the law giver (James 4:12), not we, and 
his law is utterly impossible for fallen, flawed people like us to 
obey perfectly. His law is easy to remember but impossible to 
do. Here it is again:

You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all 
your soul and with all your mind. This is the great and first com-
mandment. And a second is like it: You shall love your neighbor 
as yourself. On these two commandments depend all the Law and 
the Prophets. (Matt. 22:37–40)

There hasn’t been one minute of one day in our entire lives that 
we have ever really obeyed this command. Because it’s so hard to 
do, we replace it with other easier rules so that we can stay happy 
and complacent, our self-esteem intact. The problem, of course, is 
that we are never made deeply joyful by the gospel because we have 
never been deeply crushed by it. We haven’t known death, so we 
can’t know life. We are still trying to assure our hearts that we really 
are quite competent and, “doggone it, people like us.”

If the love of God bores you, you are a Happy Moralist. Take 
yourself to Calvary and see what your sin has wrought. But don’t 
stand there thinking you are an innocent bystander. Instead, let 
Luther’s words pierce your soul:

You must get this thought through your head and not doubt that 
you are the one who is torturing Christ thus, for your sins have 
surely wrought this. . . . Therefore when you see the nails pierc-
ing Christ’s hands, you can be certain it is your work. When you 
behold his crown of thorns, you may rest assured that these are 
your evil thoughts.4

Are you beginning to despair of being worthy of his love? 
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Yes? Good. Now, let the love of Christ richly soothe your trou-
bled conscience and humbly admit, along with the hymn writer, 
Augustus Toplady, “nothing in my hands I bring, simply to thy 
cross I cling.” How does the love of God look to you now? Is it 
still boring?

THE SAD MORALIST

In contrast to the Happy Moralist, the Sad Moralist really does see 
the law and says in response, “I can’t believe that God loves me like 
that; why would he?” He knows that God is transcendent, not to 
be trifled with. The Sad Moralist is a “serious” Christian. When he 
reads the commands in Matthew 22:37 and following, he doesn’t 
think for one moment that he has fulfilled them. He knows his 
sin. But, just like the Happy Moralist, he has a pride problem. He 
believes that he ought to be able to do better, so he is harsh with 
himself, and he thrashes himself with condemnation, hoping that by 
so doing he will be able to obey and finally find rest.

He is trying to justify himself by his repentance. He is scrupu-
lously religious and frequently outpaces other Christians around 
him. But sadly that is never enough to calm his conscience. He 
thinks that if he could just see his sin as it really is and be sorry 
enough for it, God would be pleased with him. When he reads about 
God’s love for us in Christ, he isn’t comforted or enthralled. He is 
terrified and condemned. He doesn’t know the peace that Christ 
promises or the joy that should infect his heart.

He, too, is trying to avoid the realities of the gospel but from a 
different perspective: he is trying to prove that he is worthy, thereby 
removing the “stumbling block” of the cross (1 Cor. 1:23). He is 
not alone. Here are two testimonies of godly men who were Sad 
Moralists before they really grasped the ramifications of grace. The 
eighteenth-century preacher George Whitefield admonished his 
listeners:

Our best duties are as so many splendid sins. Before you can speak 
peace to your heart you must not only be sick of your original and 
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actual sin, but you must be made sick of your righteousness, of all 
your duties and performances. There must be a deep conviction 
before you can be brought out of your self-righteousness; it is the 
last idol taken out of our heart. The pride of the heart will not let 
us submit to the righteousness of Jesus Christ.5

David Brainerd, an early missionary to the American Indian, wrote:

When I had been fasting, praying, obeying, I thought I was aiming 
at the glory of God, but I was doing it all for my own glory—to 
feel I was worthy. As long as I was doing all this to earn my salva-
tion, I was doing nothing for God, all for me! I realized that all 
my struggling to become worthy was an exercise in self-worship. 
I was not worshipping him, but using him. . . . Though I often 
confessed to God that I, of course, deserved nothing, yet still I 
harbored a secret hope of recommending myself to God by all 
these duties and all this morality. In other words, I healed myself 
with my duties.6

Aside from an insensitivity to the sweetness of God’s love, the 
Sad Moralist is forced to rely on his own righteousness and, because 
he is aware of the requirements of the law, he knows that he never 
makes the grade. In his desire to prove his love for God, he will be 
tempted to resent God for being so demanding. When he is over-
whelmed and exhausted from these wrestlings of soul, he will give 
up in apathy and give in to self-indulgence. Then, of course, the 
whole cycle begins again with renewed efforts at self-reformation. 
Following are a few questions to ask yourself if you suspect that you 
might be a Sad Moralist.

Why would a perfectly holy God love me? If you answer, “I 
suppose he might love me because he promises to, but then those 
promises are for people who love him with all their heart and prove 
their love by their actions. So I guess I don’t know why he would 
love me or, actually, even if he does,” can you see how you are hop-
ing to earn his love by being worthy of his love and thereby negating 
the grace that is the essence of the gospel?

What makes me acceptable to him? “Well, I suppose that Jesus’ 
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righteousness makes me acceptable to him, but I just can’t help but 
think that I must be pretty much of a disappointment to him.” Do 
you picture God as a forbearing parent who puts up with defective 
and delinquent children—not disowning you, but also not want-
ing you too near? Can you see how the gospel is good news only 
because it isn’t about you or your record at all? You have been 
completely justified simply by believing! Believe Paul’s words, “For 
we hold that one is justified by faith apart from works of the law” 
(Rom. 3:28). Take all your, “yes, but . . .” responses and humbly 
sing these lovely verses:

Cast your deadly “doing” down—
Down at Jesus’ feet;
Stand in Him, in Him alone,
Gloriously complete.
“It is finished!” yes, indeed,
Finished, ev’ry jot;
Sinner, this is all you need,
Tell me, is it not?7

James Proctor, the author of this hymn, prefaced it with these lines:

Since I first discovered Jesus to be the end of the law for righteous-
ness to every one that believeth, I have more than once met with 
a poor sinner seeking peace at the foot of Sinai [the law] instead 
of Calvary, and I have heard him again and again in bitter disap-
pointment and fear groaning out, “What must I do?” I have said 
to him, “Do, do? What can you do?”8

If you think similarly to that poor sinner, you have forgotten your 
union with Christ. You are in him. Is the Father disappointed with 
his Son? Of course not! Then he cannot be disappointed with you.

Am I critical of others who seem to be enjoying God’s blessings 
especially because I know they don’t work as hard as I do? Are you 
censorious, envious, or hateful of Christians who have weak theol-
ogy or who seem overly emotional? If so, you are missing the gospel. 
Like the elder brother in the parable of the welcoming father (Luke 
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15:29), you are trying to earn a reward, or you imagine that you 
have already earned it and resent the fact that it hasn’t yet been paid.

Although it might seem counterintuitive, you don’t need to be 
assured that you have a better record. You need to embrace your 
utter helplessness. Then, as you begin to believe that the only way 
you can be justified is through Christ’s righteousness, you will be 
able to be welcoming and gracious toward other Christians, even 
those with whom you do not agree, because they are only his by 
grace too. Remembering that we have all been saved by grace alone 
makes us love others and be more patient with them.

Do I find it difficult to receive criticism? For the Sad Moralist, 
who is always so self-critical, criticism from others can feel devastat-
ing. But criticism has the power to devastate only because the Sad 
Moralist is hanging onto shards of self-respect. He is still hoping to 
be good. Embrace your helplessness; it’s the only qualification you 
have that enables you to be saved.

THE GOSPEL-CENTERED CHRISTIAN

The gospel-centered Christian says, “I’m amazed and enthralled 
every day as I consider his love for me!” Although we are going 
to discuss what a gospel-centered life might look like, we want to 
make something very clear right up front: none of us lives every 
day in the light of the gospel as we should. Even the most gospel-
loving believer you know never lives consistently in the light of these 
truths. We are reminding you of this because we want you to avoid 
the temptation to judge yourself or compare yourself to others and 
then become mired down in self-condemnation or unbelief.

Our Relationship with the Law

To begin with, the gospel-centered Christian has a proper relationship 
with the law. Many Christians are confused about the place of God’s 
law in their lives. Some ignore it entirely and think that Christianity 
is something akin to a spiritual social event. Some vaguely know that 
the law has been abrogated in some way; they know that they didn’t 
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get saved by obeying it and believe that the Ten Commandments (and 
the rest of the Old Testament) were probably fine for their time but 
are now passé. Both of these approaches militate against the law and 
may indicate a belief that seeking to live an obedient life is legalism.

Of course, there are other Christians who are overly attentive 
to the law. These would-be serious Christians believe that their 
justification is only by grace but forget that sanctification (our slow 
change into Christlikeness) is a “work of God’s free grace,”9 even 
as justification is a legal “act of God’s free grace.”10

Our response to the love of God for us in Christ will be, in part, 
determined by whether we understand the role of God’s law in our 
lives. Since we want you to rejoice in God’s love and respond in 
grateful obedience, we offer here a simple way to think of it: the law, 
Paul writes, is “holy and righteous and good” (Rom. 7:12), but it is 
an instrument of condemnation to us all because we are not able to 
obey it perfectly (Rom. 3:9ff).

For the gospel-centered Christian, the function of the law is to 
drive us to Christ and to make us continually more and more thank-
ful for his perfect keeping of it in our place. It is to make us more 
and more dependent upon his righteousness, not our own. When we 
sin, as we do every day, then we are to respond to the Lord in light 
of our failures in humble contrition. We are to:

1)  Confess our sins to God (openly and freely), while praying to God 
for the grace of the Holy Spirit to strive against them.11

2)  Thank God for our ongoing struggle with sin because, when 
rightly viewed, it makes us love and appreciate Jesus Christ 
more.

3)  Strive to put off our sin and obey all the moral law in the light 
of God’s ongoing forgiveness, love, and grace.

Most Christians practice points 1 and 3. They confess and strive 
to obey. But they miss point 2. They miss the truth that God is sover-
eign even over our sin and that, even though he hates sin, he uses it 
to bring praise to his Son. At any point that it pleased him, he could 
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put an end to sin, but he doesn’t. We must then assume that he uses 
it for his glory, as he uses everything else (Rom. 11:36).

We are not saying that our sin pleases God in itself. God is not 
tempted by sin, nor does he tempt us to sin (James 1:13); he doesn’t 
rejoice in sin. What we are saying, though, is this: God is sovereign 
even over sin (Gen. 20:6; 50:20; Ex. 4:21; Acts 2:23; 3:18). He 
allows it and uses it for his own glory. Of course, this never means 
that we should assume it is God’s will for us to sin when we face 
temptation. God hates sin. He has revealed his will to us, declaring 
that we must always strive to avoid sin and put on righteousness. 
Obedience is God’s revealed will for our lives. And his revealed will, 
disclosed in the Bible, is the only (and completely sufficient) guide 
that we need for our decisions and actions. But God also has a secret 
will (Deut. 29:29). We never know his secret will before it happens.

So every morning we should pray, “Father, let your will be done 
by me today,” knowing that it is his revealed will that we obey his 
instructions in the Scriptures. Then, every night when we look back 
at the day and see the ways in which we failed to obey, we humble 
ourselves before his secret will and say,

Father, please forgive my sin and cause me to walk in holiness. 
Thank you that my sin reminds me again how desperately I need 
the cross and how thankful I am for your grace. Thank you that 
you love me despite my sin today and that you will use even this 
for your glory. Lord Jesus, thank you that you bore those sins in 
your body on the tree. Thank you for your love and grant me 
grace to obey because of it.

The gospel-centered Christian sees God’s law for what it is: a 
perfect reflection of God’s character. He loves the moral law, longs 
to obey every part of it with his whole heart, and recognizes that the 
law is good. But he doesn’t allow the law’s demands to strengthen 
or diminish his confidence in his justification in any way. As Martin 
Luther wrote in his study on Galatians, “God does not slack his 
promises because of our sins . . . or hasten them because of our 
righteousness. He pays no attention to either.”12
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As far as God is concerned, our obedience to the law has been 
utterly satisfied in the Son. We are perfectly justified. It’s in light 
of this justification then, and only in light of it, that we obey. Any 
other relationship to the law will result in either a lessening of the 
commands (so we can breathe) or an oppressive guilt and a joyless 
thirst after self-achieved divine approval.

Our Relationship with the Trinity

The gospel-centered Christian recognizes that his relationship is 
with the Trinity—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. He sees his relation-
ship with the Father as one of joyful love and acceptance. Rather 
than viewing the Father as cold, merely transcendent, or angry, 
he knows that it’s because of the Father’s choice that he has been 
loved and welcomed. It is the Father who forgives (Mark 11:25), to 
whom we are invited to address our prayer (Matt. 6:39), who keeps 
us for himself (John 17:11), and who loves us as he loves his Son 
(John 17:23). The Father has lovingly chosen and adopted us (Eph. 
1:4–5). We need to soak our souls in this truth: the Father so loved 
the world that he sent his beloved Son (John 3:16).

Our relationship with the Son is that of a younger brother to a 
strong elder brother or that of a wife to her husband. The Son, out 
of love for both his Father and us, gave up what was rightfully his 
and came to earth to redeem a people for his pleasure and glory. 
Like a compassionate high priest, the Son is able to sympathize 
with our weaknesses and in every respect has been tempted as we 
are, yet without sin (Heb. 4:15–16). At the cost of his life and the 
Father’s smile of approval, he powerfully crushed all our enemies 
and removed every impediment that separated us from his Father. 
He bore every drop of God’s holy wrath in our place. He now lives, 
enthroned at his Father’s right hand, ruling sovereignly over all 
things and protecting and providing for his bride, the church. The 
Son is our brother, our bridegroom, our king.

The Holy Spirit has been sent into our lives by both the Father 
and the Son. It is the Spirit who brings us to new life, who reveals 
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the Son to us, who makes us know all that the Father has bestowed 
upon us. The Spirit empowers us to strive against sin and counsels 
and comforts us when we fail.

As children who are sinful and flawed yet loved and welcomed, 
we can rejoice in the Trinity. We can relate to our triune God as 
he is: our heavenly Father, our kinsman-redeemer, our counselor 
and guide. We don’t need to cringe in fear from the Father or think 
that the Son continues to suffer in our place. Redemption has been 
accomplished. The Spirit has been given to all believers and dwells 
within them, conforming them to Christ’s image by making him 
beautiful in their eyes. Through the work of the Trinity, all things 
are ours and “we are Christ’s and Christ is God’s” (1 Cor. 3:21–23).

Our Relationship with Others

Because our fellowship with the “Father and with his Son Jesus 
Christ” (1 John 1:3) has been cemented by God himself, the gospel-
centered Christian is free to have true fellowship with others. He can 
love others, be transparent before them, eagerly desire correction, 
and look for opportunities to encourage and serve them. He can live 
freely in this way because he no longer has to impress them. He can 
walk in the light with them, as John wrote:

But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship 
with one another, and the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all 
sin. If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is 
not in us. If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us 
our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. (1 John 1:7–9)

When our relationships are built around the truths of the gos-
pel—the truth that we are walking in light even though we are still 
sinners in need of cleansing by his blood—we can be free from feel-
ings of inferiority and the demanding spirit that is born of pride. 
We can pursue relationships without fear of being discovered as the 
sinners we are. This kind of open relationship rests solely on the 
realities of the gospel. We are more sinful and flawed than we ever 

CounselFromTheCross.534133.i02.indd   86 3/2/12   4:01 PM



87

God’s Love and Our Hearts

dared believe, and so is everyone we know. Because of this, we won’t 
be surprised by other’s sins. They won’t expect us to be sinless either, 
so we don’t have to give in to self-condemnation and fear when they 
see us as we really are. We don’t have to hide or pretend anymore.

The gospel also tells us that we are loved and welcomed without 
any merit on our part, so we can love and welcome others whose 
merits we can’t see. We can remember the circumstances under 
which we have been forgiven, and we can forgive in the same way. 
We don’t deserve relationship with the Trinity, but it has been given 
to us. We can seek out relationships with others because we know 
that we have been sought out by him and that he is carrying us all 
on his shoulders. (Yes, he is that strong!)

I JUST DON’T FIT IN

Jeannie’s conversion was radical and joyous. Before coming to the 
Lord, she’d been involved in every sort of base sin. She’d had numer-
ous abortions and two children from different fathers. She’d been 
on welfare, and her life had degenerated into a revolving door of 
relationships with men, women, drugs, and despair. Then, through a 
new neighbor, she heard about Jesus, the man who loved sinful men 
and women, and she was truly born again. Her desire for illicit rela-
tionships and partying began to change. She felt clean, new, and alive. 
For the first time in her life she had hope. Then a new trouble arose.

Her new problem isn’t one of wanting her old life back as much 
as it is of wishing to be like all the other women in her church. 
Although they are welcoming, she never feels like she fits in. “How 
many of them have tattoos?” she cries. “I’ve had abortions, lesbian 
relationships, done drugs. If they knew what my life used to be like 
they would be horrified!”

Although she believes that she has been forgiven by God, she isn’t 
sure that the “straight” women in her church will forgive her, and 
loneliness is starting to take its toll. She wants friends but is afraid 
she will be ostracized. The old life is starting to look good again. She 
is beginning to wonder if she has really been saved after all.
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How can we help Jeannie? What does she need? She needs 1 
John 1:7–9. She needs to know that everyone in her local congre-
gation is in the same position. They are, all of them, more sinful 
and flawed than they ever dared believe. Some of them are Happy 
Moralists, never taking the law to heart and assuming that they are 
loved just because they are alive. Others are Sad Moralists, trying 
to prove their worth, beating themselves up, struggling with hating 
themselves just as she does. Perhaps their sins aren’t quite as destruc-
tive as Jeannie’s were, but they are heinous nevertheless. Maybe they 
don’t have actual tattoos, but “sinner saved by grace” is written on 
every one of them.

Jeannie needs friends. She needs the accountability, transpar-
ency, encouragement, and fellowship of women in her local church. 
She needs to see that they struggle, just as she does, to believe they 
are saved by the work of Jesus Christ alone. She needs to hear them 
confess sins and to be encouraged by others. And then she needs to 
learn to be thankful for her sin since it is what keeps her constantly 
aware of her endless need for Jesus and his forgiving and transform-
ing mercy. Although she has been buffeted by sin and Satan, she can 
know that her life isn’t any different from that of other Christians. 
All the women in the church are just like her, tattoos or not.

First Corinthians 6:9 and following speaks directly to her. After 
listing those whose lifestyles would bar people from the kingdom 
of God, Paul writes, “And such were some of you. But you were 
washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of 
the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God” (1 Cor. 6:11). 
Instead of feeling alienated from other women, Jeannie needs to 
understand that she is just like them. We all need to be washed, 
sanctified, and justified by Jesus Christ and the Spirit. None of us is 
loved because we are good people.

Jeannie then needs to seek to serve the other women in the 
church. She can offer to babysit or make a meal for a new mother. 
She can avail herself of women’s Bible studies or ask for help on 
what books to read.
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She can tear down walls of self-condemnation and judging by 
loving her sisters as she loves herself. Instead of keeping her eyes on 
herself, she needs to look to the needs of others. Instead of judging 
her sisters by assuming they won’t accept her, she needs to excel in 
serving them. Then, whenever her eye happens to fall on one of her 
tattoos and she is tempted to be embarrassed and cover it up, she 
can thank God that she will never forget how great God’s grace is.

Of course, the women in the church need to go out of their way 
to assure Jeannie of their love and acceptance, even if they have to 
do it over and over again.

THE FATHER HIMSELF LOVES YOU

At the beginning of this chapter we asked about your response to 
God’s love for you. And now at the end of the chapter we are going 
to ask the same question again. Earlier when you read, “The Father 
himself loves you,” what did you think? Are you beginning to believe 
that, although you don’t now and never will deserve it, the Father 
himself loves you? Are you ready to admit your sin without fear of 
reprisals or despair? Are you growing in the awareness that you can 
face the harsh reality of your moral failures honestly because you are 
deeply assured that Jesus “bore the blame” wholly and completely on 
his cross? Do you believe that you are welcomed by the Father, wholly 
and completely, because of Jesus’ perfect obedience?

We believe that it is your Father’s desire to convince you of his 
love and that he yearns for you to believe it. Let him speak of his 
love through his Word, through the sacraments, and through other 
believers. Believe that he is that good. Believe that you are that loved.
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PURSUING COUNSEL FROM THE CROSS
1) How do you respond to the thought of God’s love for you in Christ? Do 
you see yourself primarily as a Happy Moralist or a Sad Moralist? Why?

2) How much of an inroad has the gospel made into your relationships 
with others? Are you afraid of their censure if they discover your sin? Do 
you judge others when you see their sin? Do you find yourself, like David 
Brainerd, trying to “heal yourself by your duties?” In other words, are you 
still trying to prove to God and others that you really aren’t that bad? Let 
your heart rejoice in George Herbert’s words:

Love bade me welcome: yet my soul drew back,
  Guilty of dust and sin.
But quick-ey’d Love, observing me grow slack
  From my first entrance in,
Drew nearer to me, sweetly questioning,
  If I lack’d anything.

A guest, I answer’d, worthy to be here:
  Love said, you shall be he.
I the unkind, ungrateful? Ah my dear,
  I cannot look on thee.
Love took my hand, and smiling did reply,
  Who made the eyes but I?

Truth Lord, but I have marr’d them: let my shame
  Go where it doth deserve.
And know you not, says Love, who bore the blame?
  My dear, then I will serve.
You must sit down, says Love, and taste my meat:
  So I did sit and eat.13

3) How do you respond when you sin? Do you see that aside from confes-
sion and prayer for change, you should also thank God because your sin 
reminds you of your Savior and drives you to trust only in him?

4) Psalm 78 is a history of Israel’s refusal to respond to God’s gracious 
love. [We’ve included it in Appendix 4 in case your Bible isn’t handy.] 
Where do you see yourself in it? Do you hear his patience and love calling 
to his people to believe that he is as good as he says he is?

5) Summarize in four or five sentences what you have learned from this 
chapter.
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Gospel-centered Counseling

You . . . were taught in him . . . to put off your old self, 

which belongs to your former manner of life and is corrupt 

through deceitful desires, and to be renewed in the spirit of 

your minds, and to put on the new self, created after the like-

ness of God in true righteousness and holiness.

EPHESIANS 4:20–24

DURING A RECENT CONVERSATION that I (Elyse) was 
having with a group of pastors’ wives, someone commented that 
counseling is quite in vogue these days. “Twenty years ago,” one of 
the wives remarked, “people didn’t want anyone to know they were 
getting counseling. Now, it’s almost a badge of honor.”

“Yes,” I replied, “we live in the Age of the Counselor. It’s not 
much of a question anymore whether people will get counseling at 
some time or other. The question is what kind of counseling they’ll 
get. There are all sorts of counseling methods out there, some that 
claim to be Christian, others that bear the label ‘biblical.’ Some 
don’t bother with those terms at all. But every one of them has 
foundational beliefs about what is wrong with people and how they 
can be helped.”

In this chapter we will present a particular paradigm for coun-
seling. Very briefly, gospel-centered counseling, as we are defining 
it, is the process of one Christian coming alongside another with 
words of truth to encourage, admonish, comfort, and help—words 
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drawn from Scripture, grounded in the gracious saving work of 
Jesus Christ, and presented in the context of relationship. The goal 
of this counseling is that the brother or sister in need of counsel 
would grow in his or her understanding of the gospel and how it 
applies to every area of life and then respond in grateful obedience 
in every circumstance, all to the building up of the church and for 
the glory of God.1

You will notice that this gospel-centered paradigm is derived 
from the Bible.2 You will see that our answer to the questions 
above—What is wrong with people? How can they be helped?—will 
clearly differ from what one might hear from Dr. Phil or Oprah. It 
will also differ from what many other Christian counselors would 
say. We derive our paradigm from the Bible because we distrust 
merely human diagnoses of what’s really wrong with us and because 
we recognize our utter powerlessness to effect deep change in any-
one by our own efforts.

Only God’s Word has the power to discern “the thoughts and 
intentions of the heart” (Heb. 4:12) and to illumine our darkened 
understanding (Ps. 36:9; John 8:12; 1 John 1:7). Only the Holy 
Spirit is powerful enough to convict us of sin (John 16:8), implant 
faith (2 Cor. 2:12, 14), teach us the truth (John 14:17), bring new 
life (1 Cor. 6:11), and transform us (1 Pet. 1:2, Eph. 1:17–18), 
enabling us to feel, want, and do the good we desire. Mere human 
counselors, including ourselves, as well-intentioned as we may be, 
simply aren’t equal to this monumental task.

Gospel-centered counseling seeks to answer the questions, 
“What is wrong with us?” and “What can be done to help?” by 
intentionally applying Scripture in a balanced way, recognizing 
both what the gospel declares about us and what it demands of 
us. Counseling that neglects the Scriptures when seeking to answer 
these questions always eventuates in a bloated self-opinion and an 
enslaving and futile self-focus. Counseling that neglects what the 
gospel says about us will eventuate in works-righteousness and its 
ultimate and inescapable fruit, either pride or despair, or a vacil-

CounselFromTheCross.534133.i02.indd   92 3/2/12   4:01 PM



93

Gospel-centered Counseling

lation between the two.3 Counseling that neglects the obligation 
forced on us by the gospel always eventuates in complacent laziness, 
excuse-making, and loose living.4

So gospel-centered counseling is counseling based on Scripture 
that defines us as God does and then applies both gospel declara-
tions and gospel obligations to every problem we encounter.

THE LAW AND THE GOSPEL

The Bible contains both gospel and law, indicatives and impera-
tives, declarations and obligations. When we use the words gospel, 
indicatives, and declarations, we are referring to those portions of 
Scripture that tell us what Christ has already done (or has prom-
ised to do) for us. On the other hand, when we use the terms law, 
imperatives, and obligations, we are referring to those verses that 
tell us what our response to this good news should be.

5.1: THE BIBLE CONTAINS

 Law GospeL

 Obligations Declarations

 Imperatives Indicatives

By way of illustration, let’s look at a very familiar passage from 
the New Testament, one that is rightly used in the practice of bibli-
cal counseling.

Put off your old self, which belongs to your former manner of life 
and is corrupt through deceitful desires, and . . . be renewed in the 
spirit of your minds, and . . . put on the new self, created after the 
likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness. (Eph. 4:22–24)

As you read that passage, what impresses you most? Some of us 
would glance at the first few words, figure that it is simply a com-
mand to put off the old and put on the new, and then jump on down 
to see what the point is. Please let us encourage you to back up and 
reread the passage again. Is there something more there? Does this 
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passage contain both law and gospel, both declarations and obliga-
tions? Let’s dig a little deeper.

Our Old Identity

What are the gospel declarations in this passage? What does it tell 
us about our identity in Christ, what he has already done for us, 
and where our hope for change comes from?5 To begin with, we are 
told we have an “old self” and a “former manner of life.” Therefore, 
because of what Jesus Christ has already done, those of us who are 
in Christ are profoundly different from who we were before Jesus’ 
grace entered our lives. We had one identity; now we have another. 
We were in bondage to sin, but now we are no longer slaves.

The fact that we have an old, former manner of life reminds 
us of a particular aspect of the gospel—death. The death of Jesus 
Christ is not a detached fact; instead, it applies to us personally 
because we have “died with” him (Rom. 6:8). When Jesus Christ 
suffered in indescribable anguish on the cross, receiving an eternity’s 
worth of wrath in three short hours, he was doing so as our repre-
sentative. When he died, he died in our place.

This passage reminds us of the depth of our depravity. We are far 
more sinful and flawed than we know. It should humble us to the dust 
to realize that the only way for us to become holy was for the beloved 
Son to suffer like this and to die in our place. We must abandon our 
futile pursuit of good self-esteem and see ourselves for what we are: 
the cause of the greatest suffering ever known, the suffering of the 
Lamb of God. We will never be truly free from self-condemnation and 
the desire for approval until we grasp this fact. We were so sinful we 
had to die. Personal reformation won’t help. We need death.

In addition, we must see the substitutionary suffering of Jesus 
Christ when we struggle against those deeply rooted “corrupt, 
deceitful desires” that characterized our old manner of living. When 
the war heats up and we doubt that we will ever change, we must 
remember that our old person, filled with self-deceiving desires, no 
longer has power to rule over us. Our former self is dead.
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When we wonder if we are truly forgiven, we have to remember 
the suffering and death of the Savior. When we doubt that we can 
ever change for the better, ever gain the upper hand over shameful 
desires and sinful behavior, we need to remember that our union 
with Jesus in his death not only cleared our record of sin’s guilt but 
also freed our heart from sin’s tyranny. Because of the gospel, we 
can continue to “consider” ourselves “dead to sin” (Rom. 6:11). 
Only the terrible suffering of the Son has the power to avert our gaze 
from ourselves and onto him. Only the awful beauty of a suffering 
Savior can draw our attention away from those desires that seem so 
beautiful and enticing. Only the gospel can motivate us to “put off” 
our old manner of life.

Now let’s look at Ephesians 4:22–24 again to see what other 
gospel declarations we’ll find there.

Put off your old self, which belongs to your former manner of life 
and is corrupt through deceitful desires, and . . . be renewed in the 
spirit of your minds, and . . . put on the new self, created after the 
likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness.

For the moment, we are going to skip over the middle portion of the 
passage, “be renewed in the spirit of your minds,” and proceed to 
the last portion, “put on the new self, created after the likeness of 
God in true righteousness and holiness.” What do these words tell 
us about the gospel? What declarations do they make about who 
we are, what Christ has already done for us, and what our hopes 
should be?

Our New Identity

Simply put, we’re new! As we bear the physical image of our earthly 
fathers, we bear the image or likeness of God now in our hearts, 
which is our true identity. We no longer bear the spiritually corrupt 
image of our original father, Adam; we have put on the image of the 
second Adam, Christ, the head of the new humanity. We have not 
only lost our old identity, but we have also been given a new one. 
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We have not only been completely forgiven for sin, but we have also 
been given new spiritual DNA. The image of God that was radically 
distorted and disfigured at the fall in the garden has been recreated 
in us. We have great hope for ultimate transformation because we 
have been remade in the “likeness of God.”

You’ll recall that in the Genesis account of creation, man was 
created in the image and likeness of God (Gen. 1:26). Since every 
creature was to reproduce “according to its kind” (Gen. 1:11, 12, 
21, 25), we can safely assume that had Adam and Eve not sinned 
they would have borne children in the image and likeness of God, 
not only as creaturely persons whose attributes (thought, purpose, 
decision, etc.) reflected the personality of their Creator but also as 
those whose personal attributes responded in ethical obedience to 
him (truth-informed thought, holy purpose, righteous decision, etc.)

But, of course, they did sin, and so we find Adam giving birth to 
a son “in his own likeness, after his image” (Gen. 5:3). The likeness 
and image of God was shattered in the fall. Although in one respect 
the image of God remained in fallen human beings (so that the image 
of God after the fall remained the basis for the sanctity of human life 
[see Gen. 9:6; James 3:9]), the “true righteousness and holiness” that 
Paul refers to in Ephesians 4:24 were completely lost.

Now here is the wonderful gospel news of this passage: this 
image, this true righteousness and holiness, has been restored to us! 
How can that be? How is it that we who are such sinners can have 
God’s true righteousness and holiness? We can by the work of the 
Son, of course. We have his righteous record. We share in his holiness.

But not only that—he has also filled us with his Holy Spirit and 
is working this true righteousness and holiness into our daily lives. 
He is replacing our corrupt, deceitful desires with holy ones; he is 
causing us to “will and to work for his good pleasure” (Phil. 2:13). 
We can purpose to put on a new, holy way of life because the Lord 
has already placed within us the desire to do so.

In light of these declarations of the gospel, we are to be 
“renewed in the spirit of [our] mind.” Our old, unbelieving, corrupt 
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way of thinking needs to be changed. The thought that we are extra-
wicked sinners needs to be replaced with the thought that we have 
been recreated in the image and likeness of God. The thought that 
our “dysfunctional” upbringing makes holiness impossible must be 
replaced with this thought: “It’s true that I was sinned against as a 
child, but God has given me a completely new identity. Jesus Christ 
himself had to bear the penalty for my corrupt, deceitful desires and 
yet has given me new life. I’ve been recreated into someone who 
can walk in true righteousness and holiness. I’ve got his image, his 
grace. I can change.”

5.2: GOSPEL DECLARATIONS IN EPHESIANS 4:22–24

•  We bear the image of Christ

•  We have been recreated in true righteousness and holiness

•  We have Christ’s righteous record

•  The Holy Spirit  is working  this  true  righteousness and holiness 
into our hearts

•  He’s replacing our corrupt desires with holy ones

Now . . . Put Off and Put On

Now it’s time to look at the gospel obligations in this passage. The 
biblical method of change is clearly demonstrated for us here. We 
are to seek diligently to “put off” the old sinful patterns that marked 
our lives before we came to Christ.6 But that’s not all. We are not 
simply to stop practicing sin; we are to start practicing righteous-
ness. We are to replace our old way of living with new, godly ways 
of living.

