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THE THEOLOGICAL FOUNDATIONS OF BIBLICAL COUNSELING 
 

WHY STUDYING THEOLOGY IS IMPORTANT 
 

! It is the means to a COMPREHENSIVE framework and understanding of God and His Word. 

! God has COMMANDED us to pursue a rigorous understanding of Him, as His multiple exhortations 

to teach, keep and protect sound theology demonstrate (1 Tim. 4:6, 13-16; 6:3-5; 2 Tim. 3:16-17; 

4:1-4; Titus 1:9-11; 2:1, 7, 10; cf. also Rom. 16:17; Col. 1:28; 2 Jn. 8-11). 

! Everyone lives his THEOLOGY.  What we believe informs and motivates what we do (which is 

why what we do reveals far more about what we truly believe than what we say).  Said another 

way, “weak and unstable theology leads to unstable living” (cf. Eph. 4:14; 2 Jn. 8-11). 

! As believers, we want to instruct our minds so that our beliefs will be changed in accordance with 

God’s truth and thereby our lives will also be changed. 

 
“All theology is also spirituality, in the sense that it has an influence, good or bad, positive or 

negative, on its recipients’ relationship or lack of relationship to God.  If our theology does not 

quicken the conscience and soften the heart, it actually hardens both; if it does not encourage the 

commitment of faith, it reinforces the detachment of unbelief; if it fails to promote humility, it 

inevitably feeds pride.” [J. I. Packer] 

 
 
WHAT DOES “SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY” MEAN? 
 
Theos + logos =   theology  
God + word =   word/study of God   
 
Systematic theology is the ORGANIZED, harmonious, arrangement of all known truth about God and His 

works — based fundamentally and primarily on SCRIPTURE — so that the understanding of Him is both 

comprehensive and TRANSFORMING. 

 
Systematic theology will typically include at least the following areas of study: 
 

! Epistemology = the doctrine of knowledge 
! Bibliology = the doctrine of the Bible 
! Theology proper = the doctrine of God 
! Christology = the doctrine of Christ 
! Pneumatology = the doctrine of the Holy Spirit 
! Anthropology = the doctrine of man 
! Hamartiology = the doctrine of sin 
! Soteriology = the doctrine of salvation 
! Ecclesiology = the doctrine of the church 
! Angelology = the doctrine of angels 
! Eschatology = the doctrine of last things 
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THE SIGNIFICANT SYSTEMS OF THEOLOGY (I tried to make notes extensive to help on ACBC exam) 
 
1. Epistemology – the doctrine of KNOWLEDGE (How can we know God?) 

a. God is INCONCEIVABLE and incomprehensible (Is. 40:18; 1 Tim. 6:15-16). 

b. God has revealed Himself to us and is thus KNOWABLE (Jn. 1:14, 18; Rom. 16:25-27) 

c. God is the source of all TRUTH (Jn. 14:6; 17:17) 

d. If people want a sound mind, they must see things as God sees them and define them as 

He does (Prov. 1:7; 9:10; Phil. 3:8-10).  Don’t think you can ever know everything about 

God, but rejoice that you can know something! 

e. When we know God, we will have [Packer, Knowing God, pp. 23-26] —  

! great energy for God 

! great thoughts of God 

! great boldness for God 

! great contentment in God 

 
“…we must recognize how much we lack knowledge of God.  We must learn to measure 

ourselves, not by our knowledge about God, not by our gifts and responsibilities in the church, 

but by how we pray and what goes on in our hearts.  Many of us, I suspect, have no idea how 

impoverished we are at this level.  Let us ask the Lord to show us.” [Packer, p. 27] 

 
 
2. Bibliology – the doctrine of the SCRIPTURES 

a. The Scriptures are “God-breathed” (2 Tim. 3:16-17).  They contain the life of God and 

are life-giving. 

b. The Scriptures have AUTHORITY (Lk. 4:1-13).  The Scriptures are the means God uses to 

reveal the inner heart and condition of every man (Heb. 4:12-13).  No man has any 

inherent authority because of his own fallenness and errancy.  He must rely on the 

singular Word that is inerrant and authoritative. 

c. The Scriptures speak to every area of life (2 Tim. 3:14-15) and are relevant for every 

SITUATION (2 Tim. 3:16-17, 2 Pet. 1:3).  The Bible is the tool used by the Holy Spirit to 

equip believers to live righteously. 

d. A failure to acknowledge these truths leads to: 

! a pursuit of comfort rather than obedience 

! a submission to the “authority” of personal experience over the authority of Scripture 

! an exaltation of contemporary thinking rather than the principles of the Bible 
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3. Theology Proper – the doctrine of GOD 
 
“What comes into our minds when we think about God is the most important thing about us.…For 

this reason the gravest question before the Church is always God Himself, and the most 

portentous fact about any man is not what he at a given time may say or do, but what he in his 

deep heart conceives God to be like.  We tend by a secret law of the soul to move toward our 

mental image of God.  This is true not only of the individual Christian, but of the company of 

Christians that composes the Church.  Always the most revealing thing about the Church is her 

idea of God, just as her most significant message is what she says about Him or leaves unsaid, 

for her silence is often more eloquent than her speech.”  