5.3: GOSPEL OBLIGATIONS IN EPHESIANS 4:22–24

•  Put off the old sinful patterns

•  Put on the new Christlike patterns of godly living

In Ephesians 4:25, the verse that immediately follows our pas-
sage, we are reminded that having “put away falsehood,” we are 
to “speak the truth” with our neighbor. It isn’t enough to simply 
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stop lying. We are also to see others as our neighbors and speak the 
truth to them.

The New Testament is filled with passages that employ this put 
off/put on dynamic. Again, it’s not enough to cease some thought or 
activity. We not only cease the evil activity; we also replace it with 
obedience instead.

COMBINING DECLARATIONS AND OBLIGATIONS  
IN COUNSELING

At the beginning of this chapter we defined gospel-centered counsel-
ing as the process of one Christian coming alongside another with 
words of truth to encourage, admonish, comfort, and help—words 
drawn from Scripture, grounded in the gracious saving work of 
Jesus Christ, and presented in the context of relationship. The goal 
of this counseling is that the brother or sister in need of counsel 
would grow in his or her understanding of the gospel and how it 
applies to every area of life and then respond in grateful obedience 
in every circumstance, all to the building up of the church and for 
the glory of God.

We have chosen to call the model we are presenting in this book 
gospel-centered counseling rather than just Christian or even bibli-
cal counseling. Because many Christians are still trying to integrate 
the failed methods of humanistic psychology7 with the Bible, we 
have tried to construct a system of counseling that avoids the futility 
of psychology’s humanistic self-reformation while at the same time 
correcting the pitfalls of what may be, in some quarters, a gospel-
less approach to biblical change. Other counselors share our belief 
that humanistic psychology leads into blind alleys, but their solution 
is to focus extensively on the Bible’s imperatives and the counselee’s 
self-discipline with little attention to the patterns of self-doubt and 
unbelief that enervate the counselee’s motivation and hope in the 
painful process of change.

Following is one very simple example of how this model differs 
from an integrationist approach. Let’s pretend that you have just 
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discovered that you are out of salt and you have company coming 
in twenty-five minutes. You look at the clock and calculate how 
long it will take you to shoot up to the store, grab the salt, run back 
home, and get everything on the table in time for a delightful time 
of hospitality.

Into the car you jump and you race up to the store, grab the 
salt, and go to the express checkout line. There in front of you is a 
woman who has sixteen items in her cart. You check again to be sure 
that you are in the “ten items or less” line. Anger and stress build 
up while you try to control yourself.

How would “Christian psychology” tell you to respond? Since 
psychology is not a uniform discipline,8 there are several possible 
answers to this question. If you believe that you are a victim (of any 
sort) and therefore need to stand up for your rights, you could be 
self-assertive and tell the woman to move. If you believe that you 
need to love yourself more, you could spend your time reminding 
yourself that you are really a good person and you shouldn’t let this 
get you down. After all, you can’t help it if others don’t obey the 
rules. If you are a behaviorist, you could get your anti-stress rubber-
band out of your purse, place it on your wrist, and snap it until you 
have released all your stress and anger.

If you think that reality is created by your thoughts, you could 
move your mental focus off this distressing situation and go to your 
“happy place.” You could take a mini-vacation in your mind until 
the line moves forward. And finally, if you think that all your anger 
and stress are caused by disturbed brain chemicals, you could take 
an anti-anxiety pill and hope that you’ll feel better soon.

Next, how would a person who wants to put off sin and put 
on holiness apart from gospel declarations respond? Once you real-
ize that you are becoming sinfully angry, you could tell yourself 
that you need to be “slow to anger; for the anger of man does not 
produce the righteousness of God” (James 1:19–20).9 You could 
remind yourself of your obligation to be a good witness before the 
world, regret having worn a T-shirt that proclaims your Christianity, 
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and stretch your lips into a forced smile when that lady fumbles for 
her checkbook. You could determine to say nothing unkind or to 
“accidentally” bump her cart. You could choose to do her good by 
picking up something she dropped from her basket.

But almost immediately you will probably begin to feel con-
demned, remembering all the times you have gotten angry, and 
wonder when you will ever get your act together. At the same time, 
you will also feel angry that she doesn’t obey the rules like you do 
and wonder why God put her in your path. Then, of course, you will 
probably feel guiltier because you are charging God with wrongdo-
ing, and then you will be angry and stressed all over again.

Honestly, when I (Elyse) am in this kind of cycle, I usually end 
up blaming my husband, Phil, for not being available to pick up 
the salt for me or for encouraging me to have people over when I’m 
already too busy.

If, however, you are seeking to counsel yourself in light of the 
gospel, you will see this scenario in an entirely different way. First, 
you will humbly acknowledge that the woman in line in front of 
you is just like you. Yes, she’s a lawbreaker,10 but so are you (Rom. 
3:9ff.). The gospel will tell you that your lawbreaking is so signifi-
cant that there is no way for you to save yourself, so the Son of God 
had to become incarnate and die in your place. You will remember 
that his excruciating death on Calvary wasn’t necessitated by our 
merely fudging a bit on man-made rules; no, he died there because 
we never perfectly obey God’s law. He suffered not only for our 
obvious sins, but also for the self-righteousness that looks down on 
others who don’t play by the rules like we do. “Oh, she’s just like 
me,” you’ll think. “God is so patient with me [Rom. 2:4], so I can 
be patient with her.”

In addition, you can see the depth of your sin in wanting to be 
(or at least appearing to be) a respected hostess who has (or seems 
to have) it all together for her guests. You can fully embrace your 
deep sinfulness without the despair that would crush you apart from 
the gospel.
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Second, when you are tempted to slide down into a miry pit 

of self-condemnation, you can remember Jesus’ sinless life and the 

perfect record that is now yours. Yes, it’s true that you sin heinously 

and consistently, but you have a perfect record before God, the only 

one whose opinion matters (Rom. 3:24).

Next, you can remember the resurrection. The sinful self-

ishness, pride, and self-righteousness that marked your former 

manner of life have been broken by the power of his risen life 

(Rom. 6:4). The power of those old enslaving, sinful habits has 

been crushed. You no longer have to live as a slave, grasping for 

respect or ease. You no longer have to prove that you’ve “got it 

all together.” You can rest in the new life that he has given you as 

a son (Gal. 4:6–7).

Finally, you can rejoice in the ascension. Because Jesus Christ is 

ruling over your life from heaven (Rom. 8:34), still in human form, 

you can know that he sympathizes with your weaknesses (Heb. 

4:15). He is praying for you as you fume in the express line, and he is 

quietly working by his Spirit to displace your frustration with grati-

tude and patience. He knows what it’s like to live in a sin-cursed 

world where people don’t obey the rules. But he also rules over this 

world and has arranged this situation specifically for you because 

you needed to be reminded of his love (Dan. 4:34–35). Your sinful 

response to the lawbreaker in front of you can bring you sorrow 

mixed with joy as you remember what Christ has done for you and 

his great love for you in spite of your lawlessness.

In light of all the above, once your heart has been warmed by the 

great mercy and grace of God for you in Christ, you should remem-

ber to be “slow to anger; for the anger of man does not produce the 

righteousness of God” (James 1:19–20). You will then remember to 

love your neighbor, not simply because you have been commanded 

to do so but because you have been loved (1 John 4:11). You can let 

the love of God, which has been poured into your heart by the Holy 

Spirit (Rom. 5:5), overflow to this woman, the checker, your guests, 
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and your family. “Oh, I’m a great sinner,” you might say to yourself, 
“but I’ve been loved by a great Savior, so I am free to love others.”

In light of what Jesus has done for you, you can determine to 
do good to her. If she drops something, you can gladly pick it up 
for her. If the checker apologizes for this shopper’s obvious infrac-
tion, you can remind her that we are all the same—sinners saved by 
grace alone. Moreover, remembering your sins and Christ’s grace 
will also set your heart free from anxiety over what your dinner 
guests will think of you if the meal is served twenty minutes after 
you had planned. You could even use this circumstance—your sin-
ful response and the Lord’s grace in the midst of it—to remind your 
dinner guests of the Lord’s ability to use our failures and sins to 
magnify his work in our hearts.

HIS COMMANDMENTS ARE NOT BURDENSOME

Here is a passage from 1 John that illustrates the necessity of ground-
ing all our obedience and counsel in the gospel: “For this is the love 
of God, that we keep his commandments. And his commandments 
are not burdensome” (1 John 5:3). Although you might be familiar 
with this passage, have you ever stopped to really consider it? Have 
you ever wondered how John could write that God’s command-
ments were “not burdensome”? During times of trial, when faced 
with a difficult obedience, “burdensome” could definitely be the 
adjective we choose to describe our struggle to obey.

Honestly, when it comes right down to it, doesn’t it sometimes 
feel like obedience is too much to ask? The cost is too high, our love 
too weak. We don’t love God as we should, so we see his command-
ments as a burden. Our problem with obedience is that we don’t 
love as intensively as we should.

Even though that is our experience, the theme that love moti-
vates joyous and obedient service is found frequently in Scripture. 
The story of Jacob and Rachel illustrates it well. You’ll recall that 
Jacob indentured himself as a servant to his uncle, Laban, in order 
to obtain Rachel, Laban’s daughter, for a wife. Why? Because Jacob 
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loved her. And so he worked day in and day out for seven years 
to earn the right to have her as his wife. Lest we think that this 
service was easy, here’s how he described it later: “By day the heat 
consumed me, and the cold by night, and my sleep fled from my 
eyes” (Gen. 31:40). And yet later Jacob remembered his service for 
her as years that “seemed to him but a few days because of the love 
he had for her” (Gen. 29:20). Think of that: seven hard years flew 
by like just a few days. Love is the reason. The years of work he 
endured were not burdensome. They were years of work, yes, but 
not burdensome work.

Conversely, Jesus told a story of people who had a very different 
perspective. In this story, a parable, a landowner hired day laborers 
for his vineyard at an agreed-upon wage. During the day he brought 
in others to work, and then, at the end of the day, he doled out their 
earnings. Those who labored all day and those who labored only for 
one hour all received an equal wage, the one they had contracted for. 
“These last worked only one hour,” the angry workers complained, 
“and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden 
of the day and the scorching heat” (Matt. 20:12).

Although these disgruntled workers received what was right-
fully theirs, they were dissatisfied. They had no filial relationship 
to this landowner; they were day laborers, not sons. They had no 
concern for the other workers either. They were individuals, not 
family members. What was work like for them? They complained, 
“We’ve borne the burden . . . of the scorching heat.” Did the hours 
fly by because they were glad to serve their master? No, absolutely 
not. Their labor was grinding; they struggled until that scorching 
sun finally set so they could get what they earned and get out of 
there. Their labor was burdensome.

In another familiar parable, we find the eldest son irate because 
his father had warmly welcomed home the younger brother. Notice 
how the older brother’s obedience is described: “Look, these many 
years I have served11 you” (Luke 15:29). Obedience was onerous to 
him because love was lacking. He saw his father as nothing more 

CounselFromTheCross.534133.i02.indd   103 3/2/12   4:01 PM



COUNSEL FROM THE CROSS

104

than a demanding taskmaster, so he was resentful of his father’s 
generosity, mercy, and love. He meticulously tallied up his every 
hour and act of obedience. Life in this household was only a burden 
to be borne.

It’s easy to see the difference between Jacob and those who were 
only working for their wages. Jacob’s work flowed out of a heart 
of love. The other workers were in it only for themselves. They 
had obligations and life was hard; they were just trying to survive 
another day. There is ease and joy in love-driven obedience, a miser-
liness and drudgery in duty-driven obedience.

Our Savior’s love-driven obedience was envisaged in Psalm 
40:8: “I delight to do thy will, O my God” (kjv).12 Like Jacob 
before him, Jesus’ work to obtain his bride was a delight to him 
because of the great love he had for her. The One who created the 
sun languished under its scorching rays and struggled to keep warm 
when the cold penetrated his cloak at night. The One who multi-
plied loaves was hungry; he who sustained the universe by his word 
was tired. He perfectly completed the years of work his Father had 
given him to do, and his reward was given to others who joined in 
at the last moment. His inheritance was bestowed upon people, such 
as us, who had gleefully deserted him and spent their days in riotous 
living. The payment he earned was granted to proud, self-righteous 
ones like us, who had disdained him. But he called it all his delight 
because he loved. He gladly laid down his life for his bride.

We are sure that now, from the perspective of heaven, his days 
on earth seem but a moment to him because of his love for us. And 
these difficult years that we are apart from him will seem like noth-
ing more than “one night spent in an inconvenient motel” when our 
eyes finally rest upon his face.

Do you find obedience a burden or a delight? Is loving your 
neighbor, whoever that may be, a source of joy or a grinding 
drudgery? Let us suggest that the obligations of the gospel become 
a burdensome duty simply because we don’t spent enough time 
remembering what Jesus has already done for us. We have divided 
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the love-inspiring declarations of the gospel from the obligations of 
the gospel so that obedience is simply a struggle, a discipline, a duty.

BRINGING GOOD NEWS TO ERNEST

Ernest is a conscientious breadwinner, a responsible husband and 
father, an ever-reliable volunteer in his church—and his family is on 
the brink of destruction. His wife, Jill, has always found so much to 
admire in her husband, but now she is at her wits’ end as she sees 
their two adolescent sons, Bruce and Brian, withdrawing in hard-
ened, embittered silence not only toward Ernest but also toward 
her. At Jill’s gentle insistence, Ernest has finally agreed to meet with 
a counselor, but frankly he does not see what he could possibly 
have done to avert the increasing alienation and defiance that his 
ungrateful children are now displaying in their dyed black hair and 
dour Goth clothing.

After all, Ernest has always been committed to doing the right 
thing. That was what attracted Jill’s admiration in college, almost 
twenty years ago: his academic and athletic achievements in com-
bination with his leadership in student government and his selfless, 
strenuous commitment to service in a local church. After gradua-
tion Ernest was immediately and eagerly hired by an information 
technology firm, in which he worked long hours and was recognized 
through a succession of promotions to greater responsibilities, 
which also enabled him to provide well for Jill and the boys.

Of course, his intensive work schedule and his commitment 
to church responsibilities as a deacon, Sunday school teacher, and 
English as a Second Language tutor left him little time to deepen his 
relationship with Jill or to engage his sons. But Ernest prided himself 
on managing stress well and keeping control of his emotions, so he 
rarely exploded at his wife or sons. Rather, typically, he was able 
to explain calmly the ways that they had disappointed him—Jill’s 
cooking, primarily, and the boys’ indifference to schoolwork and 
sports—and how he expected them to strive for improvement. He 
had, after all, carved time out of his schedule to devote well-planned 
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Saturdays for maturity-building, outdoor activities with his sons, at 
least on a quarterly basis.

He is both mystified and distressed by their cold response, 
and annoyed—resentful, in fact—that their all-too-visible rebel-
lion, broadcast in black, is tarnishing his reputation as a husband-
technician-Christian father who does all things well. He is also 
puzzled and, well, angry, that Jill thinks he is the one who needs to 
be involved in this counseling; surely Bruce and Brian are the ones 
who need “fixing!”

How might a gospel-grounded counselor help Ernest? Although 
his emotional self-control and strong work ethic mask it, Ernest is, 
at heart, a Sad Moralist. Further probing may well reveal that Jill 
and their sons rarely hear anything from him but words that signal 
criticism and correction, and that the steady stream of discontent 
streaming from Ernest’s mouth springs from a heart that is itself 
profoundly insecure, deathly fearful of failure in any area of life—or 
should we say, in any area of performance?

Early in life Ernest learned the lesson that self-discipline and 
hard work reap rewards in recognition and reassurance that he is 
an acceptable person, a respectable Christian, and a responsible 
student, employee, and family man. Now he needs a firm and lov-
ing counselor to break to him the unwelcome news that his strenu-
ous, apparently successful pursuit of the approval he craves has put 
him on a collision course with God’s preeminent commands. He 
doesn’t love God with all that is in him, nor does he love his closest 
neighbors—his wife and his sons—as he loves himself. His tireless 
labors to provide materially for his family have not really been for 
their sake but for his own. His eager involvement in his church’s 
ministries is likewise an expression of self-love, not an offering of 
love to a heavenly Father whose love he is reciprocating freely in 
astonished gratitude.

As Ernest is introduced to the uncomfortable truth that his 
proud heart falls far short of the love that God demands, we can 
introduce him to an even more ego-crushing reality: although “God 
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opposes the proud,” he also “gives grace to the humble” (James 
4:6). Surrendering to grace will require Ernest to abandon his 
workaholism and his efforts to justify himself as a conscientious 
breadwinner, which are subtle forms of idolatry, violations of the 
first commandment, and attempts to compete with the living God, 
who declares that he alone can save (Isa. 45:22–24) and justify 
guilty people. Ernest will need to embrace at a depth that he has 
so far resisted the discovery that he can experience God’s approval 
only as he rests wholly in Jesus’ accomplished work—his flawless 
obedience and blameless sacrifice.

But if God’s Spirit opens Ernest’s heart to these truths and 
shatters his self-made strategies for silencing his uneasy conscience 
(we counselors cannot reach that deep place in Ernest’s heart, but 
the Spirit can), a process of liberation will begin. Ernest will find 
the safety in the Father’s welcome to set aside his reputation and 
embrace his sons, despite their sullen defiance. When he has heard 
Christ answer the Accuser on his behalf once for all, Ernest can 
begin to staunch the steady stream of critical speech that has been 
flowing from his mouth toward Jill and Bruce and Brian (and, no 
doubt, toward others).

He no longer needs to defend himself by finding fault with oth-
ers to compensate for the faults in himself that he has desperately 
tried to hide. He can even ask their forgiveness, humbly and sin-
cerely, acknowledging the pain he has inflicted on those he should 
have loved most. From this point, other changes will need to fol-
low as well. Ernest should reconsider his hectic schedule—both 
his drivenness on the job and his frenetic volunteerism at church. 
Facing his finitude frankly, he may well withdraw from worthwhile 
activities for the sake of rebuilding (or building for the first time) his 
family on a foundation of God’s grace.

Deep-seated patterns will not change overnight, and relapses 
may occur. But healing by grace will have begun in Ernest’s heart, 
and from that grace-refreshed heart, grace will begin to flow out 
into his relationships.
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OUR TRANSFORMED ATTITUDES

Spending time in the gospel before we spend time in the law will 
create within us a renewed attitude informed and motivated by love. 
If the message of the gospel does not inform every thought, word, 
and deed, our striving to put off and put on will disintegrate into 
another way to gain the approval of others, ourselves, and even the 
Lord. The only factor that can keep us from either grinding obedi-
ence spawned by self-love or habitual disobedience also spawned by 
self-love is a different sort of love—the love of Christ for us and our 
responsive love for him. Like Ernest, we need to have our attitudes 
transformed.

The gospel tells us that we are deeply sinful people but that 
we’re also deeply loved people. This reality, therefore, is to be the 
ground upon which all of our subsequent obedience, all of our put-
offs and put-ons, must be built. The fact that we are deeply sinful 
yet forgiven will cause us to love much, as Jesus taught Simon the 
Pharisee in Luke 7. And nothing teaches us these truths like the 
gospel.

Remember the gospel again; hear his humble plea in the garden, 
see his blood-stained brow, hear the whip crack as it tears his back, 
smell the scent of blood that fills the air as he is hoisted up upon the 
tree, hear him cry in agony as the wrath you deserve is poured out 
upon him, and he is forsaken. Then let his words sink deeply into 
your soul, “It is finished.” All that he had come to do, all that you 
needed him to do, he has done for you. Feel the earth tremble, hear 
the curtain that separated you from the presence of God tear. Think 
about that kind of love and welcome, let your heart weep before 
him, and kiss him in worship as you humble yourself, loving him 
much. Now, let the love that’s overflowing in your heart eventuate 
in true obedience, put off your old, dead, loveless ways of living, and 
let the love that has been poured into your heart by the Holy Spirit 
create true holiness of life.
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PURSUING COUNSEL FROM THE CROSS
1) Explain the differences between psychological, biblical, and gospel-
centered counseling.

2) Why is it important for people who already know the gospel to remind 
themselves and others of the gospel, especially when struggling against 
sin?

3) We seem to naturally militate against revisiting the gospel once we’ve 
been saved by it. Why do you think that is?

4) Jacob’s service for Rachel seemed easy and light. The elder brother’s 
service for his father was grinding slavery. What was the difference be-
tween the two? How are our attitudes transformed?

5) Summarize what you have learned in this chapter in four or five sen-
tences. 
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The Gospel and Our Sanctification

And do not be grieved, for the joy of the Lord is your strength.

NEHEMIAH 8:10

WE LIVE AT A TIME in which there are more opportunities for 
fun and enjoyment than ever before. We have multitudinous options 
for entertainment and vacations, and many people live as though the 
whole purpose of life can be summed up in one thought: carefree 
retirement. Have you noticed that although there seems to be a lot 
of fun activity, there is very little true joy? We are amusing ourselves 
to death and coming up empty and joyless every time.

Further, in a strangely convoluted1 desire to reach the 
unchurched, many churches have mimicked in their ministries the 
world’s emphases on amusement. Skits, comic sermons, and feather-
weight vignettes masquerade as truth, while the souls of “seekers” 
thirst for a drink of living water and wonder if this is really all there 
is. Boredom is the great evil that must be avoided at all costs even 
though someone must have asked at least once, “How many ‘Top 
Ten’ jokes can one hear without having to stifle a yawn?” We think 
it would be safe to say that many people who attend this kind of 
church may be categorized as Happy Moralists.

On the other hand, there is also a vibrant though sober church 
that can be identified as serious and disdainful of the airier versions 
of church-lite. This church is truth-driven and assumes that there are 
serious realities, particularly about sin and obligation, that must be 
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taken to heart and pondered by “the elect.” These dear saints would 
have an unstated fear about too much joy or happiness and might 
suspect that too much smiling might lead to frivolousness. We think 
it would be safe to assume that we’d find the Sad Moralist here.

Where Happy Moralists need to grow in their understanding of 
the depths of God’s demands and their utter failure to fulfill them, 
Sad Moralists are tempted to spend their days in mourning and self-
condemnation. Even though each type is very different in religious 
orientation, the Happy Moralist and the Sad Moralist might be 
surprised to learn that they are alike in at least one way: they both 
have something to learn from the gospel.

The Happy Moralist needs to see the depths of sacrificial suf-
fering that his cavalier self-righteous sin caused the Lamb. The Sad 
Moralist needs to see the depths of sacrificial suffering that his sober, 
self-righteous sin caused the Lamb. Both need to see themselves as 
sinful and flawed. The Happy Moralist needs to be humbled by a 
clear view of his laxity and self-love. The Sad Moralist needs to 
be humbled by the discovery that even his self-righteousness and 
self-loathing are symptoms of a heart too proud to abandon its self-
reliance and surrender to the grace of Christ. And both also need to 
see themselves as loved and welcomed.

Perhaps the Happy Moralist won’t struggle with God’s love 
as the Sad Moralist will, but that is only because he’s missed the 
“sinful-and-flawed” portion of the gospel. He needs to be awed by 
God’s mercy. The Sad Moralist, on the other hand, must see that 
Christ’s righteousness is sufficient and believe that faith is all that 
he has to offer (and even his faith is given to him). He is missing 
the “loved-and-welcomed” part of the gospel. He, too, needs to be 
awed by God’s mercy.

There’s another facet of the gospel that’s missing from both their 
lives. Neither lives in the joy that is to be their strength. The true joy 
that is the core of their strength in the war against sin is missing, so 
the Happy Moralist won’t have the impetus to put down the remote 
and follow hard after God. The Sad Moralist will feel burdened 
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by his sin and estranged from the God who commands joy at his 
presence. Rejoice? About what? Is this something else I need to feel 
guilty about? he might wonder.

GOSPELIZED SANCTIFICATION

Before we tell you exactly what gospelized sanctification looks like, 
let’s be sure that you understand what we mean when we use the 
term sanctification. Sanctification or being set apart is to be made 
holy or consecrated for God’s use. It describes the transformation of 
the believer into the image of Christ. Wise pastors of a bygone time 
captured its biblical meaning well when they described it as “the 
work of God’s free grace, whereby we are renewed in the whole man 
after the image of God, and are enabled more and more to die unto 
sin, and live unto righteousness.”2

Sanctification may actually be spoken of in two ways. First, we 
might say that our sanctification is definitive, that is, already accom-
plished in time, as Paul does in 1 Corinthians 1:2, where he refers to 
the church at Corinth as “those sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to 
be saints” (see also Acts 20:32; 26:18). At the very moment that the 
Holy Spirit replaces our dead, stony hearts with living hearts of flesh 
so that we trust in Christ, the Spirit begins to apply to us the lib-
erating effects of Jesus’ death and resurrection. Paul therefore tells 
Christians that we have “died to sin” and that we have been raised 
in Christ to “walk in newness of life” (Rom. 6:1–4). In other words, 
when he drew us to trust Jesus, God’s Spirit decisively, definitively 
separated us from sin’s tyrannical grip and placed us securely in the 
Father’s holy hands.3 That’s astounding, isn’t it?

Second, we might say that sanctification is progressive. 
Progressive sanctification is the term used to define what occurs 
in us day by day as God transforms us by the work of the Holy 
Spirit. In progressive sanctification, we become in actuality what he 
has declared is already true of us. To use common parlance, we are 
already sanctified, but our sanctification is not yet perfectly evident 
in our daily lives. Both the already and the not yet are true of us. 
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Although we are still living in the not yet, if we are in Christ, we are 
progressing, we are changing.

Perhaps the change is as yet minuscule; maybe you don’t see it 
in yourself at all, but you can be sure that if you are his, you are 
being changed. For some, sanctification is painfully slow; for oth-
ers the process seems to be making a more speedy headway.4 But 
however slow our progression seems, we can be sure that we are 
“being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory 
to another. For this comes from the Lord who is the Spirit” (2 Cor. 
3:18). Although our progress may seem painfully slow (especially 
if we are Sad Moralists), it too is a guaranteed work of the Holy 
Spirit in us.

Here’s how author and seminary president Bryan Chapell 
defined progressive sanctification:

Sanctification is the work of God’s grace in us that allows us to 
receive the benefits and power of Jesus, which in turn enable us to 
overcome the evil that can so burden our hearts.5

As you can see, sanctification is anchored in our union with Christ. 
It is possible only through the benefits of the gospel. We cannot and 
will not ever become genuinely godly men and women unless God’s 
grace has enabled us to receive the “benefits and power of Jesus,” 
the only truly holy person who ever lived. Only in union with him 
will we be able to progressively grow into holiness, “to overcome 
the evil” that’s still part of our “not yet.”

Up until this point, most Christians would agree with what 
we’ve said. They’d agree that sanctification is both definitive and 
progressive. That it’s both the already and the not yet. They would 
agree that sanctification is only possible through our union with 
Christ and that it is accomplished by a work of God’s grace as he 
transforms us into the image of the Son.

But the question that must arise now is one of method or 
mode. We are all agreed that we want to grow in godliness and 
that it’s God’s plan to grow us in this way, but exactly how does 
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that happen? Are there certain perspectives that we should adopt 
that will enable us to more fully experience this grace? Are there 
other perspectives that will tend to make the going slower, more 
difficult? Here’s where gospelized sanctification will change our 
perspective.

The gospel tells us that Jesus’ life has been given for us and to 
us. His holy desires have been implanted in our hearts. We’re one 
with him through the agency of the Holy Spirit. Meditating on these 
truths will energize our pursuit of godliness because our belief that 
we are in union with Christ “is the key to overcoming sin in our 
lives. . . . When any of us lose sight of our privileged position as a 
result of our union with Christ, we lose our ability to resist sin.”6

Our union with Christ should refresh our hearts with joy and 
strengthen our faith to enable us to fight for holiness. Realizing 
that he has loved us so much that he has made us one with himself 
should engender fervent love in our hearts, resulting in fervent 
obedience.

The truth of the gospel—that we are “in” him—isn’t meant only 
for those who are beginning the Christian life. It is meant for all of 
us every day, whether we’ve walked with him for a few weeks or 
many decades. In fact, it’s such an important factor about who we 
are that it was one of Paul’s favorite themes. Here are two references 
from Paul meant to encourage us as we pray that God makes us 
“worthy of his calling” and that we might fulfill “every resolve for 
good and every work of faith by his power” (2 Thess. 1:11). Please 
resist the urge to skim over these passages if you are already familiar 
with them. They are given here so you will believe that change really 
is possible.

I give thanks to my God always for you because of the grace of 
God that was given you in Christ Jesus, that in every way you 
were enriched in him in all speech and all knowledge . . . as you 
wait for the revealing of our Lord Jesus Christ, who will sustain 
you to the end, guiltless in the day of our Lord Jesus Christ. God 
is faithful, by whom you were called into the fellowship of his Son, 
Jesus Christ our Lord. (1 Cor. 1:4–6, 8–9)
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In him also you were circumcised with a circumcision made with-
out hands, by putting off the body of the flesh, by the circumcision 
of Christ, having been buried with him in baptism, in which you 
were also raised with him through faith in the powerful working 
of God, who raised him from the dead. And you, who were dead 
in your trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh, God made 
alive together with him, having forgiven us all our trespasses, by 
canceling the record of debt that stood against us with its legal 
demands. (Col. 2:11–14)

 As you reflect on those passages, can you see how important 
your union with Christ—with his life, death, resurrection, ascen-
sion, and ongoing incarnation—is? This is where what we are 
calling “gospelized sanctification” differs from other methods of 
change. Although all true Christians want to grow in godliness, 
many of us miss the truth that the gospel is as necessary to our sanc-
tification as it was to our initial justification. Without the gospel, 
without drenching our souls in our union with Christ, the quest 
for moral improvement becomes just that: another quest for self-
improvement doomed to futile failure or, worse, arrogant success. 
But in the light of the gospel, because of all that Jesus has already 
done, sanctification becomes another sweet evidence of his grace 
working in us, making us more and more delighted by his abiding 
presence and less and less enamored with the world’s enticements. 
Only the extravagant love shown us in the gospel has the power 
to draw us away from other loves. The beauty of his grace makes 
everything else seem listless by comparison.

DO NOT GRIEVE

During the time of the Jews’ exile from the Promised Land, while 
they were still in bondage under Persian rule, a group of Jews was 
permitted to return to Israel to rebuild the temple and the walls of 
the city. For nearly seventy years the nation had been in captivity, 
excluded from temple worship and the law. They had felt the judg-
ment of God. God’s displeasure wasn’t some detached topic they 
studied in a textbook. They had personally experienced his anger at 
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their sin. Many of their family members had been slaughtered. They 
had been uprooted from their homes, bound as slaves. They had lost 
their nation. Children had lived their entire lives in a foreign coun-
try, never having known their homeland or freedom. They knew 
what God’s judgment tasted like. He had taught them to be sorry for 
sin. But now, by God’s sovereign grace (Ezra 1:1), exiles were being 
allowed to return to their homeland and rebuild it.

In 515 bc, after quite a struggle the temple was finally rebuilt, 
and after that the walls around the city were completed. The Levites 
along with their leaders, Nehemiah and Ezra, gathered the people 
together to hear the law. When the people heard the law and under-
stood how they had sinned against the Lord, they were grieved. 
Again, they were people who had been taught by experience how 
dreadful the consequences of sin are. They were afraid. But because 
the day was a holy day, a day of dedication to the Lord, the people 
were warned, “Do not be grieved, for the joy of the Lord is your 
strength. . . . Be quiet, for this day is holy; do not be grieved” (Neh. 
8:10–11).

Although grieving over sin would seem apropos, this wasn’t to 
be a day for sorrow. In fact, grieving on this day would have been sin 
itself because God is both immanent and holy, and in his presence is 
“fullness of joy,” and at his right hand are “pleasures forevermore” 
(Ps. 16:11). Grieving at this point would have been an affront to 
his kindness. It would have impugned his goodness and slandered 
his love. He was with them; he had restored and forgiven them. 
Grieving would ignore what he had done and would focus all their 
attention on what they had done or failed to do. And it would also 
have drained from the people the very joy they would need if they 
were to grow in obedience.

MANAGE YOUR SORROW

God commanded his people to corporately mourn over sin only one 
day a year, on the Day of Atonement (which, in some ways, reminds 
us of Good Friday). On that day the people were commanded to 
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fast both from food and from work. The high priest would appear 
before the Lord with the blood of animals and with two goats, 
one that would be slaughtered and the other to be led out into the 
wilderness. The people knew that blood was being shed to atone 
for their sin, and they knew that a goat would be abandoned to 
wilderness wandering and ultimate death for their iniquity. It was a 
solemn day of complete rest from labor, reflection on personal sin, 
sobriety at the necessity of the death of animals in their place, and 
celebration of God’s merciful provision. But it was followed by the 
Feast of Tabernacles, a weeklong time of fellowship and rejoicing at 
God’s providential supply (Lev. 23:26–43).

 Does it surprise you that God commands affliction of soul on 
only one day annually? If you are a Sad Moralist, it might seem as 
though a life of self-affliction or mourning defines spirituality. In 
Matthew 5:4, our Lord promises blessedness—deep happiness—to 
those who mourn over sin, because the end of that mourning is com-
fort, not ongoing self-flagellation. Yes, we are to be deeply grieved 
by our sin, but we must manage our grief well lest it become another 
form of meritorious work.7 Godly sorrow for sin is appropriate, 
but sad moralism and endless self-affliction will never motivate us 
to live godly lives. No, only joy will strengthen us for the war we 
must fight against sin.

Sanctification is never advanced by self-focused grief or guilt. It 
is energized by joy and driven by love.8 This is the distinction that 
gospelized sanctification emphasizes. Only a remembrance of the 
gospel will free us from our habitual grief and guilt. Only the gospel 
can implant the joy and love in our hearts that will free, motivate, 
and inspire us.

REJOICE IN THE LORD

The exiles who had returned to rebuild the temple in Jerusalem were 
to see what that day of remembering the law and rejoicing in God’s 
goodness meant about what kind of God they served. Rather than 
being swallowed up by our grief or ignoring God’s law and living 
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for temporal comforts or amusements, we, along with them, are to 
know the joy that is “founded on the feeling of communion with 
the Lord, on the consciousness that we have in the Lord, a God 
long-suffering and abundant in goodness and truth. . . . This joy is 
to be to them . . . a strong citadel or refuge, because the Almighty 
is their God.”9

Our ongoing rehearsal of the weight of God’s law, the depth of 
our sin, and the generosity of his mercy should produce within us 
a “feeling of communion” with him, a responsive joy that guards 
our hearts when either temptation to laxity or temptation to sad 
moralism calls. We can whisper to our souls: He’s here with me. He 
loves me. He knows my weakness and failure and yet he’s in union 
with me. Who could imagine such love? It causes me to overflow 
with joy! 

The knowledge of such long-suffering or abundant goodness 
would crush us if we didn’t know that it was for us, sinful and 
flawed as we are. The realization that his love is never ending is a 
balm to our souls, bringing the joy, comfort, and assurance that is 
our very lifeblood as we fight for holiness. When we face the uphill 
battle to grow in our sanctification, we must remember that we are 
sinful and flawed, but we are loved and welcomed. There is great 
joy in realizing that even though our sin is much deeper than we’ll 
ever grasp, God sees every bit of it and yet loves us.

Nehemiah writes that joy functions as a strong citadel or refuge 
for us. When we are tempted to give in to despair, to give up to self-
indulgence or apathy, we have a place of refuge that will protect us 
from the attacks of a battered conscience. When we read the Word 
or hear a strong sermon that convicts our hearts, our conscience 
is apt to begin its attack on our souls. “Who can stand before his 
indignation? Who can endure the heat of his anger?” (Nah. 1:6). 
We are convicted of sin, we mourn over and confess our sin, and 
yet conscience doesn’t give up. It continues to beat us. “You’re not 
properly sorry. You’re such a disappointment. God is ashamed of 
you and angry.”
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How are we to fight against the accusations of our conscience? 
How can we silence conscience’s condemning voice? We take refuge 
from God in God. We quiet our conscience by remembering, “The 
Lord is good, a stronghold in the day of trouble; he knows those 
who take refuge in him” (Nah. 1:7). We send the law (as means 
of obtaining God’s favor) away, as Martin Luther wisely counsels 
us: “Send Moses away, with his law, to those who are complacent, 
proud and obstinate and in these terrors and this anguish lay hold 
upon Christ, who was crucified and died for our sins.”10

We remember that the gospel tells us that we don’t have any 
weapons of our own. We have no righteousness, no strength, and 
no faith to protect us from God’s just indignation. We are sinful and 
flawed. And yet, we don’t have to protect ourselves from a holy God 
because he knows our sin and yet has poured all of his indignation on 
his Son and has clothed us in his righteousness. He not only knows of 
our sin because he knows everything, but his perfect Son also knows 
our sin because “for our sake he made him to be sin who knew no 
sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God”  
(2 Cor. 5:21). Think of that! We’ve got the righteousness of God!

When our conscience won’t quiet down as it should, when we’ve 
taken ourselves over and over to Calvary in repentance, we’ve got to 
declare to our self-condemning hearts, “My righteousness isn’t made 
up of my repentance, my good record, or even my faith. No, I’ve got 
the righteousness of God. If that’s not enough for you, you proud, 
demanding conscience, nothing will be! Now, silence yourself before 
the love of this great God. Rather than spend time thinking about 
your demands, I now choose to rejoice in all God’s done for me.”

Our enemy, Satan, wants to point out our sin so that we will 
curse God “to his face” (Job 1:11). He wants to strip our confidence 
from us and make us go through life mourning, sad, self-focused, 
and self-condemning. He wants to make God seem unjust, angry, 
demanding, and hateful in our eyes. The Devil hates joy. He has 
never tasted true happiness. Joy at what our Savior has done infuri-
ates him, so he accuses us “day and night” (Rev. 12:10).
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How can we respond to his accusations? We can respond by 
the “blood of the Lamb” and the “word of [our] testimony” (Rev. 
12:11). When he viciously attacks, what shall we say? “Yes, it’s true 
that I am a worthless sinner, but I’ve been given the righteousness 
of God by the blood of the Lamb. My only testimony is that I’m 
completely loved even though I don’t deserve it. Therefore I will 
rejoice because you have been thrown down and have no right to 
remind me of something that God no longer remembers! My Savior 
is worth praising and I will praise him now. You have reminded me 
to do this!”

The joy that this good news brings will keep us safe. It is a strong 
fortress; it is meant to protect us as we rest securely as God “quiets 
us by his love” (Zeph. 3:17). Sorrow for sin is good, as far as it goes, 
but it will not protect us from our conscience or from our adversary’s 
cruel attack. Hear these words from Nehemiah again: “Do not be 
grieved, for the joy of the Lord is your strength” (Neh. 8:10). Do 
not be afraid that freedom from grief will make you lax. We are in 
union with Jesus Christ; all that he has is ours. He will carefully 
watch over our souls, convicting us and comforting us as he deems 
best. We do not need to take on his work of making ourselves righ-
teous but, rather, we can rejoice in what he has already done.

“A joyful heart is good medicine, but a crushed spirit dries up 
the bones” (Prov. 17:22). The gospel makes us strong and spiritually 
healthy. The Great Physician has diagnosed our problem as being 
worse than we would ever dare to imagine, but he has also sup-
plied all the medicine we need. The gospel is “good” medicine for 
our souls. It makes us strong and joyful. We have been loved and 
welcomed. Our utter dependence on him and our joy in the realiza-
tion of how needy we are cures us of our sinful pride and makes 
our souls healthy.

THE RIGHTEOUS SHALL LIVE BY FAITH

Many Christians know that the Reformation was born, at least in 
part, because the Holy Spirit had illumined Martin Luther’s heart to 
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understand the verse “The righteous shall live by faith” (Rom. 1:17; 
Gal. 3:11, both quoting Hab. 2:4). As a conscientious Augustinian 
monk, Luther, the quintessential Sad Moralist, was radically trans-
formed by the realization that “no one is justified before God by the 
law” (Gal. 3:11), but rather that the righteousness that pleases God 
is the perfect obedience of Christ, received through faith alone as a 
free, unearned gift by those who live by faith in God’s Son and God’s 
promises. It’s axiomatic that we begin our Christianity by faith in 
the righteousness that he supplies through Jesus Christ. What most 
of us miss is that we progress in our sanctification the same way.

What is the faith that we need to hang on to as we seek to grow 
in godliness? That Jesus Christ has fulfilled every point of the law, 
that he also suffered torment as a lawbreaker on Calvary, that his 
Father poured out every drop of his righteous wrath on him, and 
that the resurrection declares the Father’s approval of Christ’s com-
plete righteousness—divine approval in which we now share by the 
gift of his grace. We must believe (and continue to “beat it into our 
heads daily,” as Luther once said) that God is perfectly satisfied in 
Christ’s sacrifice for us, that we have obtained full adoption, and 
that God is pleased with us and calls us his “beloved.” These truths 
will stimulate joy and expand our faith.

So then, there remains a Sabbath rest for the people of God, for 
whoever has entered God’s rest has also rested from his works 
as God did from his. Let us therefore strive to enter that rest.  
(Heb. 4:9–11)

The striving that will command our energy is a striving to enter into 
rest, a striving to live “by faith in the Son of God, who loved . . . and 
gave himself” for us (Gal. 2:20). Most of us think that our efforts 
should be focused solely on godly living. While this is partly true, it’s 
not the whole story. We’ve also got to focus our efforts on “striving” 
to enter into the rest he has provided for us. If our souls are not fully 
resting in his love and welcome we won’t have the energy we need 
to fight for godliness. Christianity will be utterly exhausting. This 
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rest of soul is found only in the gospel message: we are sinful and 
flawed, yet loved and welcomed.

THE ROLE OF THE LAW IN OUR SANCTIFICATION

If we live by faith in Jesus Christ rather than by faith in ourselves 
and our works, we’ll know the joy that protects us from accusation 
and we’ll live in the love that will constrain true obedience. Since we 
no longer view the law as the means to obtain righteousness, since it 
no longer has the power to either harm or threaten us, we may now 
use it as it’s meant to be used. We will be free to delight in the law 
because we are freed from the power of the law to curse us.

All of the wonderful obligations of the law will then help us on 
our way toward godly living and sanctification. Since we cannot be 
made any more perfect in God’s eyes than we already are, we are 
now free to make the law serve us. It will serve us by making us 
more thankful for Christ when we see how we fail to obey it, and it 
will serve us by showing us how to love God and our neighbor as we 
long to. Rather than viewing the law as our enemy, we’ll learn to say 
along with our Savior, “I delight to do your will, O my God; your 
law is within my heart” (Ps. 40:8). From this position of security 
and rest in God, the psalmist wrote:

The law of the Lord is perfect,
  reviving the soul;
the testimony of the Lord is sure,
  making wise the simple;
the precepts of the Lord are right,
  rejoicing the heart;
the commandment of the Lord is pure,
  enlightening the eyes;
the fear of the Lord is clean,
  enduring forever;
the rules of the Lord are true,
  and righteous altogether.
More to be desired are they than gold,
  even much fine gold;
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sweeter also than honey
  and drippings of the honeycomb.
Moreover, by them is your servant warned;
  in keeping them there is great reward. (Ps. 19:7–11)

When the law is kept where it belongs—as a means to draw us 
to Christ and to show us how to love—it is delightful and causes 
us to rejoice. When it goes beyond this and attacks our conscience, 
we must silence its threatenings by remembering the gospel and 
putting the law back in its place. The law is a light on our path, but 
it is not the path, and it cannot impel us toward holiness nor make 
us love God.

SAD PASTOR JACK

Although Jack wasn’t raised in a believing home, he has loved God 
from his earliest teen years. A serious and bright student, Jack quickly 
came to realize that he was called to serve as a pastor. It was to this 
end that he went to college and seminary. Upon graduation and 
marriage, Jack landed in full-time ministry, but over time he grew 
discouraged; he understood deep truth but found himself unable to 
live out that truth, and that is still where Jack finds himself today.

He is frequently snappish and judgmental with his wife and peo-
ple in the church office. He continually feels bad about his behav-
ior and tries to control himself, but even when he is able to avoid 
outbursts, he still fumes inwardly. When he reads (or preaches on) 
passages about how we are to love one another, the law enslaves, 
crushes, and terrifies him. He feels guilty, and his guilt causes his 
anger and faultfinding to grow.

The guiltier he feels about his lack of love, the more unloving he 
becomes. He labors to become more loving and patient, to punctili-
ously fulfill the law, but still his anger and self-condemnation crowd 
out all his good intentions. If you ask Jack how he would charac-
terize his faith, he could tell you all about justification by faith and 
progressive sanctification. He knows all the right answers, but he 
has forgotten the gospel.
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Some time ago, during a particularly stressful situation, Jack 
was overcome by feelings of self-condemnation and worthlessness. 
He no longer had the ability to handle all the problems in the church 
while trying to suppress or answer his feelings of self-loathing. He 
didn’t have the energy to get up and preach, and his hands shook 
continually. Observing this, the deacon board decided that Jack was 
depressed and in need of a leave of absence.

One thing led to another, and soon Jack found himself in a 
residential treatment center for the severely depressed. Once the 
therapists at the center had time to get to know him, they concluded 
that he wasn’t deeply depressed, so they put him on medication and 
released him.

What does Jack need? Does he need medicine? Does he need 
someone to tell him that the church abused him? Does he need to 
learn to love himself so that he can love his neighbor? No, of course 
not. Okay then, but does he need to simply put off anger and put 
on kindness? Yes, he needs to do this, but not before he has soaked 
himself in the truth about what Jesus Christ has already done on his 
behalf. He needs to refocus his mind continually on the truth that 
God loved him and sent his Son to be the propitiation for his sin. 
Until he does that, until the joy of the Lord becomes his strength, 
the biblical mandate to love his neighbor will be just as out of reach 
as it always has been, and just as condemning to his already guilt-
ridden conscience.

Jack’s life is changing now because he has committed himself 
to constant fellowship with other pastors who are mentoring and 
counseling him to see himself in the light of the gospel. They are 
reminding him of his true identity. Jack is a sinner, but he is also 
loved immeasurably. Being with other brothers who both confess 
their sins and lovingly confront his anger and faultfinding is helping 
Jack to avoid his old habitual self-condemnation. He is learning to 
encourage himself with words of grace from the gospel. Because he 
is beginning to realize that he is irrevocably loved and welcomed, 
his slavery to the law has no more power to condemn or terrorize.
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His friends are teaching him to see that the hours he spends in 
self-recrimination are not only wrong but also futile. Sadness won’t 
impel obedience; only love and joy can do that. Like the Israelites 
who were commanded to afflict their souls only one day and then 
rejoice for a week, for every one day Jack spends looking at his sin 
and failures, he is to spend a week rejoicing in God’s mercy and pro-
vision. Although the thoughts of God’s love for him used to make 
him only more ashamed and guilty, now God’s love for him serves 
to bolster his joy.

Jack is now battling on another front too: he is battling the self-
condemnation that he feels because he doesn’t have as much joy 
as he thinks he should have. When he starts down that well-worn 
path to despair, he will need to remind himself, “Of course I don’t 
have joy. I’m sinful and flawed. But I won’t get joy by looking at 
myself. Instead, I’ll think about how I’ve been loved and welcomed 
in Christ. I’ll direct my thoughts away from myself and onto my 
Savior. If it pleases him, he’ll fill me with joy. If it doesn’t, that’s okay 
because my righteousness doesn’t depend on me anyway. I’m going 
to praise him instead of thinking about myself.”

As he is “renewed in the spirit” of his mind (Eph. 4:23), Jack is 
beginning to put off his old way of life. His hypercritical judgment 
of others and of himself is being replaced by a willingness to admit 
his sin and be patient with others. He sees more clearly that he and 
they are equally sinful and flawed, yet equally loved and welcomed. 
He is also seeing himself and his Savior in an entirely new light. He is 
drinking in great draughts of mercy and dispensing it to others and 
to himself. The joy of his salvation is gradually growing and shoving 
aside all his anger, self-condemnation, and self-righteousness, and 
he is becoming a joyful, merciful, free man.

LOOKING TO JESUS

In one sense, we are all just like Jack. We all long to approve of 
ourselves and want to use the law (either God’s law or our own 
standards) as the way to do that. Then, when our inconsistencies 
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become so glaring that we can no longer avoid them, we slip into 
some form of self-indulgence. Like Jack, we could fall into faultfind-
ing, self-righteousness, and its eventual self-loathing, or we could 
just become apathetic and decide to spend more time pampering 
ourselves in some way.

We are all sinful and flawed. The only answer to our slav-
ery both to sin and the law is our Savior. The writer of Hebrews 
encouraged his readers to lay aside their sin by “looking to Jesus, 
the founder and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set 
before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is seated at 
the right hand of the throne of God” (Heb. 12:2).

Although Jesus Christ was perfect and perfectly loved doing 
his Father’s will, joy was a factor in his obedience. He was looking 
ahead—past the cross, past the shame, past the suffering—to the 
joy. What was his joy? Simply this: that he would be seated at the 
right hand of the throne of God, clothed in flesh, presenting his 
bride to his Father. He found his joy in his bride. You are his joy. 
He suffered so that he might bring you the joy of knowing his love 
and welcome, and he prayed that his joy might be in you and that 
your joy might be full (John 15:11).

We all want to grow in godliness. We all want to obey the law 
and know that our lives are glorifying to our Lord. We won’t get 
there by looking solely at the law and then hoping that our sorrow 
will motivate us to change. No, Nehemiah’s words are just as apro-
pos for us today as they were when Jerusalem was rebuilt: “Do not 
be grieved, for the joy of the Lord is your strength” (Neh. 8:10).
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PURSUING COUNSEL FROM THE CROSS
1) Luke 2:10–12 reads, “And the angel said to them, ‘Fear not, for behold, 
I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people. For unto 
you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord. 
And this will be a sign for you: you will find a baby wrapped in swaddling 
cloths and lying in a manger.’” Why is this Savior described as a “great 
joy”? How does the baby in the manger create joy in your heart? Why did 
the Spirit have Luke record the nativity scene in just this way?

2) What words would you use to describe your Christian walk? Would joy 
be among them? Why or why not?

3) John 17:13 (part of Jesus’ prayer) reads, “But now I am coming to you, 
and these things I speak in the world, that they may have my joy fulfilled 
in themselves.” Why did Jesus pray about your joy?

4) When you recognize sin in your life, how do you motivate yourself to 
change? After reading this chapter, how do you think you should motivate 
yourself?

5) Would you say that you are a Happy Moralist or a Sad Moralist? What 
does a Happy Moralist need to see? What does a Sad Moralist need? How 
are they alike or different?

6) Summarize what you have learned in this chapter in four or five sen-
tences.
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The Gospel and Our Emotions

Consider him who endured from sinners such hostility against 

himself, so that you may not grow weary or fainthearted.

HEBREWS 12:3

PURITAN RICHARD BAXTER ONCE WROTE, “If God 
would not give me a heart to love him, I would I never had a heart.”1 
Obviously, Baxter was not hoping for a new physical heart, he was 
hoping that his appraisal of God would enliven his emotions to such 
an extent that his desires, thoughts, choices, words, and actions 
would reflect what he knew to be true about God. He believed that 
life without this Godward passion would not be worth living. He 
also believed that his feelings were to be used in service of his Lord.

In this chapter, we are going to take a look at what has become 
one of the most controversial areas of counseling, that of our emo-
tions.2 Our emotions are a good gift from God for us. They enliven 
and color our daily lives and empower us to accomplish great good. 
Even uncomfortable emotions such as sorrow, anger, or fear can be 
of great value to us as we use the pain they cause to effect change 
in our lives.

ALL THAT MATTERS IS MATTER

Although counselors have always been concerned with emotions, 
disagreements about the source of our uncomfortable feelings have 
recently become more marked. Over the past few decades, Western 
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science and medicine have been captivated by the theory that all 

emotions, both pleasant and painful, are caused by the levels of 

certain chemicals in the brain, most notably serotonin. The theory 

is that when serotonin levels are out of balance, uncomfortable feel-

ings such as depression, anger, and anxiety result.

This belief is based on a very specific theory of human nature. 

The theory is this: there is nothing immaterial about human beings. 

All that matters is “matter,” the stuff we are made up of. There 

is nothing invisible or unverifiable about us. This theory is called 

materialistic determinism. Just as the name sounds, this theory 

states that what we are, every decision we make, and how we live 

our lives have been predetermined by the material part of us, most 

notably the levels of certain chemicals in our brains. These chemi-

cals then determine the choices we make, how we feel, what we’ll 

become. There is no inner person to bother with; we are simply a 

complex bag of chemical reactions. The materialistic determinist 

doesn’t believe in what the Bible calls our heart, soul, mind, or will.

Belief in this theory has consequences, not the least of which is 

the removal of personal responsibility for the choices that we make. 

After all, if who we are (and will be) is predetermined by our brain 

chemistry, then we aren’t responsible for our actions, whether good 

or bad.3

Another consequence of materialistic determinism is the belief 

that altering the levels of certain chemicals in the brain is the proper 

way to create emotional health. And so, whereas in the past, a per-

son who was sad or anxious might have tried to discover the source 

of his emotional pain, might have gotten in touch with his “inner 

child,” might have sought some sort of therapy, he now takes a pill. 

After all, if our emotions are only a by-product of the chemicals in 

our brains, then why not adjust the chemicals? Again, the theory 

that all we are is what can be seen, scientifically tested and veri-

fied, has eventuated in a generation of people who believe that the 

answer to their troubling emotions will be found in medicine.4
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YOU ARE A BODY AND A SOUL

On the other hand, the Bible presents us as responsible beings 
comprised of both an outer person, which includes the brain, and 
an inner person, which includes the heart, soul, mind, or will. We 
have both a brain (part of the outer body) and a mind, will, heart, 
or soul (part of the inner person). The Christian believes that 
although his outer person is important, his inner person is where 
the real action is. The Bible teaches that it is in his inner, hidden 
person that he:

•  Thinks and reasons. “Now some of the scribes were sitting 
there, questioning in their hearts” (Mark 2:5–6); “When 
Jesus perceived their thoughts, he answered them, ‘Why 
do you question in your hearts?’” (Luke 5:22); “Now set 
your mind and heart to seek the Lord your God” (1 Chron. 
22:19); “The inward mind and heart of a man are deep!” 
(Ps. 64:6).

•  Emotes. “Be not quick in your spirit to become angry, for 
anger lodges in the bosom of fools” (Eccl. 7:9); “Though an 
army encamp against me, my heart shall not fear” (Ps. 27:3); 
“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and 
with all your soul and with all your might” (Deut. 6:5); “Say 
to those who have an anxious heart, ‘Be strong; fear not’” 
(Isa. 35:4).

•  Chooses or wills. “I have chosen the way of faithfulness. . . . I 
will run in the way of your commandments when you enlarge 
my heart!” (Ps. 119:30, 32); “Who is the man who fears the 
Lord? Him will he instruct in the way that he should choose” 
(Ps. 25:12); “If they repent with all their mind and with all 
their heart . . .” (2 Chron. 6:38).

7.1: INNER AND OUTER MAN

 Inner Man outer Man

  The heart, soul, or mind  The body, including the brain,

  • thinks        responds to and mediates the

  • reasons   thoughts, intentions, and emotions

  • emotes     of the inner person.
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WHAT ARE OUR EMOTIONS?

As we stated above, we think, emote, and choose in our inner per-
son, in the immaterial or invisible part of us. These thoughts, emo-
tions, and determinations are then mediated and interpreted by the 
brain and experienced in our physical body. What we experience as 
feelings or moods are a physiological response to the thoughts, emo-
tions, and judgments of our inner person (mind and heart).

If our mind, our inner person, is musing on something pleasant, 
we’ll experience pleasant feelings. For instance, if we are pondering 
God’s great love for us in Christ, our brain will respond to these 
thoughts, emotions, and judgments through specific neural path-
ways and will release certain chemicals, which are measurable, that 
will eventuate instantaneously in our having a sense of well-being 
or happiness. If, on the other hand, the thoughts of our mind are 
anxious and fearful, our brain will also respond to them through 
specific neural pathways and with certain chemicals. We then expe-
rience fear in our body that shows as sweaty palms, rapid heartbeat, 
and increased energy.

The brain does not create these feelings. It simply mediates and 
interprets the thoughts and intentions of the heart, the inner man, to 
the rest of the body, the outer man. This is why we are told to think 
in a specific way—so that our feelings will be changed: “Consider 
him who endured from sinners such hostility against himself, so that 
you may not grow weary or fainthearted” (Heb. 12:3).

The writer of Hebrews enjoins us to “consider” or contemplate 
the life and death of Jesus Christ. We are told to meditate on him 
so that we will experience the zeal and emotional and physical 
strength we need to persevere, so that we don’t grow “weary” or 
“fainthearted.” In this passage we learn not only that our thoughts 
should linger on the gospel, but also that doing so will change our 
attitude and mood. Both our outer and inner person are trans-
formed by what we meditate on or contemplate, as Paul taught: 
“We all, with unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are 
being transformed” (2 Cor. 3:18).
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Along the same line, in Romans 12:1–2 we are told to consider 
the “mercies of God,” so that we will have the desire and strength 
to offer our bodies as living sacrifices to him. Contemplating God’s 
mercy will renew our minds and subsequently transform our lives. 
We are “transformed by the renewal of [our] mind.” The outward 
transformation of our feelings and actions is accomplished through 
the inner transformation of our mind.

7.2: MIND-BRAIN-BODY CONNECTION

WE ARE BODY AND SOUL

Sometimes our feelings are a result of a combination of physical 
problems (or our interpretation of them) and our inner person. For 
instance, certain medications for the heart can cause us to feel down 
or depressed. This is because these medicines make our bodies feel 
as they do when we are depressed. We feel listless and slow, and we 
don’t have energy. We feel like our brains are stuffed with cotton. 
We begin to wonder if something isn’t really wrong with us, and 
then we determine that we must be depressed. The mind sends these 
signals to the brain, and the body responds, making us feel even 
more down. That isn’t to say that the original feelings of listless-
ness and apathy aren’t real—they are. But there is another factor 
at work here: our interpretation of our physiological state. This 

Inner 
Person

Brain’s 
Chemical
Reactions

Outer 
Person

Facial Expressions
Speech
Bodily Stance
Physical Responses

Thoughts
Feelings
Choices

Affects Mediates
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interpretation will intensify our feeling of depression. It is extremely 
difficult for our inner man to fight against the perception that feel-
ing depressed must mean that we are, in fact, depressed.

If, on the other hand, we have been experiencing a rapid heart-
beat, we are probably going to be filled with some anxiety about what 
this might mean. And then, of course, our anxious thoughts will be 
interpreted by the brain to mean that we are facing danger of some 
sort, and it will respond by ordering the release of certain chemicals 
and hormones (most notably adrenaline), which will make us feel 
even more anxious and will further increase our heart rate. It’s easy 
to see how our interpretation of our body’s condition exacerbates 
our already uncomfortable feelings and physiological abnormalities.

Our outer man also influences the thoughts of the inner man 
when we are ill or don’t care for our bodies as we should. If we are 
in constant pain, or if we don’t sleep or eat well, then it will be very 
difficult for our inner person to respond faithfully. Our inner person 
is very obviously influenced by lack of sleep or starvation.

 In addition, the hormonal fluctuations that women experience 
every month and at pregnancy and menopause cause physiological 
changes such as bloating, cramping, nervousness, and hot flashes, 
which make them feel uncomfortable. These very uncomfortable 
physical symptoms may be interpreted by the inner person as mys-
terious, unfair, or endless, and the brain will respond by releasing 
chemicals that will exacerbate the situation.

Certain chemicals such as caffeine, sugar, and alcohol can effect 
a change in our bodies. Almost everyone is happier after they have 
drunk a caramel macchiato or a glass of merlot. The inner person 
interprets these feelings of energy or well-being, speaks to the brain 
to remember how they happened, and perpetuates the experience 
through its interpretation of it. Of course, a person who is addicted to 
caffeine and sugar will experience other (negative) physical symptoms 
and resultant emotional feelings when these chemicals are withheld.

In very rare instances, such as in the case of hyperthyroidism5 
and Cushing’s syndrome, the body can cause the brain to malfunc-
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tion, leading to feelings and perceptions that don’t correspond to 
thoughts, circumstances, or physiological factors. When a person 
experiences moods that don’t correspond to their circumstance, it 
is always a good idea to have a physician test for these diseases and 
others like them.

As you can see, the body, including the brain, and the inner 
person (or the mind) communicate instantaneously and seamlessly. 
How we feel physically does influence how we think and vice versa. 
We are an integrated whole with both an inner and outer person 
that instantaneously responds to and interprets data from each area, 
even though we are not usually aware that we are doing it.6

In fact, even though we know that we have an inner and outer 
man, we are never fully conscious of the activity of our inner person, 
as the Bible tells us in Jeremiah 17:9: “The heart is deceitful above 
all things, and desperately sick; who can understand it?” One of 
the psalmists vividly expresses bewilderment over his own inner 
distress: “Why are you cast down, O my soul, and why are you in 
turmoil within me?” (Pss. 42:5, 11; 43:5). Of course, we can know 
something about what our inner person is doing when we examine 
our emotional life, which leads us to our next discussion.

WHAT DO OUR FEELINGS SAY?

Generally speaking, our feelings tell us what’s going on in the hid-
den person of the heart. It is for this reason that listening to them 
instead of silencing them is usually very important. Since the heart 
is unknowable by us and yet so important in our relationship with 
God, our feelings help us discover what it is that we love, what we 
long for, and what we are meditating on.

We can remember times as children when we played war games 
and had to spy out what our enemy was doing. Of course, we could 
have just stuck our heads around the corner to see where our enemy 
was hiding, but doing so made us liable to a blast from a Nerf dart 
or a paint ball. So, as kids we devised primitive periscopes—elon-
gated boxes with mirrors attached so that we could peer around 
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corners safely. In the same way, we have to get to the activity of our 
hearts by using the mirrors God has given us.

Our feelings are one of the mirrors of our hearts.7 They reveal 
to us our hidden inner person. For instance, when we find ourselves 
feeling anxious, that feeling tells us that something we treasure is 
being threatened. Our Savior pinpointed our problem with anxiety:

Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth 
and rust destroy and where thieves break in and steal, but lay up 
for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust 
destroys and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where 
your treasure is, there your heart will be also. . . . Therefore I tell 
you, do not be anxious about your life, what you will eat or what 
you will drink. (Matt. 6:19–21, 25)

When we feel anxious, we can ask ourselves questions such as, 
“What am I afraid of losing?” or “What am I afraid I’ll never get?” 
Jesus, the Heart-Knower, tells us that our inner person is wed to our 
treasure: “Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.” If 
our treasure is something that can be lost either through “natural” 
disasters (moths), the wearing of time (rust), or the actions of others 
(thieves), we’ll worry and be anxious. Our anxiety will be a mirror to 
our heart. We are worrying because we have treasure that is vulner-
able and open to loss, and the discomfort of our anxiety tells us that.

At such times our anxiety, although uncomfortable, is a gift. It’s 
a signpost telling us that something is amiss with our hearts. We are 
not loving the Lord as we should—which is to say, we have lost sight 
of his supreme loveliness and forgotten that in his presence only is 
fullness of joy (Ps. 16:11). We have other gods. Perhaps we treasure 
respect or a good reputation. Perhaps we fear that we won’t be suc-
cessful or loved as we want to be. There can be as many treasures 
in our hearts as there are desires. When left unchallenged, these 
treasures will breed anxieties that weigh our hearts down and lead 
to self-indulgence (Luke 21:34). The discomfort of our anxiety is a 
good. It helps us peek around a corner and get a glimpse into the 
inner recesses of our heart.
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Our Savior, the one who loves and welcomes us, tells us where 
our treasure should be: with his kingdom and his righteousness 
(Matt. 6:33). If our treasure is in living our lives for him and in 
leaving our success and security to his providential care, and if our 
treasure is his righteousness, not ours, then we will be able to appre-
ciate all the good things he bestows without succumbing to worry. 
On the other hand, when we find ourselves plagued by anxieties, we 
have to conclude that his kingdom and his righteousness are not the 
chief delight of our heart.

When we feel anxious, we are to remind ourselves of the gos-
pel. Because of the ongoing incarnation, we can rest assured that 
the One who bore and continues to bear our flesh is providentially 
watching over us. Because of his sinless life, we can stop worrying 
about our reputation or trying to make ourselves look good in the 
eyes of others. We are sinful and flawed but loved and welcomed. 
We have been counted righteous.

Because of the crucifixion, every debt that we owe to God’s jus-
tice for our failure to honor, love, and obey him and the people he 
has put in our lives has been paid in full. We are absolutely forgiven 
from top to bottom. Because of the resurrection we can rejoice that 
his new life is flowing in us. We don’t have to try to establish our 
own identity. Christ is our life. And because he has ascended, we can 
trust that our heavenly Father looks on us with favor.

Whatever comes into our lives comes through his loving hands 
to us because we are his children, not illegitimate interlopers. 
Considering Jesus Christ and the gospel answers all our anxiety 
and produces feelings of peace and well-being. Our experience of 
anxiety is a good gift when it forces our eyes away from our false 
treasures and onto our true treasure, Jesus Christ.

DEPRESSION: AN OPPORTUNITY IN DISGUISE

In like manner, if we find ourselves habitually feeling depressed, and 
we have ruled out any of the mitigating circumstances we mentioned 
above, we can use our depression as a mirror to investigate the hidden 
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corners of our hearts. Because Scripture tells us that “hope deferred 
makes the heart sick” (Prov. 13:12), we can begin by asking ourselves, 
what hope has been so crushed that we have become hopeless?

We all know what it’s like to want something and then to have 
that desire unmet. Depression sets in when this has happened so 
often, or when our desire for it is so strong and its satisfaction seems 
impossible, that we simply give up hoping that we’ll ever obtain it. 
When we determine that our goal is completely unreachable no mat-
ter what we do, our hope is crushed and we become depressed. That’s 
why it is hard for people who have been habitually depressed to even 
remember what it was like to have hope. They have sunk so far into 
the dungeon of despair that if you ask them what they think they 
want or wanted, they won’t be able to tell you. They have shut down 
because they believe it’s no longer any use trying. And they have shut 
down for so long that they can’t remember what trying even feels like, 
and they are afraid to allow themselves to try again.

Although depression is very painful, it too is a mirror of our 
inner person. It’s a painful opportunity that tells us what we value, 
what we think would make us happy. As with the rest of us, the 
depressed person needs the gospel. Like Pastor Jack in our last 
chapter, the depressed person needs to see himself as he really is. 
Pastor Jack was locked in the grip of both the desire to approve of 
himself and the desire that others would approve of him. When cir-
cumstances in his church escalated to the point that he was unable 
to keep everything in control while suppressing his feelings of self-
loathing and worthlessness, he fell into depression, confusion, and 
hopelessness.8 Jack thought his depression was telling him that he 
was a loser, when actually it was telling him he had set his heart on 
a faulty treasure. It was also telling him that he had forgotten the 
gospel. Jack needed the good news again.

PRECIOUS MIRRORS

Please don’t misunderstand what we are saying here. We are not 
cavalierly saying that painful emotions are pleasant. We know (by 
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experience) that they aren’t. But just as chemotherapy makes us feel 
terrible for a time, while it destroys the cancer that will destroy us 
if left untreated, our painful emotions are a necessary remedy for 
our souls. They function as an incessant reminder that we have 
heart trouble. No one enjoys a round of chemotherapy. Initially no 
one likes feeling depressed, anxious, angry, or fearful.9 But God has 
given these emotions to us to help us.

Because our hearts are so desperately wicked and because we are 
so easily hardened by sin’s deceitfulness (Heb. 3:13), we need to learn 
to see our emotions as precious mirrors into our hearts. Without the 
prodding of our pain to force us to ask difficult questions, we would 
blithely skip through life without a second thought about the things 
we treasure and live for. Without our feelings shining the light on our 
hidden inner person, we wouldn’t know that we have treasures that 
are in competition with God’s place in our lives.

Take anger, for example. Although we profess to believe that 
God is good, wise, and powerful, our anger frequently tells us that 
we believe something else. When a rude driver cuts us off on the 
freeway and we become angry, the true beliefs of our inner person 
are made evident. Do we really believe that a good God means for 
us to be stuck behind this smoke-spewing truck? Why should this 
inconsiderate driver be blessed with an open road? Do we believe 
that a wise God has decreed that we arrive a few moments late to 
our destination? What would be wise about that? Although we con-
fess that we believe in God’s sovereignty, do we humbly acknowl-
edge that God’s will for us at this moment is to be trapped behind 
this inconsiderate driver?

If we get angry at such things, our feelings of anger are a bill-
board on the side of the road that reads, “You say you believe, 
but right now you don’t! Look at your heart! You are envying the 
prosperity of others! You’re forgetting the Savior who trudged up 
Calvary’s road for you!”

We are not the only ones who have ever struggled this way. 
Consider this paraphrased testimony of the psalmist: “I almost 
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stumbled when I envied the prosperity of the wicked . . . but when 
I entered your sanctuary I discovered their coming destruction” (Ps. 
73:2–3); and (better yet!), “I am continually with you; you hold my 
right hand. . . . There is nothing on earth that I desire besides you. 
My flesh and my heart may fail, but God is the strength of my heart 
and my portion forever” (Ps. 73:23–26).

CHANGING OUR FEELINGS BY RENEWING  
OUR MINDS

Since our feelings are a by-product of our inner person, we won’t 
be able to change them directly. There is just no sense in telling our-
selves to be happy when we feel sad, or to love when all we feel is 
disgust. The only way that we can change our feelings is by chang-
ing our core beliefs and the thoughts that occupy our minds. As we 
learned earlier, we need to be “transformed by the renewal of our 
mind” (Rom. 12:2).

We need to learn and then continually remind ourselves of the 
truth about God himself, what he says about who he is. As we stated 
before, he declares that he is:

The Lord, the Lord, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, 
and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping stead-
fast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and 
sin, but who will by no means clear the guilty, visiting the iniquity 
of the fathers on the children and the children’s children, to the 
third and the fourth generation. (Ex. 34:6–7)

When we are stuck behind a smoke-generating heap and we 
feel our blood begin to boil, we can remind ourselves about who 
God is. He is merciful and gracious, slow to anger. We must think: 
he has been merciful and gracious with us personally. Thankfully, 
he has also been slow to anger with us. He is not sitting in heaven 
fuming because we are so slow to believe or change. He abounds in 
steadfast, unchanging love for us, and he is completely faithful to 
his promise to continue to love and forgive, no matter how quickly 
we cut him off, no matter how blind we are to our sin. Our anger 
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does help us know that we need to repent, but we never repent fully 
of all our sin, because we don’t know the deep secrets of our own 
hearts. Yet still he loves us, pardoning our transgressions and sins. 
He doesn’t do this because he thinks that sin is no big deal. No, he 
punishes all sin. We can be thankful that the punishment for our sin 
has already been poured out on his Son.

When we choose to think these thoughts, to renew our minds 
with the truth, then we will usually experience a change in our 
mood. Of course, there are times when we have to wrestle with our 
hearts and continue to pound away at our unbelief before our feel-
ings change, but our feelings will eventually respond. When David 
had fallen into the hands of the Philistines, he fought fear by repeat-
edly speaking words of truth to himself:

When I am afraid,
  I put my trust in you.
In God, whose word I praise,
  in God I trust; I shall not be afraid.
  What can flesh do to me?

. . . . . . . . .

In God, whose word I praise,
  in the Lord, whose word I praise,
in God I trust; I shall not be afraid.
  What can man do to me? (Ps. 56:3–4, 10–11)

David was in a difficult circumstance, and his feelings weren’t 
helping. He was facing trouble and knew that he had to encourage 
his inner man so that he could stand in the face of his adversity. 
Look at the way he spoke to himself: “When I am afraid, I put 
my trust in you.” On this occasion he didn’t allow his feelings to 
overcome his faith, but his heart did tremble. He was afraid, so he 
told himself to trust. Trusting in God’s character was the answer to 
his fear. He reminded himself of all that God had done for him and 
declared, “This I know, that God is for me” (Ps. 56:9).10

David did well on that occasion, but he didn’t always respond 
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to his feelings with words of faith.11 Only one Person has ever done 
that, our blessed Savior who prayed in the garden in unimaginable 
grief and torment, “Nevertheless, not my will, but yours, be done” 
(Luke 22:42).

RENEWING OUR MIND WITH TRUTH  
ABOUT OURSELVES

Paul’s prescription for fear and anxiety begins with a repeated com-
mand to rejoice in the Lord (Phil. 4:4–6). Rejoicing in the Lord is a 
very specific command that we are to find our grounding, our joy, 
in a recollection of Christ and his grace. Paul’s remedy for anxiety 
is the offering of prayer with thanksgiving, and he promises the 
protection of God’s peace surrounding our hearts like a military 
garrison (as the Greek verb rendered “guard” implies).

When we experience overwhelming emotions, we’ve also got to 
remember what God says about us. As we renew our minds with 
the truth, our feelings will be changed. Ephesians 1:3–9 is one of the 
most beautiful descriptions of God’s disposition toward us. Please 
take a moment to read it in its entirety and to consider how these 
words can impact your feelings:

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has 
blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly 
places, even as he chose us in him before the foundation of the 
world, that we should be holy and blameless before him. In love 
he predestined us for adoption as sons through Jesus Christ, 
according to the purpose of his will, to the praise of his glorious 
grace, with which he has blessed us in the Beloved. In him we have 
redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, 
according to the riches of his grace, which he lavished upon us, 
in all wisdom and insight making known to us the mystery of his 
will.

Look again at the words the Holy Spirit uses to describe God’s 
disposition and activity toward us: he has blessed us in Christ with 
every spiritual blessing; he chose us before the worlds were fash-
ioned; he has declared that our lives will be holy and blameless. 
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It is his will to love us and predestine us for adoption so that our 
hearts will overflow with the praise of his glorious grace. We have 
been redeemed, bought with the most precious commodity in the 
universe—the blood of God. He has richly forgiven us all of our 
trespasses, lavishing his grace upon us. He has even brought us into 
his inner circle, making us privy to mysteries hidden for eons from 
the wise and powerful. Talk about good news!

These words were meant by the Spirit to bolster our faith, 
inform our hearts, and enliven our emotions and then to burst out 
of our inner person in joyous words, feelings, and actions because 
of his glorious grace. It is in this way that our painful feelings can be 
used to show us our inner person and to tear down hidden residual 
unbelief and force us to build our faith. Painful as they may be, our 
feelings really are a good gift.

CHAD AND SALLY’S DISAPPOINTING MARRIAGE

When Sally married seven years ago, she thought that her dreams 
had all come true. Her husband, Chad, seemed to be a spiritual 
man; he loved God and wanted to serve him together with his wife. 
But now, all that Sally can see are three young children under the 
age of five, a mortgage, and a growing coldness in their home. 
Sally consistently feels depressed, desperate, anxious, and hope-
less. There seems to be no end to the washing, whether it’s dishes, 
diapers, or floors. Her children’s continual needs overwhelm her. 
She loves nursing her youngest but his demands do drain her 
physically. She believes that she should be able to handle it all, but 
it’s obvious that she can’t. She feels resentful that other women 
don’t have to struggle with organizing and running their homes 
the way she does.

When her children finally go to bed, Sally can’t wait to join 
them, and she frequently does, letting the youngest child sleep with 
her. Sally finds comfort in his little body and also in the solitude that 
his presence brings, for when the baby is in the bed, Chad sleeps in 
the guest room. Sally hates the loneliness she feels but doesn’t think 
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that Chad is the answer to it. She feels trapped and alone. She can’t 
remember the last time she smiled.

Although Chad says that he doesn’t really like his job, he is 
spending more and more time at work. He feels frustrated that 
Sally is so unhappy, but he just doesn’t know what to do to satisfy 
her. He is beginning to think that he made a mistake, and that she 
is not the right one for him. He wants to make her happy but feels 
completely baffled about how to do it. In an effort to respond to 
her increasingly infrequent interest in communication and closeness 
with him, he has arranged for babysitting and “date nights,” but 
these tortuous evenings always end in arguments about time spent at 
work or money spent on the kids’ clothing, and his hopes for physi-
cal intimacy are usually dashed. He says that he’ll never understand 
Sally and that she is just too demanding, sullen, and immature. 
Because the house is chaotic and Sally is so demanding, he has taken 
to turning on the television as soon as he walks through the door so 
that he can lose himself in mind-numbing entertainment. Sundays 
have turned into frustrating drudgery as he waits for Sally to get the 
kids ready, and then they fight all the way to church because they 
are late. He feels trapped and alone also.

To say that both Chad and Sally feel bad would be an understate-
ment. Sally characterizes her emotional state as empty, depressed, 
hopeless, and weary. Chad says that he feels angry, ripped off, 
stressed, and unappreciated. The question is not one of whether they 
need help; that they do is obvious. The question is what kind of help 
will actually help them.

If either Chad or Sally goes to the doctor and complains, the doc-
tor will most likely want to prescribe antidepressants. If Sally were to 
decide to take antidepressants, she would be forced to give up nursing 
the baby. On the one hand, she enjoys nursing and wouldn’t want to 
give it up, but on the other hand being free from nursing would seem 
inviting. She would feel guilty about wanting to stop nursing, and she 
would look at the offer of antidepressants and her supposed genetic 
problem as a good way out of the drain of nursing as well as a way 
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out of feeling guilty for wanting to stop. Because their doctor tacitly 
embraces materialistic determinism, he would think that their genet-
ics are to blame for their painful feelings, so he would try to help them 
out by changing the chemistry of their brain. He would be seeking to 
alleviate pain in the best way he knows how.

Let’s say that Sally decides to go ahead with a course of antide-
pressants and begins to feel better after a few days.12 Perhaps she’ll 
use her renewed emotional vigor to begin to address the problems 
in her marriage. If she does, that may eventuate in positive changes 
in their relationship. On the other hand, she could feel so good that 
she assumes that, as the doctor said, the problems in her marriage 
were simply because of her genetics. So, since the pain seems to be 
fading, she continues on with inner heart treasures, and glorious 
truths about the Lord remain undiscovered.

Suppose, on the other hand, that instead of resorting first to a 
medical remedy, Sally and Chad seek counseling and accountability 
in their local church, the process and outcome may be quite differ-
ent. Rather than teaching them that their painful feelings originate 
outside of themselves (in their genetic legacy from previous genera-
tions), their counselor tells them that they are responsible for their 
problems, at least in part.13

Their counselor advises them both to get a thorough physical 
exam to be sure that there are no underlying causes for their feelings. 
Because Sally has had three children in such a short time, questions 
about anemia and also about hormone imbalances should be asked. 
If at some point either Sally or Chad decides to take these medi-
cines before or while they work on their problems, their counselor 
shouldn’t object or make taking or avoiding these medicines the pri-
mary (or even a secondary) issue in counseling. The decision to take 
the medicine while they work on their marriage is not sinful in itself.

CHAD AND SALLY CONSIDER JESUS

What do Chad and Sally need to hear? They need the gospel. Their 
minds need to be renewed so that their lives can be transformed. 
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They need to see the areas in their inner person where they have 
believed and embraced a lie and to consider Jesus so that they aren’t 
weary and fainthearted when dealing with their own sin or the sin 
of the other.

To begin with, they need to hear that they are both sinful and 
flawed. Because the propensity of each has been to blame the other 
for their problems, they need to begin by asking the Lord to help 
them see their own sin. They have both expected something from 
the other that only the Lord could grant them. They thought that 
marriage was primarily for enjoyment rather than for sanctifica-
tion and mutual labor for the kingdom. They were also seeking to 
establish their own righteousness by refusing to admit their great 
need and by blaming one another.

Sally has falsely expected that she should be able to handle all 
the daily demands on her time without feeling overwhelmed. She 
needs to humble herself and ask women in her congregation to help 
her with her children. In the past, she has refused help when it was 
offered and then resented the fact that Chad wasn’t around when 
she needed him. She has also envied other women whose husbands 
seemed more involved in their families and whose lives seemed more 
organized.

Now, in the light of the cross, she needs to admit to herself, 
to her husband, and to others that she is in need. Her pride and 
determination to make it on her own are at the heart of her painful 
feelings and their marital conflict. Because of the gospel she can now 
freely admit her sin. This freedom will also be extended to Chad, 
who is a sinner just as she is.

Chad has falsely expected that Sally should understand and 
respond to his efforts to serve her. He has given up trying to lead 
because he can’t figure out how to make it work. He has been impa-
tient with Sally when she hasn’t responded as he wanted her to and 
when she has been resentful. He thinks that working hard at his job 
is his part, and the home is hers. He doesn’t see that his primary 
calling is to love his wife as Jesus Christ has loved him. He needs 
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to see that he is sinful and flawed and that, like his Savior, washing 
feet is also part of his calling.

Like Sally, Chad needs the help of other believers who will hold 
him accountable to be home at a certain time so that Sally is free 
to make dinner without having to manage the kids simultaneously. 
Considering Jesus will enable Chad to work hard all day and then 
pray on the way home for grace and strength to serve Sally and the 
family as he should. Chad needs to lead the way in patient confes-
sion of sin and asking for prayer. They both need to confess their 
anger, pride, and selfish demands.

Both Chad and Sally also need to drink deeply of God’s mercy. 
They are more loved and welcomed than they ever dared hope. 
Rather than seeking to justify themselves before each other and 
other believers, they need to admit that they are sinful and yet so 
marvelously loved. For every one look that they take at their sin, 
they need to take ten looks at God’s love for them in Christ.

Chad can lead in this, reminding Sally how the Lord loves her 
even though she is not perfect. He can continually remind her how 
much he loves her but that his love isn’t the answer to all her desires. 
He can remind her that they are both in great need of the comfort 
of God’s love. Sally can respond by humbly asking for help when 
she needs it and then being aware that it is God’s love for her that 
has led her to this circumstance. The births of their three children in 
quick succession and the resulting marital and emotional problems 
have been good gifts because they have revealed their false treasures 
and can result in praise for God’s glorious grace.

Accountability with their counselor and with their local church 
will help them grow in their understanding of the gospel and in their 
service to each other. The women in Sally’s life can gently confront 
her when she is tempted to give in to self-pity, resentment, and isola-
tion. They can encourage her by reminding her of her great salvation 
and by offering practical help with the kids. The men in Chad’s life 
can also confront him when he focuses on his desire for a stress-free 
home life, a contented and compliant wife, and children who are 
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seen and not heard. Chad and Sally are now free to grow together 
in transparent service to each other and their church.

CONSIDERING JESUS AGAIN

Just like Chad and Sally, we all need to consider Jesus again and 
again. We need to consider how the hostile actions and emotions of 
sinful people caused him to suffer, and we need to know that it was 
simply because of love, his never-ending love, that he persevered to 
the cross.

Jesus experienced all the damage that our sinful emotions could 
do, as rebellious people like us focused their rage and hostility on 
him. Yet, he loves us and calls us to himself. This is the primary 
thought that we must keep before our eyes as we press through our 
feelings to love and serve him.

Because we began this chapter with a quote from Puritan writer 
Richard Baxter, we will close with another of his insights. When 
discussing how to overcome our sin Baxter gives us this counsel:

Consider well of the office, the bloodshed, and the holy life of 
Christ—His office is to expiate sin, and to destroy it. His blood 
was shed for it: his life condemned it. Love Christ, and thou wilt 
hate that which caused his death. Love him, and thou will be made 
more like him.14
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PURSUING COUNSEL FROM THE CROSS
1) What have you learned from this chapter about your feelings? What do 
you agree or disagree with? Why?

2) Why did God create us with emotions?

3) How can our feelings, even painful ones, function as a blessing in our 
lives?

4) Are you or someone you know feeling overwhelmed, fainthearted, or 
wearied by your emotions? What do these feelings tell you about your 
heart and your perspective on your circumstances?

5) Summarize what you have learned in this chapter in four or five sen-
tences.
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The Gospel and Our Relationships

Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to love one another.

1 JOHN 4:11

RELATIONSHIPS DEFINE US. Who we love and who we think 
loves us in a very large part make us what we are. What we think 
of ourselves is greatly influenced by what others think of us. If we 
grew up in a very troubled home or if we are in troubled relation-
ships now, anxiety, doubt, and fear may color every area of our 
lives. Yes, our relationships are very important, and many of us 
spend enormous amounts of effort, time, and money looking for 
the key to making our relationships stronger, more satisfying. This 
desire for relationship, although broken and self-focused, originates 
with God.

We were created to be social beings. God himself, in whose 
image we have been created, is social. He is not alone; he is three-in-
one, a trinity. He is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, in relationship. We 
see that he is social not only by the fact that he is three-in-one, but 
also by the fact that he delights in having society with his creation—
the angels first and then humans who were created to be like him.

He could have kept to himself and never created other beings, 
or he could have created us but never chosen to reveal himself. But 
he hasn’t done either. Instead, he created us, communicated with us, 
and opened the door for us to have relationship with him. God is 
the fountainhead from which all interpersonal relationship flows, 
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and relationships are a good because God has established them and 
enjoys them himself.

Because he has made us in his image, we too are social. Being 
utterly alone, shipwrecked on a desert island, is terrible because God 
has declared that it is not good to be alone (Gen. 2:18). We need 
relationships from the very moment of our birth until our death. We 
need to be fed and cared for. We need our parents to teach us how to 
live and relate to others. As we grow and mature, we desire to care 
for others and be in strong lifelong relationships. Even at the end of 
our lives we never outgrow our need for others. We need them to 
feed us, care for us, and finally to carry our body to the grave. From 
our first days until our last, God has so fashioned us and the world 
in which we live that it is not good to be alone at any time. We are 
not to be independent. He has made us dependent, frail, and in need 
of the help of others.

WE ARE HIS CHILDREN

Of course, our most important relationship is with our heavenly 
Father. This one relationship is so significant that it supersedes and 
impacts every other relationship we have. From the gospel we learn 
who we are and how God sees us. Is he pleased with us? Does he 
love us? Has he welcomed us? Is he waiting for us to obey before he 
declares his love and commitment to us? The gospel answers these 
questions deeply and beautifully. We are sinful and flawed yet loved 
and welcomed. These simple truths change everything about the 
way we see ourselves and others. They teach us who we are and also 
how we are to respond in every conceivable relationship.

The good news tells us that we were rebellious children who 
“were once foolish, disobedient, led astray, slaves to various passions 
and pleasures, passing our days in malice and envy, hated by others 
and hating one another” (Titus 3:3–4). We were “children of wrath” 
(Eph. 2:3). God didn’t save us because we made our beds and covered 
our mouths when we coughed; in fact, just the opposite is true. He 
saved us despite the fact that we hated him, even though we were 
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created to be his children. We were weak (Rom. 5:6), helpless (Matt. 
9:36), hopelessly sick (Luke 5:31-32), and lost (Luke 19:10).

God saved his enemies (Luke 6:35; Rom. 5:10). The enormity 
of his love for us is most clearly seen in the light of our great trans-
gression. He doesn’t love us because of any prior goodness on our 
part. He loves us because he chooses to love us, and the depth of our 
defection from him should produce in us great humility, gratitude, 
and patience with others’ failures.

The good news also tells us that although we were rebels, he 
made us his own (Phil. 3:12). He loves us. We are not outcasts, 
houseguests, foster children, slaves, or strangers. Like an attentive 
Father, he has yearned over us (Jer. 31:20) and chosen us before 
the foundation of the world, and he has brought us into his family 
as his beloved, adopted children (Eph. 1:4). We’ve been born “not 
of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of 
God” (John 1:13).

If you are in the family today, you didn’t sneak in by the skin of 
your teeth. You were brought in by the divine foreknowledge and 
sovereign power of God. “When the fullness of time had come, God 
sent forth his Son, born of woman, born under the law, to redeem 
those who were under the law, so that we might receive adoption as 
sons. And because you are sons, God has sent the Spirit of his Son 
into our hearts, crying, ‘Abba! Father!’ So you are no longer a slave, 
but a son, and if a son, then an heir through God” (Gal. 4:4–7).

Because of his great love for you, you are invited to speak to him 
in the most intimate way. Call him “Abba,” a term of endearment, 
an appellation forbidden to slaves or outsiders. Because he loves fel-
lowship with you, he has made you part of his family. Go ahead—use 
this term with confidence. Yes, he is transcendent; he is the holy God 
who rules sovereignly over all. But he is also immanent. He is close 
to you; he carries you in his bosom as a beloved child. He tenderly 
cherishes you. “As a father shows compassion to his children, so the 
Lord shows compassion to those who fear him. For he knows our 
frame; he remembers that we are dust” (Ps. 103:13–14).
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He has mercy and compassion for us. He knows what we are 
made of—we are dust. He knows better than we the great gulf that 
would exist between us were it not for his intervention. He knows our 
nature, our fallenness, our unbelief, our frailty. And yet he invites us 
to draw near “with confidence . . . to the throne of grace, that we may 
receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need” (Heb. 4:16). We 
must never let our need for help separate us from him or influence our 
perception of what he thinks of us. We are beloved children who have 
been invited to call him Abba. Our Abba welcomes us as his beloved 
children. He calls us his “holy and beloved” (1 John 3:1–2; Eph. 5:1; 
Heb. 3:1). He has flung the door open to welcome the family—his 
family. Come in, stretch out on the couch, take your shoes off, bring 
your laundry, raid the refrigerator. Act like a member of the family. 
You are not a stranger or a houseguest (John 8:35). You are his son, 
and he doesn’t want you to keep your distance.

WE ARE HIS BRIDE

Not only are we Abba’s children, but we are also espoused to his 
Son. We are going to wed his Beloved. Jesus speaks words of tender-
ness and compassion to woo his bride to himself (Matt. 11:28; John 
7:37). Jesus visibly demonstrates his commitment to make her his. 
He becomes like her, a human; he lives the life she should have lived 
and dies the death she deserves (Phil. 2:5–9). By God’s power he is 
raised, and he brings her with him into newness of life. And now he 
is watching over her, interceding for her, and joyously anticipating 
the day when she will fully experience what he has already declared 
about her. He is the sinless spouse we are all longing for.

Yes, Jesus Christ is the perfect bridegroom. When Paul taught 
husbands how to treat their wives, the example he used was our 
Savior. Jesus “loved the church and gave himself up for her, that he 
might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with 
the word, so that he might present the church to himself in splendor, 
without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that she might be holy 
and without blemish” (Eph. 5:25–28).
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Our Lord desired a beautiful bride, and he was willing to pay 
the price for her. He brings her to himself, beautiful and holy, and 
he enjoys his relationship with her. But this woman didn’t come 
cheap. No, she cost him everything, but he was willing to pay it. He 
“gave himself for our sins to deliver us from the present evil age” 
(Gal. 1:4); he “loved us” individually and corporately and “gave 
himself for” us (Gal. 2:20); he surrendered what was rightfully his 
and “loved us and gave himself up for us” (Eph. 5:2).

In order to free us from our slavery to sin he “ransomed” us, 
and the price he paid was not “perishable things such as silver or 
gold,” although he had all riches at his disposal, but was rather his 
“precious blood” (1 Pet. 1:18–19). And even though he is preemi-
nent (Col. 1:18), and reigns as the ruler of kings on the earth, he is 
also the “firstborn of the dead.” Why would this “faithful witness,” 
this ruler of all kings, know anything about death? Because he 
“loves us and has freed us from our sins by his blood” (Rev. 1:5–6).

Yes, Jesus Christ is our perfect example of loving leadership. But 
he is so much more than our example. He is our husband. No one 
has ever loved like this. No godly husband could ever love his wife 
as Jesus Christ has loved us. He has done what none of us can do, 
and his perfect record of sacrificial love is ours! Is there really any 
question whether relationships are important to him?

BECAUSE WE ARE HIS, WE LOVE

Because he loves and welcomes us as he does, we are transformed 
in our relationships with others. Because we have been loved as a 
child or a bride is loved, we are now free to love and welcome oth-
ers generously, warmly, and joyously. His love for us is to have a 
powerful effect on our love for others, and it is the only thing that 
will motivate us to love as we have been called to.

We know that it’s fairly easy to surmise that we are doing a good 
job loving God. In fact, I (Elyse) hadn’t been saved for more than 
six months when I figured out that Christianity would be a breeze 
if it were just me and Jesus. But the problem was that there were 
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other people in the picture. People I had to interact with and relate 
to made my newfound faith more difficult. I was surprised to learn 
that, rather than pursuing a hermit’s existence away from troubling 
people and their troubling sins (while being reasonably comfortable 
with my own sins), I am commanded to love them and live in close 
relationship with them. I have to be patient and forgiving. I have to 
serve others when they don’t appreciate me. And, even more shock-
ingly, I discovered that my love for the Lord can be measured by my 
love for others! This issue of loving others is so important that we 
are told that we can discern whether we have true love for Jesus by 
our love for others:

By this it is evident who are the children of God, and who are 
the children of the devil: whoever does not practice righteous-
ness is not of God, nor is the one who does not love his brother. 
(1 John 3:10)

As you can see, this issue of our relationships with others is no 
small trifle. It is one of the litmus tests for true faith. God loves lov-
ing relationships, and if we love him, so will we.1

In addition, our love for others is a primary witness to an unbe-
lieving world. Jesus said, “By this all people will know that you 
are my disciples, if you have love for one another” (John 13:35). 
Loving relationships are exceedingly important in our witness. How 
we treat others, how we serve them, is paramount for fruit bearing 
in an unbelieving world. Nothing shocks our world or makes non-
Christians stop and wonder more than a person who continues to 
love even when treated despicably or when facing great persecution.

All of the Law and the Prophets are summed up in two com-
mands. Yes, you guessed it: they are commands to love (Matt. 
22:36–40; Rom. 13:9–10). We are to love God consistently and 
passionately, and we are to love our neighbors—whether spouse, 
child, or enemy—the way we already love ourselves. Real love—not 
just as a warm impulse washing over our minds but as a solid deter-
mination to lay down our lives and serve others though it may cost 
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blood, sweat, or our very lives—is the royal command (James 2:8) 
to children of the God who “is love” (1 John 4:8, 16).

THE GOSPEL AND OUR FAMILIES

Over the past thirty years or so, the church has produced much 
material on proper relationships in the family. Hundreds of books 
on family life have been written, and proper roles for husband, wife, 
parents, and children have been defined. Because God has established 
the family and told us how to love each other, many of these books 
are useful. We do need to know what God’s perspectives and desires 
on our relationships are, and we should seek to embrace them.

The problem with a large majority of these books, however, 
is that they have pointed out the obligations of the gospel without 
first rehearsing the declarations of the gospel.2 Like most of us, 
these authors have made the mistake of assuming that we have 
heard enough about the gospel so that we don’t need it any longer. 
Focusing on the obligations of Scripture without mentioning the 
declarations of the gospel has resulted in a works-oriented per-
spective in family relationships and idolatry of the family, and in 
despairing or self-righteous husbands and wives and children who 
wonder why it’s so hard to obey.3 When we forget that Jesus is our 
Savior, seeing him merely as our example, the motivation to love as 
he does eludes us.

So even though the relationships we have within our families 
and at our schools and workplaces are paramount in importance, 
most of us haven’t been taught to think very deeply about how the 
primary relationship in our lives—that with God through Jesus 
Christ—impacts and influences us.

FORGETTING THE GOSPEL

Let’s connect the dots now between the beautiful truth of our adop-
tion and our espousal, on the one hand, and how to love our closest 
neighbors, spouse, and children, on the other. If we forget that we 
are sinful and flawed but loved and welcomed, our marriages and 
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families will reflect that. We won’t love, because we will have for-
gotten how we have been loved.

Forgetting That We Are Sinful and Flawed

If we forget that we are sinful and flawed, it will be easy to become 
self-righteous and harsh with our spouses. When we think we have it 
all together and we survey the landscape of our obedience (and oth-
ers’ failures), we will find it next to impossible to be loving or patient.

A husband who has forgotten this part of the gospel is often 
callous and demanding. He is tempted to rule his home as a dictator 
and is quick to point out that his wife and children must submit to 
him because, after all, God has made him the undisputed king of his 
home. He views every one of their failures as a direct attack on his 
leadership, and he insists on perfect obedience, whether in the way 
his wife cooks or in how his children make their beds.

Because he has forgotten this part of the gospel, he also forgets 
the servant leadership of his Savior, who washed the feet of those 
who were about to desert and deny him. If he doesn’t remember 
how utterly destitute of personal goodness he is, he will think that 
all his problems are the fault of his family, and if they would just 
do what they are supposed to do, he wouldn’t be tempted to be so 
impatient.

A wife who has forgotten that she is sinful and flawed can be 
harsh and judgmental. She finds it easy to point out her husband’s 
failures, and she thinks that her growth in maturity is hindered 
because her husband isn’t leading as he should. When her husband 
prays, she criticizes his prayer in her heart. When he watches tele-
vision, she remembers all the hours she has spent in Bible study, 
comparing herself to him.

Because she has forgotten the gospel, she forgets that she already 
has a sinless Husband. But this sinless Husband married a polluted 
wife with no beauty in her, either before she was saved or after. He 
loved her out of his pure, unmerited grace. This wife has also forgot-
ten that her growth in maturity isn’t contingent upon her earthly 
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husband’s leadership. Rather, it was purchased by the precious blood 
of her Savior, who bought her sanctification at the cost of his life.

Parents who forget that they are law breakers expect their 
children to keep the law and to make them look good. They expect 
children who exhibit exemplary respect and self-discipline. Such 
parents are self-righteous and proud, and all too often they put con-
fidence in themselves, their ability to obey God, and their methodol-
ogy for extracting obedience from their children. They forget that 
the Lord didn’t save or bless them because they were law keepers 
but, rather, because they weren’t.

Although they may know they have failed to keep the law—lov-
ing God with heart, soul, mind, and strength and their neighbor as 
themselves—they give their children the law (or house rules) and 
expect perfect compliance the first time and every time, with a happy 
heart. Such parents are harsh and impatient and tempted to anger 
when their children fail. Although they might know the law doesn’t 
change the heart (and is, in fact, a ministry of death [2 Cor. 3:7]), they 
expect the law to change the hearts of their children. They forget that 
they have been adopted and brought into the family, not only as those 
who misunderstood or slipped up from time to time, but as defiant 
rebels. Have parents consistently obeyed God the first time and every 
time, with a happy heart? Children need what parents need—the 
gospel. Certainly children need to learn God’s law and to have house 
rules to follow, but gospel-oriented parents give the law to show chil-
dren their need for a Savior, not to make them obedient.

Even children can forget the gospel. If they forget that they are 
sinful and flawed, they are quick to judge their parents’ inconsisten-
cies and failures. They take note that Dad tells them to do one thing 
and then hypocritically turns around and does the exact opposite. 
They watch how their parents discipline their siblings, and they are 
tempted to think that the parents play favorites or are easier on their 
brothers and sisters than they are on them. Children might wonder 
if their parents are even Christians. They need to remember that 
their parents are just like them—sinful and flawed.
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Children can forget that even though they are young, they have 
already sinned enough to earn an eternity of punishment. Or they 
might think that Christianity might “work” for other good people, 
but it just doesn’t work for them because they don’t seem to be 
changing much. They might be tempted to think that, though their 
parents’ religion is good for their parents, it doesn’t work for them 
because they cannot keep its standards.

Here is where the gospel message is so important—even for 
children! First, Jesus Christ suffered as a child, having to obey sinful 
parents just as our children do. Jesus’ parents were hypocritical, and 
no doubt there were times when they were also unfair toward him. 
Once, they accused him of being uncaring when they found him in 
the temple talking with religious leaders (Luke 2:48). Later on, even 
after he was grown, his mother apparently agreed with his brothers 
when they accused him of being crazy (Mark 3:21, 31). Jesus knows 
what it is like to have brothers and sisters and parents who don’t 
do what they are supposed to do and who accuse others unfairly.

He also knows that every child struggles with sin. He doesn’t 
love just good children. He isn’t like Santa, making a list of who is 
naughty or nice. He loves all his children because he has decided to 
do so. Jesus knows what it’s like for every child, and although he 
never sinned, he knows the struggle of trying to resist temptation. 
Children, like their fathers and mothers, need to remember the 
gospel.

Forgetting That We Are Loved and Welcomed

Let’s take time now to see how forgetting that we are loved and 
welcomed might impact a home.

Husbands and wives who forget how they have been freely 
loved and welcomed by God will be tempted to cover up their fail-
ures and put on a good show. They will be slow to admit their guilt, 
and they will wear themselves out trying to prove that they are wor-
thy of love. A husband might become overly committed at work, 
proving to his wife what a good provider he is and that he is worthy 
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of her love and appreciation. A wife might try to become Super 
Mom, making sure that every little thing is done perfectly around 
the home so that no one can criticize her. She might point out the 
work she did. She might also forbid herself to rest, relax, or enjoy 
time off. Both husband and wife will be touchy when criticized and 
tempted to bouts of self-pity, depression, and unbelief.

When spouses crave love and acceptance from one another, they 
will never be satisfied, because they are lusting after something God 
hasn’t commanded them to desire. A husband who is looking to 
satisfy his thirst for love through his wife will never be fully assured 
that she loves him as much as he loves her. If she doesn’t have his 
dinner ready, he will think that means she doesn’t love him. If she 
doesn’t seem to want to have sex as much as he does, he will begin to 
fantasize about having a woman who really desires and loves him.

A wife who is craving love from her husband will feel as though 
she never has enough. If he brings her a card, it is not good enough 
because it is not the right kind of card. If he buys her a ring, it isn’t 
good enough because other women have bigger diamonds. She will 
assume that he doesn’t really love her as other husbands love their 
wives. She still believes all of the stories she heard as a little girl 
about the knight in shining armor, but she hasn’t made the connec-
tion as to who that Knight really is.

A husband and wife who have forgotten how loved and wel-
comed they are will never be satisfied with each other. They weren’t 
meant to be. They have been freely, lavishly, generously, passion-
ately loved by their heavenly Father and their heavenly Husband, 
and that love is meant to satisfy them. When spouses begin to grasp 
the depth of God’s love for them in Christ, the need4 for romance, 
respect, and attention will rapidly diminish. Rather than seeing 
themselves as needy sponges, trying to soak up every drop of earthly, 
human love, they will see themselves as wells supplied by a divine 
Spring, overflowing with living water that is meant to satisfy, cheer, 
and serve those around them. They can delight themselves in the 
streams of water and the true bread that their Savior feeds them.
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Come, everyone who thirsts,
  come to the waters;
and he who has no money,
  come, buy and eat!
Come, buy wine and milk
  without money and without price.
Why do you spend your money for that which is not bread,
  and your labor for that which does not satisfy?
Listen diligently to me, and eat what is good,
  and delight yourselves in rich food. (Isa. 55:1–2)

Parents and children who forget how they have been loved and wel-
comed will also always be on the prowl for signs of love. Parents who 
think they need their child’s love will be afraid to correct them. They 
won’t speak truth to them because they will fear what might happen if 
their child gets mad at them. Because they wrongly think that the best 
love a child can have is self-love, they will never correct him or tell him 
that he isn’t perfect. They will be weak parents, supposing that the best 
that they can do is to tell their little darlings that they are absolutely won-
derful, never telling them the truth about the depth of their depravity.

The result of such self-focused love is that sensitive children 
(who know that they are not good) will simply think that their 
parents are dishonest, and they won’t trust anything they say. They 
will torment themselves with their failures and live as slaves to their 
own self-condemning consciences. Other children whose hearts are 
bent in a more proud direction will see themselves as wonderful and 
will resent anyone who tells them otherwise. They will be rebellious 
and strong-willed because they believe their parents’ press releases: 
“Our Johnny is wonderful! He’s such a good boy!”

In addition, parents who haven’t satiated their souls in the love 
of the Father and the Son will seek to gain the love and approval 
of their peers through their children’s successes. Such parents enroll 
their children in every sport, musical activity, theater arts program, 
and Christian discipleship club, exhausting their little bodies and 
minds in order to fulfill Mom and Dad’s desire to prove that they 
are parents deserving of love and appreciation. Such parents need 

CounselFromTheCross.534133.i02.indd   162 3/2/12   4:01 PM



163

The Gospel and Our Relationships

and demand straight A’s from their progeny, because their children’s 
failure would be a direct attack on their insecurities.

REMEMBERING THE GOSPEL: EFFUSIVE AFFECTION,  
GENTLE CORRECTIONS

Like our children, we need to hear the gospel. The Lord has so struc-
tured Scripture that he is effusive with his declarations of love. Our 
spouses, children, friends, coworkers, teachers, and pastors ought to 
hear from us the same expressions of affection and appreciation that 
God gives us. He showers us with grace, mercy, encouragement, and 
generous words of love. Because we are more loved and welcomed than 
we ever dared hope, we can become effusively loving and welcoming.

We are sinful and flawed, errant children who have been wel-
comed by a patient, long-suffering, kind Father. God loves us and 
draws us to himself. He speaks words of love to us continuously 
because we are so slow to believe. He is patient, kind, gentle, and 
faithful, and he always uses every opportunity to reveal himself to 
us. He lives in ineffable light, unconfined and completely free. He 
is an uncreated, eternal, omniscient, almighty Spirit. He doesn’t see 
things from a wrong or partial perspective; he is not fooled by out-
ward appearances. Yet he continues to be patient with us.

We are not like him. Like pots on wheels, we are made of mud—
yes, fashioned by his hand but confined, finite, and tied to earth. We 
are “jars of clay” (2 Cor. 4:7). He sees what we are, and it causes 
him to have compassion on us. He remembers that we are dust. 
Think again of the gulf between our existence and his. Yet he treats 
us with great pity, gentleness, and compassion. He could demand 
without making a way, but he’s chosen to make a way and to place 
all the demands on himself.

GOSPEL-CENTERED PARENTING

Because this chapter has been very practical in nature, we are going 
to conclude it by looking a little more deeply at parenting founded 
in the gospel. 
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What does gospel-centered parenting look like? Here is how 
Paul put it:

“Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them 
up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord” (Eph. 6:4); and 
“Fathers, do not provoke your children, lest they become discour-
aged” (Col. 3:21).

Isn’t it easy to see how Paul’s counsel to parents is based on 
God’s gracious pattern with us? We are not to be harsh or demand-
ing with our children. We are not to provoke them to anger or dis-
courage them. Of course, the obvious question we have to consider 
is what will provoke them or discourage them, and, by contrast, 
what does it look like to discipline and instruct “in the Lord”?

Although there are many ways we can provoke our kids in dis-
ciplining them, we learn from Paul’s expositions of grace in these 
epistles that we provoke and discourage our children when we 
forget the gospel and demand, as a condition of our approval and 
affection, that they obey the law that “neither our fathers nor we 
have been able to bear” (Acts 15:10). By itself, God’s law, although 
it is “holy and righteous and good” (Rom. 7:12), will serve only to 
aggravate or discourage them. The law will stir up within them the 
desire to sin because they are not able to obey it. It won’t furnish 
them with the power or motivation to obey us or the Lord. The law 
has its uses with our children, but making them good isn’t one of 
them. Only the gospel and God’s grace can change hearts.

The proper place and function of the law is something that we 
might recognize in our own lives but fail to believe when it comes 
to raising our children. We know that we don’t change and mature 
by making a list of things we need to do and then scrutinizing our 
failures when we don’t do them. But, amazingly, we think that’s how 
our children will change. But when they cry that they can’t obey, we 
should agree with them, although it is true that we are to acquaint 
them with the law’s demands.

Rather than telling them that they can and will obey, we must tell 
them—frankly, gently, sadly—that they cannot obey. They need help. 
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They need Jesus. Making a list and giving stickers and time-outs when 
they succeed or fail won’t change their hearts. It may make them 
little Pharisees, knowing how to look obedient so that they can get 
approval, but it won’t change their hearts. We are to use their disobe-
dience as a gospel opportunity to remind them that they are sinful and 
flawed, but if they flee to Jesus he will love and welcome them. We 
must remind them that they “do not have a high priest who is unable 
to sympathize with [their] weaknesses, but one who in every respect 
has been tempted as [they] are, yet without sin. Let [them] then with 
confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that [they] may receive 
mercy and find grace to help in time of need” (Heb. 4:15–16).

Jesus understands their weaknesses. He knows about tempta-
tions. When we—and our children—struggle with obedience, we 
can draw near to the throne of grace where we won’t receive judg-
ment and punishment, but mercy and grace to help. That is the 
portrait of the Savior that our children need to see. This is the image 
that will transform their hearts and teach them to run to him, rather 
than away from him, when they sin.

 Yes, we must discipline them when they defiantly disobey, 
but we do so as he disciplines us: gently, unselfishly, patiently, and 
for our ultimate good. The Lord is not capricious in his discipline, 
changing his mind from one day to the next. No, he is consistent and 
never pains us more than is absolutely necessary to teach us not to 
trust in ourselves and our ability but to trust in him. Our parenting 
is “in the Lord”; Jesus Christ is preeminent. It’s all about him. The 
gospel is the environment of our parenting.

BEING TRANSPARENT ABOUT OUR SIN

It’s easy to see how the gospel radically impacts the way we disci-
pline and train our children. We shouldn’t be surprised by their sin.
After all, they’re the children of sinners. We shouldn’t withhold love 
from them when they sin either, because God hasn’t withheld love 
from us. Because we’re his children, because he’s adopted us and 
called us beloved, we’re to put on “compassionate hearts, kindness, 
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humility, meekness, and patience, bearing with one another and, if 
one has a complaint against another, forgiving each other; as the 
Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive” (Col. 3:12–14).

When you as parents learn to openly confess your sin to your 
children,5 you will help them know that you don’t think you are 
perfect and that you struggle with sin just as they do. It will give 
them hope that there isn’t something uniquely wrong with them that 
isn’t wrong with you, too. They will see that although you sin, you 
are loved by God, which will inspire them to share in that truth.

BECAUSE HE HAS LOVED US

The gospel changes everything about us. Most particularly, it 
changes how we love and treat others. Soaking ourselves in the 
astounding love of God for us, weak and sinful as we are, will cause 
us to become people who love. The pure, undefiled Prince of heaven, 
Jesus Christ, was called a friend of “tax collectors and sinners” 
(Matt. 11:19). It should be obvious that he loves sinners, because 
he has loved us.

Living in the light of this truth will enable us to love. It will 
remove all our self-righteousness and craving for respect, it will free 
us to lay down our lives and not keep a running tally of who sins 
most (or who serves most!), and it will make us patient and gentle. 
The gospel is the environment for all our relationships. The gospel 
teaches us to love.

In this the love of God was made manifest among us, that God 
sent his only Son into the world, so that we might live through 
him. In this is love, not that we have loved God but that he 
loved us and sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins. 
Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to love one another. 
(1 John 4:9–11)
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PURSUING COUNSEL FROM THE CROSS
1) What phrase most accurately describes you in terms of your relation-
ships with others:

a)  Sin Detective: Do you find it easy to point out others’ sins and 
failures?

b)  Grace Detective: Do you love to point out evidences of God’s 
grace in others’ lives, even when they fail?

2) Are your relationships based primarily on law or gospel? Do you love 
only those who obey as you do and treat you according to the rules you 
set out? Or are you filled with long-suffering and kindness, remembering 
how you don’t obey the law yourself but have been loved nevertheless?

3) Paul wrote, “For through the Spirit, by faith, we ourselves eagerly wait 
for the hope of righteousness. For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision 
nor uncircumcision counts for anything, but only faith working through 
love” (Gal. 5:5–6). Do you have the “hope of righteousness” for yourself 
because of the Father’s great love for you in Christ? Do you have the same 
hope of righteousness for others, including your spouse and children? 
What would “faith working through love” look like in your relationships?

4) Every relational imperative that isn’t rooted in the gospel is not, at 
heart, Christian. We love God because he first loved us; we love others 
because he first loved us and because he loves them. Read the following 
verses and distill what they say about God’s love for us and our love for 
others.

a)  1 John 1:3, 7

b)  1 John 2:4–6, 8–11

c)  1 John 3:16–23

d)  1 John 4:7–11, 16–21

e)  1 John 5:1

5) Summarize in four or five sentences what you’ve learned in this chapter.
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The Gospel Story and the Glory Story

For I decided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ 

and him crucified.

1 CORINTHIANS 2:2

AS WE SAID IN THE INTRODUCTION, the number of books 
that offer counsel or advice for living is innumerable. It is right and 
good that people help one another and desire that their lives and the 
lives of their friends grow and mature. Among Christians, too, there 
are many books offering help on practically every topic imaginable. 
Sadly, many of the secular and even “Christian” self-help books 
are not all that different from each other. Of course, they differ 
somewhat because they use diverse source material, but, generally 
speaking, most counseling or self-help books are very much alike, 
and they are alike because they all contain what Martin Luther 
called a “glory story.”1

This perspective, this “glory story,” contains an unstated but 
deeply held belief that people don’t really need a crucified Savior; 
they just need a little help “getting their act together,” and they 
can attain glory2 by hard work, self-discipline, and the right list of 
activities.3

People who believe in the glory story put their faith in whatever 
happens to be this week’s “six steps [or seven habits] to success.” 
In doing so, they intrinsically put faith in themselves as people who 
can follow those steps and develop those habits if they just try hard 
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enough. When it comes to our ability to attain glory from our own 
efforts, sadly, we are all far too optimistic.

As Michael Horton wrote, the glory story doesn’t resonate only 
in the secular world, but many Christians also are “swimming in 
a sea of narcissistic moralism.”4 We think we can live happy, per-
fected lives if we just ferret out the right key to get God to unlock 
all his treasure and make us healthy, wealthy, and wise. Make no 
mistake: this moralism—whether for more shallow endeavors such 
as just having a “good day” or for nobler goals, such as making life 
better for our families or assuring ourselves that God still smiles on 
us—is, as Horton writes, narcissistic. It is all about us and all for us 
and our glory.

Although all true Christians recognize their need for a crucified 
Savior to begin their life of faith, most of them fall back into their 
innate belief in self-glorification once they get saved.5 Whether 
Happy Moralists or Sad, nearly all Christians believe that the 
answer to their problem is just around the corner. They will have it 
once they find the secret to their perfect life, once they throw off that 
distressing habit, once they find the right spouse/child/job/home/
church, once they uncover their idols, once they learn how to pray 
the magic words, and on and on their whole life through.

The Happy Moralist will read one self-help book after another, 
while the Sad Moralist will seek deeper and deeper self-under-
standing and repentance. In fact, we are so proud and convinced 
of our perfectibility that even living in the light of the gospel can 
be twisted into a secret self-improvement regimen. “If I just get the 
gospel right,” we think, “I know I’ll be able to love better.” Whether 
Happy Moralist or Sad, we all believe that we can attain glory 
through our own efforts. But, in the end, everyone who is honest 
has to admit that he has failed because the truth is that no matter 
how hard we try, we are never truly free, never fully trusting, never 
properly sorry, never consistently loving, and never satisfied with 
the perfection of our accomplishments or the accolades of others. 
Our efforts always come up short.
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Living for the glory story is like chasing a mirage: it looks so 
good out there in the distance, but once we attain the sought-after 
accomplishment, transformation, or acclamation, we see another 
on the horizon, and the pool we’re standing in is not the refresh-
ing spring we thought it would be; it is only a putrid mud hole or 
another stretch of bone-dry sand.

LAY DOWN YOUR DEADLY DOING

Shall we just give up and not try anymore? Well, yes and no. We 
should give up our quest for glory here, although doing so runs 
afoul of all that we believe about ourselves. We must recognize 
that if the Man of sorrows has taught us anything, it is that this 
life is filled with humiliation, sin, and sorrow and that we must 
indeed despair of putting any hope or trust in our ability to reform 
ourselves. The mere fact of the cross proves that. We should not be 
surprised by our sin; instead we “must learn to say ‘I am a sinner’ 
and to never stop saying it until Christ’s return makes it no longer 
true.”6 Yes, we must give up hope of approving of ourselves or of 
finally earning grace and proving to God that we really do love him 
and are worthy of his love.

Utterly despairing of our ability must lead us to Christ and to 
trust in him to work in us and make us willing and able to serve him 
(Phil. 2:12). Paul prayed that God would make the Thessalonians 
“worthy of his calling” and that the Lord would “fulfill every 
resolve for good and every work of faith by his power, so that the 
name of our Lord Jesus may be glorified in you, and you in him, 
according to the grace of our God and the Lord Jesus Christ”  
(2 Thess. 1:11–12).

All our obedience, every resolve to do good, and every work of 
faith is “by his power” and so that the Lord Jesus would be glorified 
because of the grace he gives. Yes, we must pursue obedience, but 
that obedience must always be cruciform, formed by Christ’s cross. 
We must seek to obey because of the cross, find the grace to obey 
because of the cross, and live free from condemnation whether we 
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succeed or fail in the light of the cross. The cross must be our only 
story, as Paul boldly proclaimed: “For I decided to know nothing 
among you except Jesus Christ and him crucified” (1 Cor. 2:2).

PETER: A THEOLOGIAN OF GLORY

In Luke 22:14–347 we find a perfect portrayal of someone who fully 
believed the glory story, Peter:

When the hour came, he reclined at table, and the apostles with 
him. And he said to them, “I have earnestly desired to eat this 
Passover with you before I suffer. For I tell you I will not eat it 
until it is fulfilled in the kingdom of God.” And he took a cup, 
and when he had given thanks he said, “Take this, and divide 
it among yourselves. For I tell you that from now on I will not 
drink of the fruit of the vine until the kingdom of God comes.” 
And he took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it 
and gave it to them, saying, “This is my body, which is given for 
you. Do this in remembrance of me.” And likewise the cup after 
they had eaten, saying, “This cup that is poured out for you is 
the new covenant in my blood. But behold, the hand of him who 
betrays me is with me on the table. For the Son of Man goes as 
it has been determined, but woe to that man by whom he is be-
trayed!” And they began to question one another, which of them 
it could be who was going to do this.

A dispute also arose among them, as to which of them was to 
be regarded as the greatest. And he said to them, “The kings of 
the Gentiles exercise lordship over them, and those in authority 
over them are called benefactors. But not so with you. Rather, let 
the greatest among you become as the youngest, and the leader as 
one who serves. For who is the greater, one who reclines at table 
or one who serves? Is it not the one who reclines at table? But I 
am among you as the one who serves.

“You are those who have stayed with me in my trials, and I 
assign to you, as my Father assigned to me, a kingdom, that you 
may eat and drink at my table in my kingdom and sit on thrones 
judging the twelve tribes of Israel.

“Simon, Simon, behold, Satan demanded to have you, that 
he might sift you like wheat, but I have prayed for you that your 
faith may not fail. And when you have turned again, strengthen 
your brothers.” Peter said to him, “Lord, I am ready to go with 
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you both to prison and to death.” Jesus said, “I tell you, Peter, 
the rooster will not crow this day, until you deny three times that 
you know me.”

That scene is a mirror that reflects our true identity. It also 
shows the identity of our Savior. Let’s take a moment to gaze into 
this mirror to see our reflection there. What does the theologian of 
glory believe? What are we like? Since Peter’s protestation that he 
would never deny Jesus was echoed by the rest (Mark 14:31), we see 
that all of the Twelve are theologians of glory who didn’t see their 
own vulnerability to sin and deception. They had just heard Jesus 
talk about his suffering, his death, his body, and his blood, but as 
usual they ignored his “negative” speech.

Even though Peter had been confronted previously by the Lord 
about his refusal to embrace the truth and give up his glory story—
“Get behind me, Satan! You are a hindrance to me. For you are not 
setting your mind on the things of God, but on the things of man” 
(Matt. 16:23)—he still hadn’t given it up. His heart was still fully 
engaged in the belief in his own power and glory. So he argued with 
the other disciples about who might stoop so low as to betray Jesus, 
and then, while they were busy puffing themselves up and ignoring 
what Jesus had just said to them about spilled blood and a broken 
body, they decided they might as well try to figure out who was 
going to be the greatest.

The Lord foretells his denial, and Peter responds with bluster, 
denying that Jesus knows anything about what’s going to happen. 
But within a few short hours Peter’s fall occurs, and, because he 
had placed such great confidence in himself, he went out and “wept 
bitterly” (Matt. 26:75). The unavoidable end of the glory story is 
always utter despair; there is no other possibility.

Now, in light of all that, how do we see Jesus, the one whose 
entire existence is cruciform, live? Think deeply about his desires, 
his kindness, and his great heart of love. He reclined at the Passover 
table with them; he didn’t stomp around worrying, angry because 
they didn’t get it. No, he “cozied up” with them. His first recorded 
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sentence is astonishing, “I have earnestly desired to eat this Passover 
with you before I suffer” (Luke 22:15). This meal wasn’t a mere 
duty for him; he longed to eat with them, to strengthen them and 
receive the comfort of their fellowship, to cherish the final moments 
they had left together before his suffering. He loved them and loved 
being with them. He knew what was coming, the terror they would 
face and their duplicity of soul. He gave them of himself; he was the 
meal, he was their means of grace.

Next, he took the cup and the bread and said, “Take this, and 
divide it among yourselves. . . . This is my body, which is given for 
you. Do this in remembrance of me. . . . This cup that is poured out 
for you is the new covenant in my blood” (Luke 22:17, 19–20). 
Don’t these words fly right in the face of our glory story? They 
demonstrate the extent of our helplessness and our defection from 
him. A death must occur. Blood must be spilt and wrath appeased. 
We don’t need six secret steps to our best life now. We need the God-
Man’s death and resurrection.

How far does our capacity for right action reach? At most, 
we can chew, swallow, and remember. In the meantime, what is he 
doing? He is pouring out his blood and giving his body to be broken 
because we can’t do anything to change ourselves. How frequently 
do we fail to remember him, even during the Lord’s Supper, because 
we are so focused on our glory story that the story of the cross seems 
weak, passé, and hackneyed? All we are called to do is to remember, 
and we can’t even do that.

Jesus calmly foretells Judas’s betrayal. Jesus doesn’t plead with 
him not to do it; he simply states the truth: the betrayer seeks his 
own glory, so he will receive wrath. This, too, is according to the 
Father’s predetermined plan. The disciples’ response to Jesus’ grave 
words is to turn on one another, a perfect example of the fruit of the 
glory story. They fight about who is going to fall and who is going 
to be greatest. They miss the truth completely. Once again the Savior 
tells them about true greatness: “Be a servant. Be like me.” Can’t 
you imagine their eyes glazing over as he speaks about becoming 
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a servant? “Yes, servants are nice,” they might have thought, “just 
as long as we aren’t the ones doing the serving. Can’t he skip to the 
part about us and our kingdom?”

How would you have responded to them? Would you have 
been angry, judgmental, censorious, or impatient? Do you see how 
responding in that way is simply another fruit of your belief in the 
glory story? Like them, are you assured of your own worthiness, 
and do you have confidence that you would have gotten it right? 
That false assurance is the cause of your self-righteous judgment. 
Look instead at how the Passover Lamb responds: “You are those 
who have stayed with me in my trials, and I assign to you, as my 
Father assigned to me, a kingdom, that you may eat and drink at my 
table in my kingdom and sit on thrones judging the twelve tribes of 
Israel” (Luke 22:28–30).

He commends and commissions them! He knows what is in 
their hearts, and yet he takes time to commend them, saying in 
essence, “You’ve stayed with me in my trials.” Amazing grace! Of 
course, he knows that the only reason that they stayed with him was 
because he inclined their hearts to do so. But still, he brings them 
words of encouragement. Then he commissions them as those who 
will eternally eat and drink with him and ultimately judge Israel.

Why would Jesus commission and use this band of men? He did 
so to demonstrate his grace and to shatter their belief in the glory 
story. They think that they are being commended and commissioned 
because they are such winners, but the exact opposite is true:

God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God 
chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong; God chose 
what is low and despised in the world, even things that are not, 
to bring to nothing things that are, so that no human being might 
boast in the presence of God. (1 Cor. 1:27-30)

They weren’t chosen because they were good candidates for 
glory. No, they were chosen so that, at the end, when all masks are 
removed and all they really were will be clearly seen, no one will 
give them any accolades.8 No human being—not the apostles, not 
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the church fathers, not mighty theologians like Martin Luther, not 
faithful missionaries, not humble mothers training their children—
will boast in the presence of God.

I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth 
and in the sea, and all that is in them, saying, “To him who sits 
on the throne and to the Lamb be blessing and honor and glory 
and might forever and ever!” And the four living creatures said, 
“Amen!” and the elders fell down and worshiped. (Rev. 5:13–14)

And then, as if all this weren’t enough to demonstrate our need 
and destitution, we have the interchange between the Paschal Lamb 
and Peter, the proud prototype of the man of glory.

“Simon, Simon, behold, Satan demanded to have you, that he 
might sift you like wheat, but I have prayed for you that your 
faith may not fail. And when you have turned again, strengthen 
your brothers.” Peter said to him, “Lord, I am ready to go with 
you both to prison and to death.” Jesus said, “I tell you, Peter, the 
rooster will not crow this day, until you deny three times that you 
know me.” (Luke 22:31–34)

Here the Lord isn’t telling Peter to be careful not to sin. No, he is 
telling him that he will sin. Peter’s proud belief in his personal glory 
story needed to be shattered. Peter needed to know that he would 
continue to stand only because his Savior had prayed that his faith 
would not fail.

Imagine the generous heart of the Lamb, who was facing 
Calvary, taking time to assure Peter that he had prayed for him! 
Jesus knew that Peter would repent because Jesus had prayed for 
him. “When [not “if”] you have turned again,” he said, “strengthen 
your brothers.” Peter was to use his shameful fall as means of grace 
to bring strength and hope to his brothers in their failure and sin. 
In the meantime, Jesus says that he, the faithful suffering Servant, is 
about to be numbered with “the transgressors” (Luke 22:37). Who 
are these “transgressors”? For whom has Jesus Christ interceded? 

CounselFromTheCross.534133.i02.indd   176 3/2/12   4:01 PM



177

The Gospel Story and the Glory Story

(John 17:11, 15). They are the Father’s children, his bride—you and 
me and all who trust, however feebly, in him and his sacrifice.

 After Peter’s denial and before the weight of what he had 
done had fully fallen upon him, his loving Redeemer reestablished 
contact with him. “And the Lord turned and looked at Peter. And 
Peter remembered the saying of the Lord. . . . And he went out 
and wept bitterly” (Luke 22:61–62). The pain that Peter felt as his 
self-assurance and self-confidence were crushed was evidenced by 
his violent wails as he glimpsed his soul’s poverty in the light of his 
Savior’s loving gaze. But this lesson was not all pain.

The demolition of the glory story and its replacement with 
simple trust in the cross is also the fountainhead of all freedom from 
futility and the establishment of all persevering hope. The cross of 
Christ is the only “staff by means of which [we] might successfully 
leap over the abyss of despair.”9 Thank God for the demolition 
of our self-trust and for the kindness and power of our blessed 
Redeemer who calls us to abandon all hope of personal glory and 
to embrace his cross instead.

It is only here, beneath the cross of Jesus, that we will taste the 
true righteousness, peace, and joy that mark members of his kingdom. 
The cross shouts at us, “Give up your glory story. Let the nails and 
the blood and the cries free you from your slavery, fear, and despair!”

WHAT HAVE YOU DECIDED TO KNOW?

Have you ever wondered what Paul meant when he said, “For I 
decided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him 
crucified” (1 Cor. 2:2)? Did he mean that he was going to empty 
his mind of every other bit of information? No, Paul meant that he 
was going to attend solely to Christ as the only hope for mankind. 
He wasn’t going to argue about the Jewish law nor was he going 
to dispute Greek philosophers. He knew that neither Moses nor 
Aristotle held out any hope for the salvation of men; neither God’s 
law nor the world’s wisdom could salvage a human soul from the 
despair of our fallen condition.
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Additionally, Paul determined to remember a crucified Savior, 
this weak, beaten, bloody, despised, pierced Man groaning in agony 
and calling out in despair to his Father. This crucified Messiah was 
a stumbling block both to Jews, who trusted in their good works, 
and to Greeks, who trusted in their wisdom. How could a so-called 
illegitimate, executed criminal push the glory story forward? What 
foolishness! He couldn’t. He wasn’t interested in our glory story at 
all. Instead he demolished it and wrote the story of the cross, the 
only truly life-transforming story ever written.

Through the gospel story—and only through it—are men and 
women changed. The story of the cross isn’t a story about our good-
ness, perfectibility, power, wisdom, or perseverance. The story of the 
cross is a story of suffering and humiliation that ends with our being 
stripped of all our self-confidence and being clothed in the glory of 
Another. Next to this story, the glory story fades into absurdity.

Because of God the Son’s incarnation, crucifixion, resurrection, 
and ascension, we know that we are not alone in a hostile and empty 
universe. We can be assured of his protection, intercession, and care, 
because he has taken our flesh into heaven and stands there with us 
before his Father. But the incarnation was neither grand nor proper. 
His birth was obscure, questionable, and poor. He slept his first 
night on earth in an animal’s feeding trough. His ascension wasn’t 
attended by great fanfare either. There was no glory story there; 
just some clueless disciples looking up as he disappeared from view.

His earthly life wasn’t attended by much glory either. Yes, there 
were those who saw his miracles and were astonished by his teach-
ing, but even his closest followers failed to understand the message 
he preached. It wasn’t until after the resurrection that they began 
to really see. And, of course, although his crucifixion was the most 
glorious act ever witnessed by man, it just seemed to the watching 
world to be one more execution of some doubtful, pious zealot who 
had angered other religious zealots, and it seemed to his friends to 
be an unmitigated, life-shattering disaster. Glory? Hardly.

Because of Christ’s sinless life and substitutionary death we 

CounselFromTheCross.534133.i02.indd   178 3/2/12   4:01 PM



179

The Gospel Story and the Glory Story

can confidently stand before the gaze of him to whom all things are 
“naked and exposed” and to whom all people will “give account” 
(Heb. 4:13). On the day when we give account, we will not be fool-
ish enough to talk about how we matured, how faithful we were, 
how we deserve glory. No, on that day, we will humbly fall before 
his pierced feet and rest only in his death and righteousness. We 
will receive the reward he has earned, and we will cast it at his feet 
so that all the glory will go to him because he has done it all for us.

Because of his resurrection, we can live confidently today. We 
can fight the good “fight of the faith” and seek to “pursue righteous-
ness, godliness, faith, love, steadfastness, gentleness” (1 Tim. 6:11–
12) because we know that our Savior’s sacrifice has been accepted. 
We can know that we are accepted because God raised him from 
the dead. We can also know that the power of sin, to which we have 
been so enslaved, has been broken. We have been completely and 
forever redeemed. We are now free to love unashamedly, wildly, 
confidently, and fully because our ultimate glory is assured. We have 
been made new. We will not always be as we are now.

We shall all be changed, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, 
at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, and the dead will 
be raised imperishable, and we shall be changed. For this perish-
able body must put on the imperishable, and this mortal body 
must put on immortality. When the perishable puts on the imper-
ishable, and the mortal puts on immortality, then shall come to 
pass the saying that is written:

“Death is swallowed up in victory.”
   “O death, where is your victory?
  O death, where is your sting?”

The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. But 
thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Je-
sus Christ. Therefore, my beloved brothers, be steadfast, immov-
able, always abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that in 
the Lord your labor is not in vain. (1 Cor. 15:51–58)
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We will be changed because we have been given the victory 
through our crucified and risen Lord. This victory is ours now 
but it won’t be fully realized until we are finally and completely 
changed. Sin and the law’s condemning demand have been denuded 
and disarmed, but they still pull at our hearts. The glory story still 
sounds good to us, but on that day we will be completely free from 
its allure.

So, then, in light of these facts, this assured future and the 
change that will inevitably be ours, we are called to be “steadfast, 
immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing 
that in the Lord your labor is not in vain.” We can know that our 
toil is not futile and we can trust that even though we fail miserably, 
we should continue to fight because our labor is “in the Lord” and 
nothing in him is in vain.

COUNSEL, THEN, FROM THE CROSS

Whether you have read this book because you want to learn to 
counsel yourself or to counsel others in the light of the cross, we are 
glad that you have done so. We are glad that you have persevered 
to the end of our time together, and we trust that the Lord has used 
it to make you love him more.

We pray that you will understand, believe, and remember that 
there really are only two ways to counsel. You can counsel using 
either the tenets of psychology or even the Bible’s imperatives in the 
light of the glory story, giving helpful hints on how to progress in 
a personal pursuit of self-perfection, or you can counsel from the 
cross. Either we train ourselves and others to put our trust in our 
ability and then hope for the best, or we train ourselves and others 
to self-despair and to live “on in ‘naked confidence in the mercy of 
God.’”10 We will view God as either the “rewarder of all our ‘good’ 
works, the pot of gold at the end of our rainbow of merit,”11 or 
as our merciful Father who inexplicably identifies with us, loves 
and welcomes us, and rewards us with blessing despite our sin and 
failures.
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If we see him in that light, as he truly is, then (and only then), 
will we have the proper motivation for grateful obedience, not as 
slaves to the law but as thankful children. The point is precisely 
that the power to do good comes only out of this wild claim that 
everything has already been done.

We would like to leave you with one last word, and it is simply 
this: when in your counseling room or when you’re visiting with 
friends, pursuing a door of opportunity with a stranger on a bus, 
wrestling with your heart’s idols and unbelief, determine to know 
nothing except Jesus Christ and him crucified. Remember what the 
gospel says about us: we are more sinful and flawed than we ever 
dared believe but we are also more loved and welcomed than we 
ever dared hope.
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PURSUING COUNSEL FROM THE CROSS
1) Take time to interact with Psalm 115:1, “Not to us, O Lord, not to us, 
but to your name give glory, for the sake of your steadfast love and your 
faithfulness!” Does your counsel either to yourself or to others seek to 
give glory to human beings rather than to God? In what way(s)?

2) What does it mean to believe in the “glory story”?

3) What does it mean to believe in the “gospel story”? How does believ-
ing in the gospel story affect our attitudes, affections, aspirations, and 
relationships with others?

4) What might be some of the obvious ramifications of believing in each 
one?

5) Summarize in four or five sentences what you have learned in this chap-
ter.

6) After reviewing your summaries of the previous chapters, summarize 
the truths you are taking away from this book.
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Why Biblical Counseling?

EVERYONE, AND EVERY counselor in particular, is an anthro-
pologist. An anthropologist studies the nature, origin, and destiny 
of mankind. Whether we have studied a formal anthropology or any 
of its subsets—such as psychology, the study of the soul or human 
mind—or just listened to Dr. Laura on the radio, we are all anthro-
pologists. We have all drawn conclusions about the nature, origin, 
and destiny of mankind. We have all observed human behavior; we 
have thought about how we and others think. We just can’t avoid 
it. Make no mistake: whether we get our anthropology or psychol-
ogy from pop culture sources like People magazine or Dr. Phil, from 
the study of Greek philosophers, or from the Bible, we have firm 
underlying beliefs about who we are, why we are here, what’s wrong 
with us, and what kind of help we need. We are all anthropologists. 
We have all studied psychology.

Just think about it: when we sit down with a friend who is strug-
gling in his work or marriage, we bring certain biases or presuppo-
sitions about him into the conversation. We bring our psychology. 
For instance, when a friend complains that his boss is unfair or that 
his wife is too demanding, we hear him through the grid of our 
underlying beliefs about who he is and the source of his problem. 
We counsel and comfort him and prescribe solutions to those prob-
lems based on what we believe about him as a human being. Is he a 
victim? Is he an innocent bystander? Is he responsible? Does he need 
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a better work environment in order to be a better employee? Does 
he have all the answers he needs within himself? Does he need an 
outside source? These are some of the questions we’ll have already 
answered before we even start the conversation.

Whether or not we know it, we have all embraced specific 
anthropological perspectives, and in our day most of these per-
spectives have been highly influenced both by Darwin’s theory of 
evolution and by the many prominent systems of psychology that 
have permeated our culture, beginning with Freud’s. Unless we have 
intentionally sought to discern and refuse the presuppositions of 
Darwinian evolution and Freudian psychology1 we will unwittingly 
accept them and, like Jacob, we might be surprised one morning 
to find out whom we have been in bed with. There is a great gulf 
between the psychology propounded by atheists like Freud and our 
Christian beliefs.

All of our anthropologies and methodologies for helping others 
will flow either out of the Bible or out of the anthropological presup-
positions of the men and women who propound and promulgate them. 
Of course, there are many among us who seek to eclectically combine 
the truths of the Bible with the tenets of whatever forms of psychology 
most appeal to us, but in the end, because these systems are in competi-
tion with one another, one will eventually consume the other.

Because psychology, unlike chemistry, is not “hard” science, it 
has failed to produce one overarching, unifying system that deeply 
and clearly describes man and his problems. Because psychology is 
a “soft” science, many different psychologies have been developed 
since the days when Freud first espoused his famous doctrines. Most 
if not all psychologists will gladly admit that there is no absolute 
truth when it comes to their field and that the practice of psychology 
is like eating in a cafeteria—one chooses whatever system happens 
to appeal to him and then combines it with others. There is not one 
unified theory that any psychologist can point to and say, “This is 
absolute truth.”

The hundreds of branches or systems of psychology differ from 
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one another, and some are absolutely antithetical to other systems 
because they are based on the differing beliefs and personalities of 
their founders.2 For instance, the Skinnerian behaviorist scorns the 
dream interpretation of the Freudian psychotherapist. The Gestalt 
therapist focuses on here-and-now experiences and doesn’t care 
about interpretation, while interpretation is the “main work”3 
of the Jungian psychoanalyst with his archetypes. The warm and 
caring Person-Centered therapist won’t presume to give you any 
answers but will cordially help you discover your own inward truth 
on your individual path to self-actualization. Albert Ellis’s RET4 
doesn’t care a fig about warmth but is “highly cognitive, active-
directive, homework-assigning and discipline-oriented.”5

Of course, in recent years all these therapies (and hundreds of 
others like them) have been gobbled up by materialistic determinism 
and the pharmacological giant of biopsychiatry. The materialistic 
determinist’s anthropology is very simple indeed: all you are is a 
bag of interacting chemicals, and all your problems can be diag-
nosed and solved by observing and balancing your chemicals. Talk 
therapy? Nonsense! Take the right pill and you’ll feel better!6

From this perspective it’s easy to see that psychology is not a 
science, but something more akin to a religion or a philosophy. It 
is man’s attempt to define and assist himself, and its systems are as 
different as every one of the men who developed them. Of course, 
psychologists will never discover one great unifying truth because 
they refuse to acknowledge any absolute truth that would inform 
psychology from outside itself. Therefore, it continues to be created 
and recreated in a never-ending cycle of darkness and futility.

We should not be surprised that secular man embraces these 
futile schemes. After all, what else does he have? He is lost, without 
hope and without God in this world (Eph. 2:12). His entire life is 
full of trouble (Job 5:7); he works and is never satisfied (Eccl. 6:7), 
and his foolish heart is darkened (Rom. 1:21). It is not surprising 
that he tries to construct fig-leaf false identities while hammering 
away at his personal rendition of the Tower of Babel. What is sur-
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prising, though, is how frequently Christians mimic and employ the 
systems and psychologies of secularists.

It is in light of the overabundance of counseling principles and 
methods propagated these days that we are presenting the presup-
positions and goals of biblical counseling in this appendix.

To begin with, we’d like you to know what we believe about the 
role of the Bible in counseling. When we say that we are “biblical 
counselors,” what we mean is that we try to consistently allow the 
Bible to define us—who we are, where our problems come from, and 
how we can be helped. We believe that the truths of Scripture, when 
rightly understood and applied, are the answer to every difficulty, 
trial, and doubt that Christians face. We believe that any diagnosis of 
or prescription for human problems that contradicts or disregards the 
worldview revealed in the Bible is bound in the end to lead away from 
our Creator’s good purpose for us: to glorify and enjoy him forever.

WHO GOD SAYS HE IS AND WHO HE SAYS  
WE ARE

Every counseling construct that does not begin with an under-
standing and acceptance of God’s self-revelation in the Old and 
New Testaments is not biblical (or even Christian) in nature. God 
declares that he is the Creator of all peoples and that he has created 
them in his own image (Gen. 1:26–28) and for his own glory (Rom. 
11:36; Rev. 4:11). Because God is man’s creator, man owes him his 
allegiance, obedience, and worship. Because man was created in the 
image of God, we owe respect and honor to one another.

The counselor who begins with that simple presupposition will 
embrace a methodology antithetical to the counselor who believes 
that man evolved into his present state from primordial slime and 
that his existence is a random occurrence that he must fight to 
sustain. The “survival of the fittest” fits well into many secular psy-
chologies (“look out for number one,” “get your needs met first,” 
“learn to love yourself before you can love others”7), but not into 
biblical Christianity, in which the Fittest laid down his life for the 
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weak. Every psychology from Freud on has been developed in the 
belief that there is no Creator-God and that man owes no allegiance 
to anyone besides himself.8 This is the ultimate fly that spoils the 
ointment of every modern psychotherapy. Man is not, as Freud and 
his ilk believe, autonomous. He is a dependent creature in dire need 
of a help from outside himself.

Because God is our creator, his knowledge of us is perfect and 
complete (1 Chron. 28:8; Ps. 139:2; John 2:25; Heb. 4:13). Any 
methodology that has its primary genesis in the mind of fallen man 
must by definition be skewed in some way. Fallen man does not know 
the heart of man because it is hidden from his perception, and he is 
darkened in his understanding and deceived by sin (Jer. 17:5; Rom. 
1:21; 3:10–11; Eph. 4:18; Heb. 3:13). Due to the noetic effect of sin9 
we must be suspicious of any counseling construct that does not inten-
tionally begin and consistently continue with the Bible’s definition of 
God, man, and our problems. Proverbs 28:26 puts this thought even 
more bluntly: “Whoever trusts in his own mind is a fool.”

Apart from the illumination of God through the Scripture and 
the Holy Spirit, we would forever stumble in darkness about the 
cause and ultimate cure of our problems (Prov. 4:19). Hebrews 4:12 
gives us hope, however, because it tells us where we can find a clear 
and accurate diagnosis and understanding of ourselves and others: 
“The word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged 
sword, piercing to the division of soul and of spirit, of joints and of 
marrow, and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart.” 
Hebrews goes on to observe about the omniscient divine speaker of 
Scripture: “No creature is hidden from his sight, but all are naked 
and exposed to the eyes of him to whom we must give account” 
(4:13). God has told us who we are, and he has told us where we 
can discover information about ourselves—in Scripture.

In addition, God has clearly stated where all our problems origi-
nate. If man had not succumbed to the tempter’s lies in the garden, we 
would not be having a discussion about counseling today. We would 
have unbridled, free, and delightful fellowship with one another and 
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with our Creator. We would not be saddled with the heavy burden 
of shame and embarrassment or with difficulties with others and the 
failures and disappointments that are so common to our lives.

God defines the source of all our problems as sin. In the new 
heavens and earth where there will be no sin, there will be no 
“mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore” (Rev. 21:4). There 
won’t be any need for counseling because there won’t be any sin, 
and the bitter fruit of all sin—mourning, crying, and pain—will be 
destroyed.

We are not saying that we willfully cause all our own problems 
(although we do cause many of them). We are saying that sin—in 
others and in ourselves, and all through life in this sin-cursed 
world—is the source of all the difficulties we face.10 The world, the 
flesh, and the Devil conspire to produce all our sin and suffering. If 
we refuse to recognize this reality, we cut ourselves off from the only 
source of lasting relief or help. If we refuse to say that we sin or that 
those we love sin, we refuse the help of the One who was born to 
“save his people from their sins” (Matt. 1:21).

We refuse Jesus’ help because it isn’t the sort of help we want, 
but he wasn’t sent to deliver people from their issues, dysfunctions, 
or imbalances. He was sent to “seek and to save the lost” (Luke 
19:10). It is our lostness, our helplessness, our self-deceived and 
wandering hearts, our selfishness, our frailty, and our ultimate death 
that are the root of all our troubles. These are the very troubles that 
Jesus Christ came to overcome and conquer.

Biblical counselors define man as both created and dependent 
but also desperately lost and sinful. We see man as being respon-
sible to “give an account of himself to God” (Rom. 14:12), but we 
also see him as enslaved to sin and unable to save himself (John 
8:34; Acts 4:12). So we refuse to point man inward toward himself 
or outward toward us as counselors. Rather, we direct him to the 
Scriptures and upward to the Lord of those Scriptures.

The Scriptures’ self-testimony is that it was written so that we 
might have hope (Rom. 15:4), know truth (John 17:17), and have 
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life (John 6:63, 68). Jesus himself, the Word who became flesh (John 
1:14), came that we might have life through belief in him (John 
10:10; 20:31). He “gave himself for us to redeem us from all law-
lessness and to purify for himself a people for his own possession 
who are zealous for good works” (Titus 2:14).

Any counseling that does not consistently strive to anchor itself 
in the Scriptures and in the saving work of Jesus Christ for sinners 
is not Christian. Any anthropology or perspective on man that 
ignores man’s relation to God and his desperate need for a Savior is 
not Christian. Biblical counselors believe that all the “treasures” of 
wisdom and knowledge are hidden in Jesus Christ (Col. 2:3). Any 
so-called wisdom not originating in Scripture and particularly in 
Jesus Christ is not Christian.11

THE GOAL OF BIBLICAL COUNSELING

Biblical counselors also define the goal of their counseling (and all 
of life) as not merely the alleviation of suffering but the living of life 
for the glory of God. Although we always hope for alleviation of 
suffering, we have a higher goal than the here and now. Our goal is 
that the God who loved us, who gave his Son for us, would be glori-
fied through us, and that the name of Jesus Christ would be praised.

When people finally decide to find a friend or counselor and ask 
for help, the glory of God is not usually on their wish list. Instead 
goals such as “feeling better about myself,” “getting my husband to 
love me more,” or “having more obedient children” top the list. The 
biblical counselor does hope, of course, that people will feel better 
and have better relationships as a result of their meeting together. 
But that is not his primary objective. No, his primary objective is 
that the counselee would see her life as having one goal: making the 
great love, holiness, power, beauty, and majesty of God the Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit more evident in her life.12

The goal of glorifying God through our lives is, of course, absent 
from all secular counseling, since secular systems do not acknowl-
edge any higher authority than the human individual, or possibly 
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human society (except one you might create in your mind). The 
goal of glorifying God is also absent from any system of counseling 
that does not consciously seek to keep it as its central motivation. 
A counselor who is a Christian might give tacit acknowledgment to 
the importance of glorifying God, but if he believes that what his 
counselee really needs is to have his “love cup” filled up before he 
can love others or glorify God, then self-fulfillment will become his 
goal and God’s glory will fade into insignificance.

Here we are again with our primary premise: any counseling 
that does not begin and consistently stay with the Bible’s revelation 
about God and man will always slide into man-centeredness. It will 
always make man and his plans, power, goals, and aspirations the 
focus of counseling. It is impossible for anything else to happen.

BIBLICAL COUNSELING IS A TRUST TRANSFER

And finally, biblical counseling reflects the “trust transfer” that 
is part of our Christian faith. Rather than trusting in ourselves as 
counselors or in our system’s power to change lives, we trust in the 
power of the Holy Spirit. We acknowledge that we are unable to 
change anyone and that all of our words will amount to only so 
much hot air unless we bring in Scripture, and thereby the Holy 
Spirit who inspired that Scripture, to our counselees. So even though 
we know we are weak, and the bread of the Word seems weak as 
we break it, we also trust that there is a power great enough to 
transform lives. We trust in the power of God through the agency 
of the Holy Spirit.

This trust transfer is actually one of the great benefits of being 
a counselor who relies on Scripture. Trusting in God and his Word 
frees us from having to depend on our own wisdom or strength. Of 
course, God uses means to accomplish his goals in our counselee’s 
life, so we want to be prepared; but even so, we can depend on God 
who will accomplish the work he wants to do in the lives of those 
we speak to.

So, to answer the question, “Why biblical counseling?” here is 
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our summary: We believe in and practice biblical counseling because 
we have embraced an anthropology taken from the Bible, and we 
trust God’s evaluation of us and of our condition as our only source 
of help and our ultimate goal.13 We are not looking for new systems, 
because we have embraced the one authoritative and absolute truth. 
We have embraced the Bible as being “breathed out by God and 
profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training 
in righteousness, that the man of God may be competent, equipped 
for every good work” (2 Tim. 3:16–17).
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Scripture Passages by Topic  
for Use in Counseling

WHAT FOLLOWS IS A BRIEF LIST of possible counseling 
topics with Scriptures that address each one. This kind of list is 
not unusual in biblical counseling literature, and in fact, many of 
the references used here were taken from Jay Adams’s Christian 
Counselor’s New Testament.1 What may make this list unique, 
however, is the drawing out of both the declarations and the obliga-
tions of Scripture.

This list is not exhaustive, but it will be helpful as a paradigm 
as you begin to learn how the declarations of the gospel are meant 
to inform and motivate the obligations of the gospel. This list is cer-
tainly not meant to be the only tool to use with someone struggling 
with any of these problems. It’s simply meant to serve as a model as 
you learn to counsel yourself and others from the full perspective 
of the cross.

SCRIPTURE PASSAGES BY TOPIC FOR USE IN COUNSELING
TOPIC PASSAGE DECLARATION OBLIGATION
  (Because of this . . . ) (Therefore . . . )
Adultery I am the Lord your  Because I am the Lord Therefore you shall not
 God, who brought  your God who brought commit adultery.
 you out of the land of  you out of the land of  You should be faithful
 Egypt, out of the house  Egypt, out of the house even to those who 
 of slavery. . . . You  of slavery . . . willfully sin against you,
 shall not commit adul-  Because he has been to those who no longer
 tery. (Ex. 20:2, 14) faithful to you to rescue attract you, because I
  and keep you when you have been faithful to you
  were slaves . . .  even when you were
   my enemy.
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TOPIC PASSAGE DECLARATION OBLIGATION
  (Because of this . . . ) (Therefore . . . )
Anger Be angry and do not  Because you were Therefore, don’t sin in
 sin; do not let the  graciously sealed for your anger. Handle prob-
 sun go down on your  the day of redemption lems quickly, as they
 anger, and give no  and because God in come up, and don’t give
 opportunity to the  Christ has already Satan a foothold in your
 devil. Let no corrupt- forgiven you, because heart by defiling your
 ing talk come out of  you don’t need to try conscience through your
 your mouths, but only  to keep everything anger.
 such as is good for  together by your own  Therefore, forgive
 building up, as fits the  strength, and because others and be as tender-
 occasion, that it may  you are completely hearted with them as he
 give grace to those  loved, welcomed, and has been with you.
 who hear. And do not  accepted by God . . .  
 grieve the Holy Spirit   
 of God, by whom you   
 were sealed for the   
 day of redemption.   
 Let all bitterness and   
 wrath and anger   
 and clamor and slander   
 be put away from you,   
 along with all malice.   
 Be kind to one another,   
 tenderhearted, forgiving  
 one another, as God  
 in Christ forgave you.  
 (Eph. 4:26–27, 29–32)

Bitterness See to it that no one fails  Because you have come Therefore, see to it that
 to obtain the grace of  to Mount Zion and no one fails to obtain
 God; that no “root of  to the city of the living the grace of God; that no
 bitterness” springs up  God, the heavenly “root of bitterness”
 and causes trouble,  Jerusalem, and to in- springs up and causes
 and by it many be- numerable angels in trouble, and by it many
 come defiled; that no  festal gathering, and to become defiled; that no
 one is sexually im- the assembly of the one is sexually immoral 
 moral or unholy like  firstborn who are en- or unholy like Esau, who
 Esau, who sold his  rolled in heaven, and to sold his birthright for a
 birthright for a single  God, the judge of all,  single meal.
 meal. . . . But you  and to the spirits of the  Being bitter, jealous, and
 have come to Mount  righteous made perfect,  coveteous doesn’t make
 Zion and to the city  and to Jesus, the medi- sense when you realize
 of the living God, the  ator of a new covenant,  what you have been given.
 heavenly Jerusalem,  and to the sprinkled  Therefore, value what
 and to innumerable  blood that speaks a you have and trust in
 angels in festal  better word than the Jesus the “mediator of
 gathering, and to the  blood of Abel . . . a better covenant” to
 assembly of the first-  Because you are no supply all you need.
 born who are enrolled  longer at the terrifying 
 in heaven, and to God,  foot of Sinai but have 
 the judge of all, and to  been enrolled in heaven 
 the spirits of the  and have been brought 
 righteous made perfect,  to Jesus and sprinkled 
 and to Jesus, the medi- clean . . .  
 ator of a new covenant,   
 and to the sprinkled   
 blood that speaks a   
 better word than the   
 blood of Abel.   
 (Heb. 12:15–16, 22–24)
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TOPIC PASSAGE DECLARATION OBLIGATION
  (Because of this . . . ) (Therefore . . . )
Communication But now you must put Because . . . you have Therefore, you must put
problems them all away: anger,  put off the old self them all away: anger, 
 wrath, malice, slander, with its practices and wrath, malice, slander,
 and obscene talk from  have put on the new and obscene talk from
 your mouth. Do not  self, which is being your mouth. Do not lie to
 lie to one another,  renewed in knowledge one another.
 seeing that you have  after the image of its 
 put off the old self  creator. Here there is 
 with its practices and  not Greek and Jew,  
 have put on the new  circumcised and uncir- 
 self, which is being  cumcised, barbarian,  
 renewed in knowl- Scythian, slave, free;  
 edge after the image  but Christ is all, and 
 of its creator. Here  in all. 
 there is not Greek   Because you have 
 and Jew, circumcised  been made new and are 
 and uncircumcised,  being renewed into the 
 barbarian, Scythian,  image of your creator 
 slave, free; but Christ  and because all class 
 is all, and in all.  envy and caste distinc- 
 (Col. 3:8–11) tions are nullified by the 
  gospel, and all Christians 
  have been made one and 
  equal in Christ. 
   Because all the ground 
  for fighting and un- 
  kindness to one another,  
  for pride and competi- 
  tion, has been obliterated 
  in Christ, as well as all 
  cause for boasting in  
  one’s self-righteousness 
  and resultant judging 
  and criticism and false 
  boasting, we are able 
  to change our speech to 
  be like his. 

Depression Consider him who Because Jesus endured Therefore, consider
or fatigue endured from sinners from sinners such hostility him . . . so that you may
 such hostility against against himself . . . not grow weary or
 himself, so that you  Because he loved you fainthearted.
 may not grow weary with such a great love,  Focus your heart and
 or fainthearted.  he willingly endured mind on this love as you
 (Heb. 12:3–4) mankind’s hostility face the hostility of
  from the moment of others and even of your
  his birth until his own heart.
  death. 

Envy For we ourselves were Because when the good- Therefore, we ourselves
 once foolish, disobe- ness and loving kindness were once foolish, dis-
 dient, led astray, slaves  of God our Savior obedient, led astray, 
 to various passions and  appeared, he saved us,  slaves to various
 pleasures, passing our  not because of works passions and pleasures, 
 days in malice and envy,  done by us in righteous- passing our days in
 hated by others and  ness, but according to malice and envy, hated by
 hating one another.  his own mercy, by the others and hating one
 But when the goodness  washing of regeneration another.
 and loving kindness  and renewal of the Holy  Envy, hatred, foolish-
 of God our Savior  Spirit, whom he poured ness, disobedience, and
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TOPIC PASSAGE DECLARATION OBLIGATION
  (Because of this . . . ) (Therefore . . . )
Envy (cont.) appeared, he saved us,  out on us richly through idolatrous desires are no
 not because of works  Jesus Christ our Savior,  longer part of our life.
 done by us in  so that being justified by We have been made new
 righteousness, but  his grace we might and when we are tempted
 according to his own  become heirs according to be envious of others 
 mercy, by the washing  to the hope of eternal  we need to remember the
 of regeneration and  life. great riches that have
 renewal of the Holy   Because he’s done all been given to us in
 Spirit, whom he  this for us and has  Christ.
 poured out on us  “richly” poured out 
 richly through Jesus  his mercy and cleansing 
 Christ our Savior, so  through Jesus Christ,  
 that being justified by  justifying us by his grace 
 his grace we might  and making us heirs of 
 become heirs  eternal life. 
 according to the hope   
 of eternal life.   
 (Titus 3:3–7)

Family Put on then, as God’s Because you are God’s Therefore, put on 
relationships chosen ones, holy and chosen ones, holy and compassion, kindness, 
 beloved, compassion- beloved, the Lord has humility, meekness, and
 ate hearts, kindness,  forgiven you. You are in patience, bearing with
 humility, meekness, and the Lord; you are serving one another and, if one
 patience, bearing with the Lord Christ. has a complaint against
 one another and, if   Because you have been another, forgiving each
 one has a complaint  adopted by the Father,  other; as the Lord has
 against another, for- and because you’ve been forgiven you, so you also
 giving each other; as  chosen and forgiven and must forgive. And above
 the Lord has forgiven  he calls you “holy and all these put on love,
 you, so you also must  beloved,” because you which binds everything
 forgive. And above all have been given this together in perfect
 these put on love,  great grace and mercy. harmony.
 which binds everything   Wives, submit to your
 together in perfect  husbands, as is fitting in
 harmony. . . . Wives,   the Lord. Husbands, love
 submit to your hus-  your wives, and do not
 bands, as is fitting in  be harsh with them. 
 the Lord. Husbands,   Children, obey your
 love your wives, and  parents in everything, for
 do not be harsh with  this pleases the Lord. 
 them. Children, obey  Fathers, do not provoke
 your parents in every-  your children, lest they
 thing, for this pleases  become discouraged. 
 the Lord. Fathers, do  You are serving the
 not provoke your chil-  Lord Christ.
 dren, lest they become   You have been loved,
 discouraged. . . . You  adopted, forgiven, and
 are serving the Lord  treated with mercy; 
 Christ. (Col. 3:12–14,   therefore, treat others in
 18–21, 24)  your family with this
   love and grace.
    Wives should think
   about how Jesus sub-
   mitted to his Father for
   them and then consciously
   submit to their husbands. 
   Husbands should con-
   sider how gentle, kind,  
   loving, and patient the
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TOPIC PASSAGE DECLARATION OBLIGATION
  (Because of this . . . ) (Therefore . . . )
Family   Father has been with 
relationships   them and treat their 
(cont.)   wives and children in the
   same way. Even children
   can please the Lord by 
   learning to submit even 
   as Jesus did to his own 
   parents.

Fear And do not fear those Because not one of them Therefore, do not fear
 who kill the body but  will fall to the ground those who kill the body
 cannot kill the soul.  apart from your Father.  but cannot kill the soul. 
 Rather fear him who  Father. . . . Even the Rather fear him who can
 can destroy both soul  hairs of your head are destroy both soul and
 and body in hell. Are  all numbered. . . . You body in hell.
 not two sparrows sold  are of more value than 
 for a penny? And not  many sparrows. 
 one of them will fall to   
 the ground apart from   
 your Father. But even   
 the hairs of your head   
 are all numbered. Fear   
 not, therefore; you are   
 of more value than   
 many sparrows.   
 (Matt. 10:28–31)

Grief But we do not want Because Jesus died and Therefore, do not grieve
 you to be uninformed,  rose again, even so, as those who have no
 brothers, about those  through Jesus, God will hope, and encourage
 who are asleep, that  bring with him those  one another with these
 you may not grieve as  who have fallen asleep. words.
 others do who have no  For this we declare to 
 hope. For since we  you by a word from the 
 believe that Jesus died  Lord, that we who are 
 and rose again, even so,  alive, who are left until 
 through Jesus, God will  the coming of the Lord, 
 bring with him those  will not precede those 
 who have fallen asleep.  who have fallen asleep. 
 For this we declare to  For the Lord himself will 
 you by a word from the  descend from heaven 
 Lord, that we who are  with a cry of command, 
 alive, who are left until  with the voice of an 
 the coming of the Lord,  archangel, and with the 
 will not precede those  sound of the trumpet of 
 who have fallen asleep.  God. And the dead in 
 For the Lord himself will  Christ will rise first.  
 descend from heaven  Then we who are alive, 
 with a cry of command,  who are left, will be 
 with the voice of an  caught up together with 
 archangel, and with the  them in the clouds to 
 sound of the trumpet of  meet the Lord in the air, 
 God. And the dead in  and so we will always 
 Christ will rise first.  be with the Lord. 
 Then we who are alive,   
 who are left, will be   
 caught up together with   
 them in the clouds to   
 meet the Lord in the air,   
 and so we will always be   

CounselFromTheCross.534133.i02.indd   197 3/2/12   4:01 PM



198

Appendix Two

TOPIC PASSAGE DECLARATION OBLIGATION
  (Because of this . . . ) (Therefore . . . )
Grief (cont.) with the Lord. Therefore   
 encourage one another   
 with these words.   
 (1 Thess. 4:13–18)  

Habitual sin For if we have been Because we have been Therefore, you also must
 united with him in a  united with him in a consider yourselves dead
 death like his, we shall death like his, we shall to sin and alive to God
 certainly be united with certainly be united with in Christ Jesus.
 him in a resurrection him in a resurrection like  Let not sin therefore
 like his. We know that his. We know that our reign in your mortal
 our old self was crucified old self was crucified bodies, to make you
 with him in order that with him in order that obey their passions. Do
 the body of sin might be the body of sin might be not present your members
 brought to nothing, so brought to nothing, so members to sin as instru-
 that we would no longer that we would no longer ments for unrighteousness,
 be enslaved to sin. For be enslaved to sin. For but present yourselves to
 one who has died has one who has died has God as those who have
 been set free from sin. been set free from sin.  been brought from death
 Now if we have died Now if we have died to life, and your members
 with Christ, we believe with Christ, we believe to God as instruments
 that we will also live that we will also live for righteousness. For sin
 with him. We know with him. We know that will have no dominion
 that Christ, being Christ being raised from over you, since you are
 raised from the dead, the dead will never die not under law but under
 will never die again; again; death no longer grace.
 death no longer has has dominion over him.  
 dominion over him.  For the death he died he 
 For the death he died died to sin, once for all,  
 he died to sin, once for but the life he lives he 
 all, but the life he lives lives to God. 
 he lives to God. So you   
 also must consider your-  
 selves dead to sin and   
 alive to God in Christ   
 Jesus.  
  Let not sin therefore   
 reign in your mortal   
 body, to make you obey  
 its passions. Do not  
 present your members to  
 sin as instruments for   
 unrighteousness, but   
 present yourselves to   
 God as those who have   
 been brought from death  
 to life, and your members  
 to God as instruments for  
 righteousness. For sin will  
 have no dominion over   
 you, since you are not   
 under law but under   
 grace. (Rom. 6:5–14)  

Life-dominating At one time you were Because at one time you Therefore, walk as
problems such darkness, but now you were darkness, but children of light (for the
as drunkenness are light in the Lord. now you are light in the fruit of light is found in
 Walk as children of  Lord. all that is good and right
 light (for the fruit of   and true), and try to
 light is found in all   discern what is pleasing

CounselFromTheCross.534133.i02.indd   198 3/2/12   4:01 PM



199

Scripture Passages by Topic

TOPIC PASSAGE DECLARATION OBLIGATION
  (Because of this . . . ) (Therefore . . . )
Life-dominating that is good and right   to the Lord. Take no
problems such and true), and try to   part in the unfruitful
as drunkenness discern what is pleasing  works of darkness, but
(cont.) to the Lord. Take no   instead expose them. 
 part in the unfruitful   And do not get drunk
 works of darkness, but  with wine, for that is
 instead expose them. . . .  debauchery, but be filled
 And do not get drunk   with the Spirit, addressing
 with wine, for that is   one another in psalms
 debauchery, but be   and hymns and spiritual
 filled with the Spirit,   songs, singing and making
 addressing one another  melody to the Lord with
 in psalms and hymns   your heart, giving
 and spiritual songs,   thanks always and for
 singing and making   everything to God the
 melody to the Lord   Father in the name of our
 with your heart,   Lord Jesus Christ, sub-
 giving thanks always   mitting to one another
 and for everything to   out of reverence for
 God the Father in the   Christ.
 name of our Lord   
 Jesus Christ, submitting  
 to one another out of   
 reverence for Christ.   
 (Eph. 5:8–11, 18–21)  

Laziness Slaves [servants], obey  Because from the Lord Therefore, slaves 
 in everything those you will receive the in- [servants], obey in 
 who are your earthly heritance as your reward. everything those who
 masters, not by way You are serving the are your earthly masters,
 of eye-service, as Lord Christ. not by way of eye-service,
 people-pleasers, but  as people-pleasers, but
 with sincerity of  with sincerity of heart,
 heart, fearing the  fearing the Lord.
 Lord. Whatever you  Whatever you do, work
 do, work heartily, as  heartily, as for the Lord
 for the Lord and not  and not for men.
 for men, knowing that  
 from the Lord you will  
 receive the inheritance  
 as your reward. You  
 are serving the Lord  
 Christ. (Col. 3:22–24)  

Lack of love Beloved, let us love one Because in this the love Therefore, beloved, let us
 another, for love is from  of God was made love one another, for love
 God, and whoever loves  manifest among us, that is from God, and whoever
 has been born of God  God sent his only Son loves has been born of
 and knows God. Anyone into the world, so that we God and knows God. 
 who does not love does  might live through him. Anyone who does not
 not know God, because  In this is love, not that we love does not know God, 
 God is love. In this the  have loved God but that because God is love. 
 love of God was made  he loved us and sent his Beloved, if God so loved
 manifest among us, that  Son to be the propitiation us, we also ought to love
 God sent his only Son  for our sins. No one has one another.
 into the world, so that we ever seen God; if we love 
 might live through him.  one another, God abides 
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TOPIC PASSAGE DECLARATION OBLIGATION
  (Because of this . . . ) (Therefore . . . )
Lack of love In this is love, not that we in us and his love is per- 
(cont.) have loved God but that fected in us. 
 he loved us and sent his   
 Son to be the propitia-  
 tion for our sins. Beloved,  
 if God so loved us, we   
 also ought to love one   
 another. No one has   
 ever seen God; if we   
 love one another, God   
 abides in us and his love  
 is perfected in us.   
 (1 John 4:7–12)  

Lying If then you have been Because you have been Therefore, seek the things
 raised with Christ, seek  raised with Christ. . . .  that are above, where
 the things that are above,  You have died, and your Christ is, seated at the
 where Christ is, seated at  life is hidden with Christ right hand of God. Set
 the right hand of God.  in God. When Christ your minds on things
 Set your minds on things  who is your life appears, that are above, no on
 that are above, not on  then you also will things that are on earth.
 things that are on earth.  appear with him in  Therefore, do not lie
 For you have died, and  glory . . . seeing that you to one another.
 your life is hidden with  have put off the old self 
 Christ in God. When  with its practices and 
 Christ who is your life  have put on the new self, 
 appears, then you also  which is being renewed in 
 will appear with him in  knowledge after the image 
 glory. . . . of its creator. Here there 
  Do not lie to one  is not Greek and Jew, 
 another, seeing that you  circumcised and uncir- 
 have put off the old self  cumcised, barbarian,  
 with its practices and  Scythian, slave, free; but 
 have put on the new self,  Christ is all, and in all. 
 which is being renewed   
 in knowledge after the   
 image of its creator. Here   
 there is not Greek and   
 Jew, circumcised and   
 uncircumcised, barbarian,  
 Scythian, slave, free; but   
 Christ is all, and in all.   
 (Col. 3:1–4, 9–11)  

Pride So if there is any Because yours is the Therefore, be of the same
 encouragement in Christ,  mind of Christ Jesus— mind, having the same
 any comfort from love,  who, though he was in love, being in full accord
 any participation in the  the form of God, did not and of one mind. Do
 Spirit, any affection and  count equality with God nothing from rivalry or
 sympathy, complete my  a thing to be grasped,  conceit, but in humility
 joy by being of the same  but made himself nothing, count others more
 mind, having the same  taking the form of a significant than yourselves.
 love, being in full accord  servant, being born in Let each of you look not
 and of one mind. Do  the likeness of men. And only to his own interests, 
 nothing from rivalry or  being found in human but also to the interests
 conceit, but in humility  form, he humbled himself of others. Have this mind
 count others more signifi- by becoming obedient to among yourselves . . .
 cant than yourselves. Let  the point of death, even 
 each of you look not only death on a cross. There- 
 to his own interests, but  fore God has highly 
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TOPIC PASSAGE DECLARATION OBLIGATION
  (Because of this . . . ) (Therefore . . . )
Pride also to the interests of  exalted him and bestowed 
(cont.) others. Have this mind  on him the name that is 
 among yourselves, which  above every name, so 
 is yours in Christ Jesus,  that at the name of Jesus 
 who, though he was in  every knee should bow,  
 the form of God, did not  in heaven and on earth 
 count equality with God  and under the earth, and 
 a thing to be grasped, but every tongue confess that 
 made himself nothing,  Jesus Christ is Lord, to 
 taking the form of a  the glory of God the 
 servant, being born in  Father. 
 the likeness of men.   
 And being found in   
 human form, he   
 humbled himself by   
 becoming obedient to   
 the point of death, even   
 death on a cross. There-  
 fore God has highly   
 exalted him and bestowed  
 on him the name that is   
 above every name, so   
 that at the name of   
 Jesus every knee should   
 bow, in heaven and on   
 earth and under the   
 earth, and every tongue   
 confess that Jesus Christ   
 is Lord, to the glory of   
 God the Father.   
 (Phil. 2:1–11)  

Reconciliation So if you are offering your Because you are offering Therefore, leave your gift
 gift at the altar and there your gift at the altar . . . there before the altar and
 remember that your   Because you’ve been go. First be reconciled to
 brother has something  granted the privilege of your brother, and then
 against you, leave your  offering gifts to God,  come and offer your gift.
 gift there before the altar gifts that he has given 
 and go. First be reconciled and access that he has 
 to your brother, and then granted . . .  
 come and offer your gift.  
 (Matt. 5:23–24)

Sexual problems Or do you not know that Because your body is a Therefore, the husband
in marriage your body is a temple of temple of the Holy Spirit should give to his wife
 the Holy Spirit within  within you, whom you her conjugal rights, and
 you, whom you have  have from God, you are likewise the wife to her
 from God? You are not  not your own, for you husband. For the wife
 your own, for you were  were bought with a does not have authority
 bought with a price. So  price. over her own body, but
 glorify God in your body.  the husband does. Like-
  Now concerning the   wise the husband does
 matters about which you   not have authority over
 wrote: “It is good for a   his own body, but the
 man not to have sexual   wife does. Do not
 relations with a woman.”  deprive one another, 
 But because of the temp-  except perhaps by agree-
 tation to sexual im-  ment for a limited time, 
 morality, each man should  that you may devote
 have his own wife and   yourselves to prayer; 
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TOPIC PASSAGE DECLARATION OBLIGATION
  (Because of this . . . ) (Therefore . . . )
Sexual problems each woman her own   but then come together
in marriage husband. The husband   again, so that Satan may
(cont.) should give to his wife   not tempt you because of
 her conjugal rights, and   your lack of self-control.
 likewise the wife to her   
 husband. For the wife   
 does not have authority   
 over her own body, but   
 the husband does.   
 Likewise the husband   
 does not have authority   
 over his own body, but   
 the wife does. Do not   
 deprive one another,   
 except perhaps by   
 agreement for a limited   
 time, that you may   
 devote yourselves to   
 prayer; but then come   
 together again, so that   
 Satan may not tempt   
 you because of your   
 lack of self-control.   
 (1 Cor. 6:19–7:5)  

Sexual problems The body is not meant Because the body is not Therefore, glorify God in
outside of for sexual immorality, meant for sexual im- body. Flee from sexual
marriage but for the Lord, and the morality, but for the  immorality. Every other
 Lord for the body. And  Lord, and the Lord for sin a person commits is
 God raised the Lord and  the body, you are not outside the body, but the
 will also raise us up by  your own, for you were sexually immoral per-
 his power. Do you not  bought with a price.  son sins agast his own
 know that your bodies   body.
 are members of Christ?   
 Shall I then take the mem-  
 bers of Christ and make  
 them members of a prosti-  
 tute? Never! Or do you  
 not know that he who is  
 joined to a prostitute   
 becomes one body with  
 her? For, as it is written,  
 “The two will become one  
 flesh.” But he who is  
 joined to the Lord  
 becomes one spirit with  
 him. Flee from sexual  
 immorality. Every other  
 sin a person commits is  
 outside the body, but the  
 sexually immoral person  
 sins against his own body.  
 Or do you not know that  
 your body is a temple of  
 the Holy Spirit within you,  
 whom you have from God?  
 You are not your own, for  
 you were bought with a  
 price. So glorify God in  
 your body. (1 Cor. 6:13–20)  
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  (Because of this . . . ) (Therefore . . . )
Worry Rejoice in the Lord Because the Lord is at Therefore, rejoice in the
 always; again I will say,  hand, and the peace of Lord always; again I will
 Rejoice. Let your reason- God, which surpasses say, Rejoice. Let your
 ableness be known to  all understanding,  reasonableness be known
 everyone. The Lord is at  will guard your hearts to everyone. Do not be
 hand; do not be anxious  and your minds in anxious about anything, 
 about anything, but in  Christ Jesus. but in everything by
 everything by prayer and   prayer and supplication
 supplication with thanks-  with thanksgiving let
 giving let your requests   your requests be made
 be made known to God.   known to God.
 And the peace of God,    Finally, brothers, what-
 which surpasses all under-  ever is true, whatever is
 standing, will guard your   honorable, whatever is
 hearts and your minds in   just, whatever is pure, 
 Christ Jesus.  whatever is lovely, what-
  Finally, brothers, what-  ever is commendable, if
 ever is true, whatever is   there is any excellence, 
 honorable, whatever is   if there is anything
 just, whatever is pure,   worthy of praise, think
 whatever is lovely, what-  about these things.
 ever is commendable, if   
 there is any excellence,   
 if there is anything   
 worthy of praise, think   
 about these things.   
 (Phil. 4:4–8)  
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A P P E N D I X  T H R E E

The Best News Ever

I (ELYSE) DIDN’T BEGIN TO understand the gospel until the 
summer before my twenty-first birthday. Although I had attended 
church from time to time in my childhood, I’ll admit that it never 
really transformed me in any significant way. I was frequently taken 
to Sunday school where I heard stories about Jesus. I knew, without 
really understanding, the importance of Christmas and Easter. I 
remember looking at the beautiful stained-glass windows with their 
cranberry red and deep cerulean blue and Jesus knocking on a gar-
den door and having a vague sense that being religious was good. 
But I didn’t have the foggiest idea about the gospel.

My strongest memories of adolescence are those of despair 
and anger. I was consistently in trouble, and I hated everyone who 
pointed that out. There were nights when I prayed that I would be 
good, or more specifically, get out of whatever trouble I was in and 
do better, only to be disappointed and angered by the failures of the 
following day.

Upon graduation from high school at seventeen, I got mar-
ried, had a baby, and got divorced all before the second decade of 
my life ended. It was during the following months and years that 
I discovered the anesthetizing effects of drugs, alcohol, and illicit 
relationships. Although I was known as a girl who liked to party, I 
was utterly lost and joyless, and I was beginning to know it.

At one point, I remember telling a friend that I felt like I was 
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fifty years old which, at that point in my life, was the oldest I could 
imagine anyone being. I was exhausted and disgusted, so I decided 
to set about improving myself. I worked a full-time job, took a full 
course load at a local junior college, and cared for my son. I changed 
my living arrangements and tried to start over. I didn’t know that 
the Holy Spirit was working in my heart, calling me to the Son. I 
just knew that something had to change. Don’t misunderstand: I 
was still living a shamefully wicked life; it’s just that I felt like I was 
beginning to wake up to something different.

At this point, Julie entered my life. She was my next-door neigh-
bor and she was a Christian. She was kind to me, and we became fast 
friends. She had a quality of life about her that attracted me, and she 
was always talking to me about her Savior, Jesus. She let me know 
that she was praying for me and would frequently encourage me to 
“get saved.” Although I’d had the Sunday school training, what she 
had to say was something completely different from what I’d remem-
bered ever hearing. She told me I needed to be “born again.”

And so, on a warm night sometime in June of 1971, I knelt 
down in my tiny apartment and told the Lord that I wanted to be 
his. At that point, I didn’t really understand much about the gospel, 
but I did understand this: I knew I was desperate, and I desperately 
believed that the Lord would help me. That prayer on that night 
changed everything about me. I remember it now, thirty-five years 
later, as if it were yesterday.

In the words of Scripture, I knew I needed to be saved, and I 
trusted that Christ could save me. One man who came in contact 
with some of Jesus’ followers asked this question: “What must I do 
to be saved?” The answer was simple: “Believe in the Lord Jesus, 
and you will be saved” (Acts 16:30–31).

Very simply, what do you need to believe in order to be a 
Christian? You need to believe that you need salvation—help or 
deliverance. It won’t work to try to reform yourself or decide 
that you are going to become a moral person so that God will be 
impressed. He is completely holy, that is, perfectly moral, so you 
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have to give up any idea that you can be good enough to meet his 
standard. This is the good bad news. It’s bad news because it tells 
you that you are in an impossible situation that you cannot change. 
But it’s also good news because it will free you from endless cycles 
of self-improvement that end in ultimate failure.

You also need to trust that what you’re unable to do—live a 
perfectly holy life—Christ has done for you. This is the good good 
news. This is the gospel.

Basically, the gospel is the story of how God looked down 
through the corridors of time and set his love on his people. At a 
specific point in time, he sent his Son into the world to become fully 
like us. This is the story you hear about at Christmas. This baby 
grew to be a man, and after thirty years of obscurity he began to 
show the people who he was. He did this by performing miracles—
healing the sick, raising the dead. He also demonstrated his deity 
by teaching people what God required of them, and he continually 
foretold his coming death and resurrection. And he did one more 
thing: he claimed to be God.

Because of his claim to be God, the leading religious people 
along with the political powers of the day passed an unjust sentence 
of death upon him. Although he had never done anything wrong, 
he was beaten, mocked, and shamefully executed. He died. Even 
though it looked like he had failed, the truth is that this was God’s 
plan from the very beginning.

His body was taken down from the cross and laid hastily in a 
rock tomb in a garden. After three days, some of his followers went 
to properly care for his remains and discovered that he had risen 
from the dead. They actually saw him, spoke with him, touched 
him, and ate with him. This is the story that we celebrate at Easter. 
After another forty days, he was taken back up into heaven, still in 
his physical form, and his followers were told that he would return 
to earth in just the same way.

I told you that there are two things you need to believe. The first 
is that you need more significant help than you or any other mere 
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human could ever supply. The second is that you need to believe that 
Jesus, the Christ, is the person who will supply that help, and that if 
you come to him, he will not turn his back on you. You don’t need 
to understand much more than that, and if you really believe these 
truths, your life will be transformed by his love.

Below are some verses from the Bible for you. As you read them, 
you can talk to God, just as though he were sitting right by you 
(because his presence is everywhere!) and ask him for help to under-
stand. Remember, his help isn’t based on your ability to perfectly 
understand or on anything that you can do. If you trust him, he has 
promised to help you, and that’s all you need to know for now.

For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. (Rom. 3:23)

For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life 
in Christ Jesus our Lord. (Rom. 6:23)

For while we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the 
ungodly. For one will scarcely die for a righteous person—though 
perhaps for a good person one would dare even to die—but God 
shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ 
died for us. (Rom. 5:6–8)

For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in 
him we might become the righteousness of God. (2 Cor. 5:21)

If you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in 
your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. 
For with the heart one believes and is justified, and with the mouth 
one confesses and is saved. For the Scripture says, “Everyone 
who believes in him will not be put to shame.” . . . The same 
Lord is Lord of all, bestowing his riches on all who call on him. 
For “everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.” 
(Rom. 10:9–13)

Whoever comes to me I will never cast out. (John 6:37)

Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has 
passed away; behold, the new has come. (2 Cor. 5:17)
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Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give 
you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am 
gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. 
(Matt. 11:28–30)

There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in 
Christ Jesus. (Rom. 8:1)

If you’d like to, you might pray something like this:

Dear God,
I’ll admit that I don’t understand everything about this, but 

I do believe these two things: I need help, and you want to help 
me. I confess that I’m like Elyse and have pretty much ignored 
you my whole life, except when I was in trouble or just wanted 
to feel good about myself. I know that I haven’t loved you or my 
neighbor, so it’s true that I deserve to be punished and I really do 
need help. But I also believe that you’ve brought me here, right 
now, to read this page because you are willing to help me and that 
if I ask you for help, you won’t send me away empty-handed. I’m 
beginning to understand how you punished your Son in my place 
and how, because of his sacrifice for me, I can have a relationship 
with you. Father, please guide me to a good church and help me 
understand your Word. I give my life to you and ask you to make 
me yours.

In Jesus’ name, Amen.

Here are two more thoughts: first, in his kindness, Jesus estab-
lished his church so that we could encourage and help each other 
understand and live out these two truths. If you know that you need 
help and you think that Jesus is able to supply that help, or if you are 
still questioning but want to know more, please search out a good 
church in your neighborhood and begin to make relationships there.

A good church is one that recognizes that we cannot save our-
selves by our own goodness and that relies wholly on Jesus Christ 
(and no one else) for this salvation. You can call around and ask 
these questions or you could even go on the Internet and get a list-
ing of churches in your area. Usually churches will have something 
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called a “Statement of Faith” on their Web site, where you can get 
information about them.

Mormons (Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints) and 
Jehovah’s Witnesses (Kingdom Hall) are not Christian churches and 
they do not believe in the gospel (though they might tell you that 
they do), so you don’t want to go there. Finding a good church is 
sometimes quite a process, so don’t be discouraged if you don’t suc-
ceed right away. Keep trying and believing that God will help you.

Second, another factor that will help you grow in this new life of 
faith is to begin to read what God has said about himself and about 
us in his Word, the Bible. In the New Testament (the last one-third 
or so of the Bible), there are four Gospels, or narratives, about the 
life of Jesus. I recommend that you start with the first one, Matthew, 
and then work your way through the other three. I recommend that 
you purchase a good modern translation, like the English Standard 
Version, but you can get any version (though not a paraphrase) that 
you are comfortable with and then begin to read more right away.

The last request that I have of you is that you contact me 
through my Web site, www.elysefitzpatrick.com, if you’ve decided 
you want to follow Jesus. Thank you for taking time to read this 
little explanation of the most important news you’ll ever hear. You 
can read this book now and trust that the Lord will help you under-
stand and become what he wants you to be: a person who has been 
so loved by him that you are transformed in both your identity and 
life.
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Psalm 78

A Maskil of Asaph.
Give ear, O my people, to my teaching;
  incline your ears to the words of my mouth!
I will open my mouth in a parable;
  I will utter dark sayings from of old,
things that we have heard and known,
  that our fathers have told us.
We will not hide them from their children,
  but tell to the coming generation
the glorious deeds of the Lord, and his might,
  and the wonders that he has done.

He established a testimony in Jacob
  and appointed a law in Israel,
which he commanded our fathers
  to teach to their children,
that the next generation might know them,
  the children yet unborn,
and arise and tell them to their children,
  so that they should set their hope in God
and not forget the works of God,
  but keep his commandments;
and that they should not be like their fathers,
  a stubborn and rebellious generation,
a generation whose heart was not steadfast,
  whose spirit was not faithful to God.

The Ephraimites, armed with the bow,
  turned back on the day of battle.
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They did not keep God’s covenant,
  but refused to walk according to his law.
They forgot his works
  and the wonders that he had shown them.
In the sight of their fathers he performed wonders
  in the land of Egypt, in the fields of Zoan.
He divided the sea and let them pass through it,
  and made the waters stand like a heap.
In the daytime he led them with a cloud,
  and all the night with a fiery light.
He split rocks in the wilderness
  and gave them drink abundantly as from the deep.
He made streams come out of the rock
  and caused waters to flow down like rivers.

Yet they sinned still more against him,
  rebelling against the Most High in the desert.
They tested God in their heart
  by demanding the food they craved.
They spoke against God, saying,
  “Can God spread a table in the wilderness?
He struck the rock so that water gushed out
  and streams overflowed.
Can he also give bread
  or provide meat for his people?”

Therefore, when the Lord heard, he was full of wrath;
  a fire was kindled against Jacob;
  his anger rose against Israel,
because they did not believe in God
  and did not trust his saving power.
Yet he commanded the skies above
  and opened the doors of heaven,
and he rained down on them manna to eat
  and gave them the grain of heaven.
Man ate of the bread of the angels;
  he sent them food in abundance.
He caused the east wind to blow in the heavens,
  and by his power he led out the south wind;
he rained meat on them like dust,
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  winged birds like the sand of the seas;
he let them fall in the midst of their camp,
  all around their dwellings.
And they ate and were well filled,
  for he gave them what they craved.
But before they had satisfied their craving,
  while the food was still in their mouths,
the anger of God rose against them,
  and he killed the strongest of them
  and laid low the young men of Israel.

In spite of all this, they still sinned;
  despite his wonders, they did not believe.
So he made their days vanish like a breath,
  and their years in terror.
When he killed them, they sought him;
  they repented and sought God earnestly.
They remembered that God was their rock,
  the Most High God their redeemer.
But they flattered him with their mouths;
  they lied to him with their tongues.
Their heart was not steadfast toward him;
  they were not faithful to his covenant.
Yet he, being compassionate,
  atoned for their iniquity
  and did not destroy them;
he restrained his anger often
  and did not stir up all his wrath.
He remembered that they were but flesh,
  a wind that passes and comes not again.
How often they rebelled against him in the wilderness
  and grieved him in the desert!
They tested God again and again
  and provoked the Holy One of Israel.
They did not remember his power
  or the day when he redeemed them from the foe,
when he performed his signs in Egypt
  and his marvels in the fields of Zoan.
He turned their rivers to blood,
  so that they could not drink of their streams.
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He sent among them swarms of flies, which devoured them,
  and frogs, which destroyed them.
He gave their crops to the destroying locust
  and the fruit of their labor to the locust.
He destroyed their vines with hail
  and their sycamores with frost.
He gave over their cattle to the hail
  and their flocks to thunderbolts.
He let loose on them his burning anger,
  wrath, indignation, and distress,
  a company of destroying angels.
He made a path for his anger;
  he did not spare them from death,
  but gave their lives over to the plague.
He struck down every firstborn in Egypt,
  the firstfruits of their strength in the tents of Ham.
Then he led out his people like sheep
  and guided them in the wilderness like a flock.
He led them in safety, so that they were not afraid,
  but the sea overwhelmed their enemies.
And he brought them to his holy land,
  to the mountain which his right hand had won.
He drove out nations before them;
  he apportioned them for a possession
  and settled the tribes of Israel in their tents.

Yet they tested and rebelled against the Most High God
  and did not keep his testimonies,
but turned away and acted treacherously like their fathers;
  they twisted like a deceitful bow.
For they provoked him to anger with their high places;
  they moved him to jealousy with their idols.
When God heard, he was full of wrath,
  and he utterly rejected Israel.
He forsook his dwelling at Shiloh,
  the tent where he dwelt among mankind,
and delivered his power to captivity,
  his glory to the hand of the foe.
He gave his people over to the sword
  and vented his wrath on his heritage.
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Fire devoured their young men,
  and their young women had no marriage song.
Their priests fell by the sword,
  and their widows made no lamentation.
Then the Lord awoke as from sleep,
  like a strong man shouting because of wine.
And he put his adversaries to rout;
  he put them to everlasting shame.

He rejected the tent of Joseph;
  he did not choose the tribe of Ephraim,
but he chose the tribe of Judah,
  Mount Zion, which he loves.
He built his sanctuary like the high heavens,
  like the earth, which he has founded forever.
He chose David his servant
  and took him from the sheepfolds;
from following the nursing ewes he brought him
  to shepherd Jacob his people,
  Israel his inheritance.
With upright heart he shepherded them
  and guided them with his skillful hand.
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Introduction
1. B. B. Warfield, “‘Miserable-Sinner Christianity’ in the Hands of the Rationalists,” 
The Works of Benjamin B. Warfield, vol. 7 (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1931), 113ff.

Chapter 1: What Do You See?
1. Of course, none of us can do what Jesus did. He served his Father with complete pu-
rity, always seeking to please him and always knowing exactly what would please him. 
In addition, he made sacrificial atonement for our sin, something we could never do. 
Although I suppose that the impetus behind the WWJD movement is increased obedi-
ence, it neglects the unique work of the Savior and calls us to a form of moralism that 
will always eventuate in self-condemnation and/or pride.

2. It should be obvious that we’re not saying that attending conferences, reading books 
meant to help us in our Christian walk, and seeking out biblical counsel are somehow 
wrong or futile. What we are saying is that most of us are thirsting for a drink of gospel 
truth, and we are searching for the soul-satisfaction that only a vigorous remembering 
of Jesus’ work can accomplish.

3. All the people and circumstances we describe in this book are fictitious. They might 
resemble, in one small way or another, people we have known or presently know, but 
they are simply a conglomeration of our experiences over twenty years of counseling, 
as well as a representation of the sins and struggles of our own hearts. Any resemblance 
to anyone you know is purely coincidental. Also, due to space constraints, we have 
flattened out both the description of each circumstance and the gospel declarations and 
obligations that would apply to each problem. But, just to be clear, we don’t believe that 
gospel declarations are magic elixirs that instantaneously deliver us from our struggle 
with sin, the sins of others against us, or life in a sin-cursed world. The gospel does in-
deed transform us but it isn’t a gimmick to use like the latest self-help fad. It transforms 
us slowly, over time and in conjunction with a maturing of our faith, and, like every-
thing else, our sanctification is subject to God’s sovereign will.

4. In Jesus’ parable of the welcoming father (often mislabled “the prodigal son”) both 
sons are prodigals because both treat their father with contempt. The libertine can’t wait 
for his father to die so he can get what he wants; he takes his inheritance and off he goes 
to celebrate his freedom, only to find himself dining with swine when the money runs 
out. The moralist is bound by grinding duty, self-righteousness, and pride to obey his 
father but hates him all the same. Neither son loves his father; they only love what he 
can give them. He isn’t their beloved father; he is simply a means to an end. Astonish-
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ing in this parable are the father’s responses to both his sons. Listen to these words of 
welcome and love for both the law-breaking younger brother and the law-keeping older 
one. Let your heart drink of this mercy:

But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and felt compassion, 
and ran and embraced him and kissed him. . . .

But the father said to his servants, “Bring quickly the best robe, and put 
it on him, and put a ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet. And bring the 
fattened calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate. For this my son was 
dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.” And they began to cel-
ebrate. . . . And he said to him, “Son, you are always with me, and all that is 
mine is yours.” (Luke 15:20, 22–24, 31)

The father goes out twice to bring in both estranged sons to feast at his table.

5. This doesn’t excuse us from diligently training our children in the nurture and disci-
pline of the Lord. God does use means, and he may use our efforts as means to save our 
children. But we must remember that our children’s hearts are in the hands of the Lord.

6. Of course, Madeline may not be at fault for contributing to Hannah’s sin. Hannah 
bears her own responsibility for her rebellion against God’s Word and her parents. But 
Madeline will no doubt wrestle eventually with the questions, “What did I do wrong? 
What should I have done differently with Hannah?” Only the deep assurance of God’s 
fatherly love can bring Madeline to a place where she finds the safety to face honestly 
the question whether her parenting approach and expectations of her daughter were 
contributing factors in Hannah’s sin.

Chapter 2: Seeing Your Savior
1. Both God’s art in creation and man’s art in designing beautiful buildings in which to 
worship him do allow us to see something of God’s glory but are not sufficient to trans-
form our minds and hearts. In addition, any art that seeks to depict God in any visual 
way is a violation of the second commandment (Ex. 20:4–6). We can hardly expect God 
to bless, as an avenue for personal transformation into godliness, a method that he has 
expressly forbidden!

2. In fact, although many today dismiss preaching as boring and irrelevant, godly pas-
tors and theologians, in a time more attuned to the gospel, noted: “The Spirit of God 
maketh the reading, but especially the preaching of the Word, an effectual means of 
enlightening, convincing, and humbling sinners; of driving them out of themselves, and 
drawing them unto Christ; of conforming them to his image, and subduing them to his 
will; of strengthening them against temptations and corruptions; of building them up 
in grace, and establishing their hearts in holiness and comfort through faith unto salva-
tion” (Westminster Larger Catechism, answer 155 [emphasis added]).

3. Heidelberg Catechism with Scripture Texts (1563; repr., Grand Rapids, MI: Faith 
Alive Christian Resources, 1989), answer 69.

4. William Romaine, The Life, Walk and Triumph of Faith (Cambridge, UK: James 
Clarke, 1970), 90. Romaine writes, “No sin can be crucified either in heart or life un-
less it first be pardoned in conscience, because there will be want of faith to receive the 
strength of Jesus, by whom alone it can be crucified. If it be not mortified in its guilt, it 
cannot be subdued in its power. If the believer does not see his perfect deadness to sin in 
Jesus, he will open a wide door to unbelief, and if he be not persuaded of his complete-
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ness in Christ, he gives room for the attacks of self-righteousness and legal tempers. . . . 
The more clearly and steadfastly he believes this, as the apostle did—‘I am crucified with 
Christ,’ in proportion will he cleave to Christ, and receive from Him greater power to 
crucify sin. This believing view of his absolute mortification in Christ is the true gospel 
method of mortifying sin in our own persons” (p. 280; emphasis added).

5. The Heidelberg Catechism, question 70.

6. Ibid., question 75.

7. Although biblical fellowship is clearly commanded, it is seldom seen within the lo-
cal church community. Most Christians have only superficial relationships with one 
another or have been in coercive, manipulating relationships with others who demand 
accountability and repentance. For a more balanced approach to biblical fellowship, 
see C. J. Mahaney and Greg Somerville, eds., Why Small Groups? (Gaithersburg, MD: 
Sovereign Grace Ministries, 1996); Timothy S. Lane and Paul D. Tripp, Relationships: 
A Mess Worth Making (Burlington, NC: New Growth Press, 2006).

8. Timothy Keller, “The Centrality of the Gospel.” Available from Redeemer Presby-
terian Church, http://download.redeemer.com/pdf/learn/resources/Centrality_of_the_
Gospel-Keller.pdf, p. 3.

Chapter 3: God’s Immeasurable Love
1. Contrary to modern pop psychology, none of us needs to learn to love himself more. 
Our problem, even when we experience self-loathing, is that we love ourselves too much 
and just can’t believe that we are so flawed. If we really hated ourselves, we wouldn’t 
care at all about ourselves or our reputation, failures, or imperfections. In one sense, 
we do need to love our souls and learn how to properly care for them by continually 
exposing them to the means of grace, but when Jesus commanded us to love God and 
our neighbor as ourselves, he assumed that we already do a good job loving ourselves. 
There are two, not three, commands in Matthew 22:37–40: “He said to him, ‘You shall 
love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your 
mind. This is the great and first commandment. And a second is like it: You shall love 
your neighbor as yourself. On these two commandments depend all the Law and the 
Prophets.’”

2. Of course, it’s always better to try to act in a loving manner, even when we don’t 
feel much love for God or others. But God’s command isn’t to merely act as though we 
love; the command is to love deeply, warmly, and purely (1 Pet. 1:22). Acting in a lov-
ing manner (when we don’t really love) does less harm to others than being unkind, but 
it’s a hollow facsimile of the real thing. We must act in a loving manner, even when we 
don’t love, all the while confessing our inexcusable lovelessness and pleading for faith 
to believe that God is as good as he says he is.

3. William Romaine, The Life, Walk and Triumph of Faith (Cambridge, UK: James 
Clarke, 1970), 117.

4. He uses the exact description, “merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding 
in steadfast love and faithfulness” (Ex. 34:6), at least six more times in the Old Testa-
ment (Neh. 9:17; Pss. 86:15; 103:8; 145:8; Joel 2:13; Jonah 4:2). Note also that John 
1:14 and James 5:11 are, probably, New Testament echoes of the Lord’s self-description 
in Exodus 34:6.

5. “Paul personifies love as a person who acts in the ways Christians should imitate. The 
total picture suggests a description of Christ Himself.” The Reformation Study Bible, 
esv (Orlando, FL: Ligonier Ministries, 2005), note on 1 Corinthians 13:4–7, p. 1661.
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6. Dan. 2:44–45; Rev. 19:15.

7. “Covenant Eyes” is an accountability software program that monitors Internet use 
and automatically sends e-mail reports to people you select. Information about this 
program is available at www.covenanteyes.com. Pure Life Ministries offers distinctly 
biblical counseling and resources for men and women who struggle with sexual sin in-
cluding, but not limited to, pornography, at www.purelifeministries.org. Harvest USA, a 
ministry begun by Tenth Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia to bring the power of the 
gospel to homosexuals, has now expanded its ministry geographically (to other regions 
of the U.S.) and addresses those enslaved to other sexual sins, including pornography. 
The Web site is: http://www.harvestusa.org/.

8. Martin Luther, Galatians, The Crossway Classic Commentaries, ed. Alister McGrath 
and J. I. Packer (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1998), 40–41.

Chapter 4: God’s Love and Our Hearts
1. Even in Old Testament times, there were people who were confident that God was 
obligated to bless them because they were keeping his laws pretty well. See Ps. 50:7–16; 
Isa. 29:13; Mal. 2:17.

2. Beginning in the mid to late 1960s the belief in the necessity of having good self-
esteem became a given. By the 1980s it became institutionalized in our school systems 
as the long sought-after vaccine against failure, crime, and irresponsibility. Affirmation 
became the goal of every conscientious parent who embraced the duty to tell little John-
nie and Janie what great kids they were and that they were doing a good job (no matter 
how they were actually doing).

Sadly, the church bought into this hypothetical need for good self-esteem and 
searched through Scripture to try to find a verse that would prove that God wanted us 
to love ourselves. Since the Bible is silent about the command to love and appreciate 
one’s self, verses were pulled apart to try to find biblical warrant for doing so. Matthew 
22:39 was used: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” Ignoring the fact that Jesus 
explicitly taught that there are only two commands that summarize the Law and the 
Prophets, we were told that there are really three, and the real meaning of the verse is 
that we cannot love God or others until we have loved ourselves.

The fruit of this misguided emphasis has been quite bitter, not the least of it being 
churches that overflow with shallow, self-satisfied, self-focused consumers who con-
tinually look for the magic elixir that will finally make them into the wonderful people 
they think they must be. Emotional problems have resulted as well: people don’t feel 
valued as they think they should be, so anxiety, depression, and addictions have become 
commonplace. But by far the most disheartening fruit is the lack of a zealous joy and a 
blindness to how amazing grace is.

3. See Alfred J. Poirier, “The Cross and Criticism,” Journal of Biblical Counseling, vol. 
17, no. 3 (Spring 1999), http://bookstore.peacemaker.net/html/artic10.htm.

4. Luther’s Works, ed. Jaroslav Pelikan and Helmut T. Lehmann (Philadelphia: Fortress 
Press, 1958–1972), 42:7–14.

5. George Whitefield, The Method of Grace, http://www.bartleby.com/268/3/20; em-
phasis added.

6. Distilled from Jonathan Edwards, David Brainerd, and Sereno Edwards Dwight, The 
Works of President Edwards with a Memoir of His Life (New York: G&C&H Carvill, 
1830), 36, 38, 43.

7. “It Is Finished!” James Proctor, lyrics; Ira D. Sankey, music (1840–1908).
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8. Ira Sankey, My Life and the Story of Gospel Hymns and of Sacred Songs and Solos 
(Stationer’s Hall: London: Sunday School Times, 1906), 189; emphasis added.

9. “What is sanctification? A. Sanctification is the work of God’s free grace, whereby we 
are renewed in the whole man after the image of God, and are enabled more and more 
to die unto sin, and live unto righteousness.” Westminster Shorter Catechism, answer 
35 (emphasis added). Reference also Westminster Shorter Catechism on justification: 
“Justification is an act of God’s free grace, wherein he pardoneth all our sins, and ac-
cepteth us as righteous in his sight, only for the righteousness of Christ imputed to us, 
and received by faith alone.” Westminster Shorter Catechism, answer 33.

10. Westminster Shorter Catechism on justification, answer 33.

11. “No one in this life can obey the Ten Commandments perfectly; why then does God 
want them preached so pointedly? A. First, so that the longer we live the more we may 
come to know our sinfulness and the more eagerly look to Christ for forgiveness of 
sins and righteousness. Second, so that, while praying to God for the grace of the Holy 
Spirit, we may never stop striving to be renewed more and more after God’s image, until 
after this life we reach our goal: perfection.” Heidelberg Catechism, answer 115.

12. Martin Luther, Galatians, The Crossway Classic Commentaries, ed. Alister Mc-
Grath and J. I. Packer (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1998), 177.

13. George Herbert, “Love (3)” in The Complete English Works (New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf, 1995), 184.

Chapter 5: Gospel-centered Counseling
1. See Appendix 1: “Why Biblical Counseling?” for a fuller explanation of why we 
believe the Bible, in particular the law/gospel dynamic, is so imperative for helping 
people change.

2. Even though we desire to completely rely on and draw from Scripture, it is impossible 
for us to perfectly do so, because of the noetic effect of sin. It is, however, our desire to 
grow in our discernment of the ways in which humanistic philosophies have influenced 
our thinking and to continually strive to think and counsel in the light of Scripture, 
without importing remnants of worldviews that contradict God’s truth.

3. In The Reason for God: Belief in an Age of Skepticism (New York: Dutton, 2008), 
Pastor Tim Keller, Redeemer Presbyterian Church, New York, confesses: “When my 
own personal grasp of the gospel was very weak, my self-view swung wildly between 
two poles. When I was performing up to my standards—in academic work, profes-
sional achievement, or relationships—I felt confident but not humble. I was likely to be 
proud and unsympathetic to failing people. When I was not living up to standards, I felt 
humble but not confident, a failure. I discovered, however, that the gospel contained the 
resources to build a unique identity. In Christ I could know I was accepted by grace not 
only despite my flaws, but because I was willing to admit them. The Christian gospel is 
that I am so flawed that Jesus had to die for me, yet I am so loved and valued that Jesus 
was glad to die for me. This leads to deep humility and deep confidence at the same 
time. It undermines both swaggering and sniveling” (pp. 180–81).

4. Of course, if the gospel is being presented in its fullness, it will breed love for God 
and neighbor, the fulfilling of the law. But simplistic “Jesus is nice and loves you just 
because you’re you” won’t create the holy fear and humility that is at the heart of true 
obedience.

5. Even beyond the gospel/indicative clues in verses 22–24, when these verses are read 
in their larger context the fact that our response is based on Christ’s prior work for us is 
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even clearer. In verse 20 Paul begins speaking of “the way you learned Christ,” and he 
goes on to speak of the fact “that you have heard about him and were taught in him, as 
the truth is in Jesus.” Moreover, although most English versions such as the esv that we 
are using interpret the Greek infinitives in verses 22–24 (“to put off,” “to be renewed,” 
“to put on”) as having the force of imperatives (expressing our obligations), responsible 
New Testament scholars have argued that they should actually be viewed as indicative 
declarations. Such a reading looks like this: “You were taught in Jesus that you have 
put off the old self, you are being renewed in the spirit of your minds, and you have put 
on the new self, created after the likeness of God.” See Daniel Wallace, Greek Gram-
mar Beyond the Basics: An Exegetical Syntax of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1996), 605. This understanding of the indicative force of the infinitives in 
Ephesians 4:22–24 coincides precisely with the indicative significance of the same verbs, 
which appear as participles in Colossians 3:9–10, correctly translated in the esv: “Do 
not lie to one another, seeing that you have put off the old self . . . and have put on the 
new self, which is being renewed.” Even if the Greek verbs in Ephesians 4:22–24 are 
understood as implied commands, however, their grounding in the gospel is shown in 
other ways, as we argue above.

6. Our obligation to put off the evil patterns that characterized our lives “in Adam” and 
put on the motives and practices that fit our new identity “in Christ” is clearly taught 
in Ephesians 4, even if (as Dennis believes) Daniel Wallace is correct to view Ephesians 
4:22–24 as declarations of truth about our new identity in Christ. The succeeding verses 
(4:25–5:2 and beyond) contain one command after another, starting with the clearly im-
perative sequence, “Having put away falsehood, let each one of you speak the truth. . . . 
Be angry and do not sin. . . . Let the thief no longer steal” and so on.

7. It’s quite obvious that secular talk therapies have failed. Had they been successful, 
the pharmaceutical industry would not have been able to almost completely capture 
that market. People no longer worry about being dysfunctional, codependent victims. 
They have moved on to imbalances in brain chemicals, hormones, and faulty genes. We 
are not saying that the psychotropic pharmaceutical proponents are correct in their as-
sumptions (or methods). We are merely saying that secular “talk therapy” really wasn’t 
very helpful, so people became disillusioned and turned to medicine for help. See Elyse 
Fitzpatrick and Laura Hendrickson, Will Medicine Stop the Pain? Finding God’s Heal-
ing for Your Troubling Emotions (Chicago, IL: Moody, 2006).

8. Because psychology tends to blend scientific observation of human behavior with 
worldview-laden theoretical constructions regarding the causes of emotions and ac-
tions, there are many distinct schools of thought, all with different answers to the ques-
tions, Who are we? and How are we helped?

9. Please don’t misunderstand. We are not saying that remembering such passages isn’t 
part of the process of responding in a biblical way to temptation to sin. We are just say-
ing that we shouldn’t get to them before we have gotten to gospel declarations.

10. Of course, the “ten item” rule for the express lane was determined by the store, not 
the Lord; but observing it is a matter of loving our neighbors as ourselves—and that is 
God’s law!

11. The Greek word is even stronger: “All these years I’ve slaved for you.”

12. According to Hebrews 10:5–10, these words capture the mind-set of the Son of God 
as he entered the world and acquired our human nature for the sake of our salvation.
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Chapter 6: The Gospel and Our Sanctification
1. It does seem strange that the method some employ to give people truth is the hiding 
of it.

2. Westminster Shorter Catechism, answer 35.

3. See John Murray, “Definitive Sanctification,” in Collected Writings of John Murray, 
vol. 2: Select Lectures in Systematic Theology (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1977), 
277–84.

4. This is one point where we need to understand the difference between justification 
and sanctification. Although justification is equal for all of us, sanctification is not.

5. Bryan Chapell, Holiness by Grace: Delighting in the Joy That Is Our Strength (Whea-
ton, IL: Crossway, 2001), 41.

6. Ibid., 50–51.

7. It’s very tempting to think that God will be more impressed with us if we prove how 
serious we are about our sin by being sad and grief-stricken all the time. In some of us, 
the temptation to become morose and introspective can become a work in itself: a way 
to make ourselves more worthy of God’s love and acceptance. This self-focused grieving 
is rooted in too high of an opinion of oneself and too low of an opinion of the work and 
merit of Jesus Christ. The restrictions on the Day of Atonement tell us that we are not 
to try to strengthen ourselves in ourselves, nor are we to offer our work to God when it 
comes to our acceptance with him.

8. “Religious joy, properly tempered with continual dependence on the help of God, 
meekness of mind, and self-diffidence, is a powerful means of strengthening the soul. In 
such a state every duty is practicable, and every duty delightful. In such a frame of mind 
no man ever fell, and in such a state of mind the general health of the body is much 
improved; a cheerful heart is not only a continual feast, but also a continual medicine.” 
Adam Clarke’s Commentary on the Bible, electronic database. Copyright © 1996, 2003 
by Biblesoft. All rights reserved.

9. C. F. Keil and F. Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament: New Updated Edi-
tion, electronic database. Copyright © 1996 by Hendrickson Publishers. All rights re-
served.

10. Martin Luther, Galatians, The Crossway Classic Commentaries, ed. Alister Mc-
Grath and J. I. Packer (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1998), 169.

Chapter 7: The Gospel and Our Emotions
1. Richard Baxter, A Christian Directory (1673; repr., Morgan, PA: Soli Deo Gloria, 
1996), 125.

2. For a more in-depth discussion of emotions see Elyse Fitzpatrick and Laura Hen-
drickson, Will Medicine Stop the Pain? Finding God’s Healing for Depression, Anxiety 
and Other Troubling Emotions (Chicago, IL: Moody, 2006); Edward Welch, Blame It 
on the Brain? Distinguishing Chemical Imbalances, Brain Disorders, and Disobedience 
(Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 1998).

3. Obviously materialistic determinism is completely antithetical to biblical anthropol-
ogy. The Bible declares that man is, in fact, responsible for his thoughts, words, and 
deeds, and that his activity has grave consequences. “So then each of us will give an 
account of himself to God” (Rom. 14:12).
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4. Please don’t misunderstand what we’re saying here. We’re not saying that certain 
drugs such as antidepressants or anti-anxiety medications can’t affect mood. In many 
cases they can and do. We are also not saying that it is sinful to resort to these medi-
cines, especially when feelings have become so overwhelming that violence is being 
contemplated. What we are saying is that the philosophy underlying the development 
and prescription of these drugs is antithetical to biblical truth, which declares that we 
are responsible before God for the way in which we live our lives. In some cases use of 
these drugs can help a person quell their most painful feelings for a time so that real 
change can be effected. In other cases, such as in psychotic brain disorders like bipolar 
1 or schizophrenia, a more permanent use of psychotropic medications is recommend-
ed. Even in these cases, however, gospel-centered biblical counseling will be helpful.

5. “Hyperthyroidism is the term for overactive tissue within the thyroid gland, resulting 
in overproduction and thus an excess of circulating free thyroid hormones: thyroxine 
(T<->4), triiodothyronine (T<->3), or both. . . . In excess it overstimulates, causing 
‘speeding up’ of various body systems, and thus symptoms: Fast heart beat results in pal-
pitations, a fast nervous system in tremor and anxiety symptoms, a fast digestive system 
in weight loss and diarrhea. Lack of functioning thyroid tissue results in a symptomatic 
lack of thyroid hormone, termed hypothyroidism” (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hyper-
thyroidism). Cushing’s syndrome symptoms “include rapid weight gain, particularly of 
the trunk and face with sparing of the limbs (central obesity), a round face often referred 
to as a ‘moon face,’ excess sweating, telangiectasia (dilation of capillaries), thinning of 
the skin (which causes easy bruising) and other mucous membranes, purple or red striae 
(the weight gain in Cushing’s stretches the skin, which is thin and weakened, causing it 
to hemorrhage) on the trunk, buttocks, arms, legs or breasts, proximal muscle weakness 
(hips, shoulders), and hirsutism (facial male-pattern hair growth). A common sign is the 
growth of fat pads along the collar bone and on the back of the neck (buffalo hump) 
(known as a lipodystrophy). The excess cortisol may also affect other endocrine systems 
and cause, for example, insomnia, reduced libido, impotence, amenorrhoea and infertil-
ity. Patients frequently suffer various psychological disturbances, ranging from euphoria 
to psychosis. Depression and anxiety are also common” (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Cushing%27s_disease).

6. Although we are not usually aware that we have two parts, we say things like, “My 
legs are so slow today,” or “I wanted to run faster but my body wouldn’t respond.” 
We all know instinctively that we are not just a physical body. We also see this when 
someone dies, and even unbelievers, when looking at the body, say, “That’s not really 
her. She’s gone on.”

7. Our words and deeds also reveal our hearts. “For out of the abundance of the heart 
the mouth speaks. The good person out of his good treasure brings forth good, and the 
evil person out of his evil treasure brings forth evil” (Matt. 12:34–35).

8. When Pastor Jack went to his doctor for help, the doctor put him on antidepressants. 
Jack felt better immediately, but this change in mood wasn’t from the drugs. Antide-
pressants won’t affect mood until they have been in the bloodstream for several weeks. 
What Jack experienced was a well-known phenomenon called the placebo effect. Be-
cause the doctor had assured Jack that he would get better on these drugs, and because 
the cause of his depression was now seen to be something outside of his mind or soul 
(in his physical body), he didn’t condemn himself for it, and he had hope that he could 
change. Just giving Jack a diagnosis and a remedy lifted his depression for a time, even 
before the medication could work.
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9. I (Elyse) am saying “initially” here because I see within myself a propensity to coddle 
these painful emotions. I personally have used depression, anxiety, and even anger as a 
way to excuse myself from my obligations, to garner pity from others, and to protect 
myself from difficult realities. I’m not saying that everyone is like me. I know that many 
people really do despise their painful emotions, but I also know that the human heart is 
desperately wicked and will use even its pain for selfish purposes.

10. For more on this topic see Elyse Fitzpatrick, Overcoming Fear, Worry, and Anxi-
ety: Becoming a Woman of Faith and Confidence (Eugene, OR: Harvest House, 2001).

11. David was sinfully angry with Nabal (1 Sam. 25:13ff.); he was sinfully afraid and 
ordered the execution of Uriah to cover his sin with Bathsheba (2 Sam. 11:15ff.); he was 
full of sinful self-pity and sorrow about Absalom’s death (2 Sam. 18:33).

12. See note 8, this chapter, for a discussion of the placebo effect.

13. We don’t ever want to assume that every problem in every relationship is because 
someone is willfully sinning. Sally may, in fact, have an anemia that saps her energy. She 
may also need help balancing hormones that might be out of kilter since her last deliv-
ery. Chad may be struggling with hyperthyroidism and interpreting all of his feelings of 
depression as problems in his marriage.

14. Richard Baxter, A Christian Directory, 89.

Chapter 8: The Gospel and Our Relationships
1. Of course, none of us (aside from the Savior) has ever done this perfectly. John is not 
teaching that we earn our salvation by loving others, nor is he saying that our ongoing 
salvation is predicated upon our perfect love for others. He is saying that the love of 
others will be the fruit of loving God and seeing how we have been loved by him. If we 
don’t have this fruit, we should question whether we really do love God or have come 
to “know and to believe” (1 John 4:16) the love he has for us.

2. These are the books that are based on Scripture where the author has tried to be 
faithful to biblical truth. There are myriads of other books that are based primarily on 
psychological tenets, such as getting the needs of one’s inner child met in order to have 
a good marriage, that have been marketed as Christian books but are not distinctly 
“Christian.”

3. Of late there have been several books on the family written from a gospel-centered 
perspective, such as Dave Harvey, When Sinners Say “I Do”: Discovering the Power of 
the Gospel for Marriage (Wapwallopen, PA: Shepherd Press, 2007); Gary Ricucci, C. J. 
Mahaney, et al., Love That Lasts: When Marriage Meets Grace (Wheaton, IL: Crossway 
Books, 2006); C. J. Mahaney and Carolyn Mahaney, Sex, Romance, and the Glory of 
God: What Every Christian Husband Needs to Know (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 
2004); and Bryan Chapell and Kathy Chapell, Each for the Other: Marriage as It’s 
Meant to Be (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2006).

4. We are not saying that we have innate psychological “needs” that have to be met 
before we can be happy. What we are saying is that we have an appropriate God-given 
desire for relationship and, because of sin, we have turned that desire into a self-focused 
craving—an idol. These selfish cravings are frequently given legitimacy in our culture 
by calling them “needs.”

5. We have to be wise about what kinds of sin we confess to our children. For instance, 
it wouldn’t be wise or loving to confess that you are having a hard time loving one of 
them or that you are tempted to sexual sin by a secretary at work. It would be accept-
able to confess sin that they are aware of and can easily relate to. If you struggle with 
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the sin of anger or impatience with them or if you have a hard time disciplining your 
time in front of the computer or television, it would be helpful to them if you were to 
confess this and ask for prayer.

Chapter 9: The Gospel Story and the Glory Story
1. For more on Luther’s “Theology of Glory” see Gerhard O. Forde, On Being a Theo-
logian of the Cross: Reflections on Luther’s Heidelberg Disputation, 1518 (Grand  
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans), 1997.

2. We are using “glory” here not to speak of heaven per se, but rather self-perfection.

3. That our whole culture believes the glory story is so very obvious by the people we 
idolize: athletes who overcome great adversity by hard work, superheroes who fight 
against great odds and still win. The glory story seems to be inbred in all of us: hard 
work, discipline, and perseverance will always capture the prize of self-glorification. In 
its essence the glory story can be summarized this way: “We came from glory and we 
are bound for glory. Of course, in between we seem somehow to have gotten derailed—
whether by design or accident we don’t quite know—but that is only a temporary in-
convenience to be fixed by proper religious effort. What we need is to get back on ‘the 
glory road.’” Forde, On Being a Theologian of the Cross, 5.

4. http://www.wscal.edu/faculty/wscwritings/horton.osteen/glorystory.php.

5. I (Elyse) have even had Christians question whether the injunction in Hebrews 6:1 to 
“leave the elementary doctrine of Christ” isn’t proof that we shouldn’t revisit the truths 
of the gospel on a daily basis. In fact, however, the author to the Hebrews is referring 
to a preoccupation with foundational Old Testament doctrines (repentance from dead 
works, faith toward God, resurrection of the dead, eternal judgment) and ceremonies 
(washings, laying on of hands [on sacrificial animals, with confession of sins]), which 
were distracting the Hebrew Christians from living in the privileges now opened to 
them through the sacrifice and priestly intercession of Jesus, the great, final, and eternal 
high priest. They and we will “go on to maturity” only as they and we go ever more 
deeply into the central truth of the gospel and the primary point of this epistle—the high 
priestly sacrifice and heavenly intercession of Jesus (Heb. 8:1).

6. Forde, On Being a Theologian of the Cross, 17.

7. I (Elyse) first heard this passage preached in light of the glory story by my former 
pastor, Mark Lauterbach.

8. Earlier Jesus had responded to the joy of seventy-two disciples, who had seen demons 
expelled by the power of Jesus’ name, that their greater joy should be in the fact that 
their names are written in heaven, and he followed this amazing statement with a prayer 
that extolled the sheer grace by which anyone can be received by the Father and given 
insight into his truth: “I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that you have hid-
den these things from the wise and understanding and revealed them to little children 
[note the humiliating term that Jesus applies to his demon-defeating disciples!]; yes, 
Father, for such was your gracious will” (Luke 10:17–21).

9. F. W. Krummacher, The Suffering Savior (1856; repr., Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth, 
2004), 91.

10. Luther’s Works, quoted in Forde, On Being a Theologian of the Cross, 36.

11. Forde, On Being a Theologian, 85.

CounselFromTheCross.534133.i02.indd   226 3/2/12   4:01 PM



227

Notes pp. 184–187

Appendix 1
1. In the same way that we recognize that Darwinian evolution has evolved over time, 
we also recognize that Freudian psychotherapy has changed and splintered into hun-
dreds of other systems, many of them in competition with each other. We are simply 
using Freud as shorthand for the hundreds of psychotherapies that have been developed 
over the last century.

2. “Theories of personality and their psychotherapeutic systems can be seen as direct 
extensions of their [Freud, Jung, Adler] personalities.” Raymond J. Corsini, ed., Current 
Psychotherapies, 3rd ed. (Itasca, IL: F. E. Peacock, 1984), 9.

3. Ibid., 125.

4. Rational-emotive therapy.

5. Corsini, Current Psychotherapies, 197.

6. See Elyse Fitzpatrick and Laura Hendrickson, Will Medicine Stop the Pain? Finding 
God’s Healing for Depression, Anxiety, and Other Troubling Emotions (Chicago, IL: 
Moody, 2006).

7. Other pseudo-psychotherapies, such as neurodevelopmentalism, find their origin in 
a basic belief that man evolved and therefore children must evolve in their develop-
ment if they are to be successful. Abraham Maslow’s “Hierarchy of Needs” (where we 
get our teaching on the importance of self-esteem) also flows from this evolutionary 
perspective.

8. The doctrines of religion, Freud wrote, “bear the imprint of the times in which they 
arose, the ignorant times of the childhood of humanity.” He asserted that “the religions 
of mankind must be classed among the mass delusions,” and that “when a man has 
once brought himself to accept uncritically all the absurdities that religious doctrines 
put before him . . . we need not be greatly surprised at the weakness of his intellect” 
(Armand M. Nicholi, The Question of God: C. S. Lewis and Sigmund Freud Debate 
God, Love, Sex, and the Meaning of Life [New York: Free Press, 2003], http://www.
hno.harvard.edu/gazette/2002/09.19/09-god.html.). Speaking for Jungian Analytical 
Psychotherapists (probably the most “spiritual” of the major psychological systems), 
Yoram Kaufmann writes, “It is a basic tenet of Jungian therapy that all products of the 
unconscious are symbolic and can be taken as guiding messages. . . . By doggedly fol-
lowing the wisdom of the unconscious, the patient learns to accept that within himself 
there exists a guiding force, the Self, that points the way, painful though it might be, to 
a mode of being more meaningful and more whole” (Corsini, Current Psychotherapies, 
108, 124; emphasis in original). Harold A. Mosak, a practitioner of Adlerian Psycho-
therapy, writes, “Life has no intrinsic meaning. We give meaning to life, each of us in 
his own fashion” (ibid., 60, emphasis in original.) Carl R. Rogers’s Person-Centered 
Therapy trusts in the innate potential within each person to grow and mature in an 
environment of unconditional positive regard without interference from any outside 
source. He defines psychotherapy as the “releasing of an already existing capacity in 
a potentially competent individual.” He writes, “Positive regard is not an intellectual 
attitude nor a saccharine optimism toward humanity. It is a reality-based trust in the 
actualizing potential of the individual and is expressed in an unwillingness to interfere, 
direct or evaluate the ongoing processes of another human being” (ibid., 143, 164). 
Although behavior therapy is a diverse system with various approaches, B. F. Skinner’s 
applied behavior analysis states that “behavior is a function of its consequences” (ibid., 
239) and can be most easily understood by the motivational paradigm of the donkey, 
the carrot, and the stick. For Skinner, man’s problem originates outside of himself in his 
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environment, and his thoughts are not really of much interest. In the neobehavioristic  
mediational stimulus-response model, “desensitization and covert conditioning tech-
niques such as covert sensitization” are integral. “The rationale behind all these meth-
ods is that covert processes follow the laws of learning that govern overt behaviors” 
(ibid., 240).

9. The effect of sin on our ability to think and understand.

10. Of course, sometimes our problems do originate in our physical bodies. Illness may 
or may not be the result of a specific sin but it is always the result of living in sin-cursed 
bodies (Rom. 5:12).

11. Many would argue that, because the image of God in man was severely damaged 
but not utterly destroyed by the fall into sin, there is wisdom outside of the wisdom that 
can be found in Scripture. They might call this wisdom general revelation—the insights 
that one can gain from observing the world without the special revelation needed to 
understand and embrace salvation—and its perception is the result of God’s common 
grace, extended both to believers and to unbelievers. It is true that unbelievers can figure 
out how to change a carburetor or perform brain surgery, and Scripture even attributes 
significant theological and ethical insights to pagans whose hearts are not captive to 
Christ’s grace (Acts 17:27–28; 1 Cor. 5:1; Titus 1:12). See Dennis E. Johnson, “Spiritual 
Antithesis, Common Grace, and Practical Theology,” Westminster Theological Journal 
64 (2002): 73–94. But non-Christians cannot accurately diagnose the problems in a 
man’s soul nor effect true heart change apart from the work of Jesus Christ in conjunc-
tion with the Bible and the Spirit. The Bible has been given to us to answer the very 
questions that psychology seeks to answer: who is man, what is his problem, how can 
he be helped? The answers to these questions will be found either in the philosophies of 
fallen man or in the Bible.

Of course, none of us is consistently biblical. Try as we might, we all bring our 
presuppositions to Scripture. It is for this reason that we must be very careful and must 
also ask for help from others to enable us to see where we fail to consistently listen to 
the Bible’s theology and anthropology.

12. That we are created to glorify God and that his glory is to be the ultimate goal of 
our lives is, of course, completely missed in secular psychological systems, since they are 
agnostic at best. Sadly too, though, it is also often missed in the awareness of Christians. 
In case the thought of living life to the glory of God is new to you, we have included a 
series of Scripture verses for you to peruse:

Glory in his holy name; let the hearts of those who seek the Lord rejoice! 
Declare his glory among the nations, his marvelous works among all the 
peoples! For great is the Lord, and greatly to be praised, and he is to be held 
in awe above all gods. For all the gods of the peoples are idols, but the Lord 
made the heavens. Splendor and majesty are before him; strength and joy are 
in his place. Ascribe to the Lord, O clans of the peoples, ascribe to the Lord 
glory and strength! Ascribe to the Lord the glory due his name. (1 Chron. 
16:10, 24–29)

Declare his glory among the nations, his marvelous works among all the 
peoples! For great is the Lord, and greatly to be praised; he is to be feared 
above all gods. For all the gods of the peoples are worthless idols, but the 
Lord made the heavens. Splendor and majesty are before him; strength and 
beauty are in his sanctuary. (Ps. 96:3–6)
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Not to us, O Lord, not to us, but to your name give glory, for the sake of 
your steadfast love and your faithfulness! (Ps. 115:1)

For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be glory 
forever. Amen. (Rom. 11:36)

Therefore welcome one another as Christ has welcomed you, for the glory of 
God. (Rom. 15:7)

To the only wise God be glory forevermore through Jesus Christ! Amen. 
(Rom. 16:27)

So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God. 
(1 Cor. 10:31)

For all the promises of God find their Yes in him. That is why it is through 
him that we utter our Amen to God for his glory. (2 Cor. 1:20)

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ, who 
gave himself for our sins to deliver us from the present evil age, according to 
the will of our God and Father, to whom be the glory forever and ever. Amen. 
(Gal. 1:3–5)

. . . so that we who were the first to hope in Christ might be to the praise of 
his glory. (Eph. 1:12)

To him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, 
forever and ever. Amen. (Eph. 3:21)

. . . filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ, to 
the glory and praise of God. (Phil. 1:11)

. . . and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God 
the Father. (Phil. 2:11)

To our God and Father be glory forever and ever. Amen. (Phil. 4:20)

The Lord will rescue me from every evil deed and bring me safely into his 
heavenly kingdom. To him be the glory forever and ever. Amen. (2 Tim. 4:18)

. . . equip you with everything good that you may do his will, working in us 
that which is pleasing in his sight, through Jesus Christ, to whom be glory 
forever and ever. Amen. (Heb. 13:21)

. . . in order that in everything God may be glorified through Jesus Christ. To 
him belong glory and dominion forever and ever. Amen. (1 Pet. 4:11)

But grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 
To him be the glory both now and to the day of eternity. Amen. (2 Pet. 3:18)
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To the only God, our Savior, through Jesus Christ our Lord, be glory, maj-
esty, dominion, and authority, before all time and now and forever. Amen. 
(Jude 25)

. . . and made us a kingdom, priests to his God and Father, to him be glory 
and dominion forever and ever. Amen. (Rev. 1:6–7)

Worthy are you, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor and power, 
for you created all things, and by your will they existed and were created. 
(Rev. 4:11).

13. Of course, there is much more that can be said about the principles and practice of 
biblical counseling. For a fuller explanation see Elyse Fitzpatrick and Carol Cornish, 
Women Helping Women (Eugene, OR: Harvest House, 1997); Paul David Tripp, In-
struments in the Redeemer’s Hands: People in Need of Change Helping People in Need 
of Change (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2002); David Powlison, Seeing with New Eyes: 
Counseling and the Human Condition through the Lens of Scripture (Phillipsburg, NJ: 
P&R, 2003); Paul D. Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, How People Change (Burlington, NC: 
New Growth Press, 2008); John MacArthur, Wayne Mack, et al., Counseling: How to 
Counsel Biblically (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2005); Jay E. Adams, A Theology of 
Christian Counseling (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1986); Jay E. Adams, The Chris-
tian Counselor’s Manual (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1986).

Appendix 2
1. Jay E. Adams, The Christian Counselor’s New Testament: A New Translation in 
Everyday English with Notations, Marginal References, and Supplemental Helps 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker), 1977.
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