[Tozer, The Knowledge of the Holy, p. 1.] 
 
 
a. God has revealed Himself to us through His Word in which He demonstrates His 

ATTRIBUTES.  These attributes are communicable and incommunicable, demonstrating 

His transcendence and approachability.  He is infinite (eternal and immense), self-

existent, immutable, holy, omniscient, omnipresent, omnipotent, wise, sovereign, love, 

jealous, gracious, patient, good, righteous, and truth. 

b. God is a TRIUNE being.  He is one in essence and three in person.  The three persons are 

distinct in relationships and equal in authority.  (1 Pt. 1:2) 

 
“There is only one and true God, but in the unity of the Godhead there are three co-eternal and coequal 

Persons, the same in substance but distinct in subsistence” (B. B. Warfield). 
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The Trinity is essential because it —  

! establishes the uniqueness and transcendence of God. 

! establishes the deity of all the members of the Trinity (which is important because the 

deity of the Son and Spirit are sometimes denied). 

! is intrinsically connected to the gospel and our spiritual life. 

 
“Personal evangelism, conversational prayer, devotional Bible study, authoritative preaching, 

world missions, and assurance of salvation all presuppose that life in the gospel is life in 

communion with the Trinity.  Forget the Trinity and you forget why we do what we do; you 

forget who we are as gospel Christians; you forget how we got to be like we are.… 

the gospel is Trinitarian, and the Trinity is the gospel.  Christian salvation comes from the 

Trinity, happens through the Trinity, and brings us home to the Trinity.… 

The more we explore and understand the depths of God’s commitment to salvation, the more we 

have to come to grips with the triunity of the one God.  The deeper we dig into the gospel, the 

deeper we go into the mystery of the Trinity.”  

[Fred Sanders, The Deep Things of God, 9-10, 13] 

 
  

c. Because God is God, all life terminates on Him.  Life is not about us; we’re not ultimate.  

He is.  We live for Him, to please Him, and to glorify (reveal) Him (2 Cor. 5:9; 1 Cor. 

8:6; 10:31).  All counseling is therefore theocentric (God-centered) and not 

anthropocentric (man-centered).  [This is where the Puritans are particularly helpful.] 

d. Knowing the truth of God will produce rest and trust in Him. 

 
 

4. Anthropology – the doctrine of MAN 

a. Man is God’s creation, and he is made in the image and likeness of God. 

! He is not an animal 

! He is not a victim of his environment 

! He is made for God’s glory — to reveal the nature and character of God. 

b. ALL mankind is under sin because of mankind’s identification with the sin of Adam 

(Rom. 5:12; Gen. 3). 

c. All men sin because they are SINNERS (born with original sin) and all men are sinners 

because they SIN (their own sin condemns them). 
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d.  Man is totally DEPRAVED — 

! On his own he cannot do good (Rom. 3:10-18). 

! Everything he does is sin, because nothing he does is for God’s glory (1 Cor. 10:31). 

! His heart is deceitfully wicked (Jer. 17:9-10). 

! His goal in life is selfishness and only evil continually (Gen. 6:5). 

! Every aspect of his life is tainted by sin.  He is not as sinful as he might be, but 

nothing in his life is untouched by sin. 

e. Man is directed by his heart/mind (his mission control center).  His heart is the primary 

area in need of change. 

 
 
 

 
 

 
        

    
 

 
 
           
 
 

 
 
  
 

 
 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
f. Man was created to glorify (reveal) God (1 Cor. 10:31; 2 Cor. 5:9), but because of sin, he 

seeks to glorify himself (Rom. 1:18ff; 3:23).  He constantly attempts to usurp God’s throne. 
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5. Hamartiology – the doctrine of SIN 

a. Definition:  Sin is a willful transgression of the law of God — intentionally missing 

God’s standard because one is rebelliously dissatisfied with God. 

 
“Sin isn’t only about doing bad things, it is more fundamentally making good things into ultimate 

things.  Sin is building your life and meaning on anything, even a very good thing, more than on 

God.  Whatever we build our life on will drive us and enslave us.  Sin is primarily idolatry.”  

[Tim Keller] 

 
b. All people are SINNERS; the nature of all men is sinful from the moment of birth (Rom. 3; 

Eph. 2:1-3) 

c. Sin renders people HELPLESS to change themselves (Eph. 2:1-3).  E.g., “What have you 

done about your problem?”  “Fight. Yell.  Leave.  Drink beer.  Smoke pot.”   

d. A sinner is ALIENATED from God, and as a result, he will seek fulfillment from the world’s 

system (1 John 2:15-17).  The implications (& this is the way counselees come to us): 

! Christ will not be seen as the only solution to man’s problems. 

! The sinner will try to provide substitutes that promise fulfillment. 

! The sinner will pursue his felt needs instead of his real needs. 

e. Sin leads to many other PROBLEMS (feelings of guilt and shame, depression, unhappiness, 

physical problems, worldly “syndromes”).  ACBC = “complicating problems.” 

f. What is the hope for the Christian who sins? 

! Our sins do not affect our LEGAL STANDING with God (Rom. 6:23; 8:1; 1 Cor. 15:3). 

! Our sin does disrupt our FELLOWSHIP with God — we grieve the Spirit (Eph. 4:30) 

and we incur His fatherly discipline (Heb. 12:6ff). 

! Our sin is REDEEMABLE and is able to be used as an instrument of growth by means of 

appropriating afresh the truths of the gospel (1 Pt. 1:17). 
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6. Soteriology – the doctrine of SALVATION 

a. God sent Jesus to RECONCILE sinners to Himself (2 Cor. 5:19) 

b. Jesus’ perfect life of obedience and SUBSTITUTIONARY death provide the basis for a 

believer’s restoration to God. 

! There must be a PROPITIATION for God’s wrath (Rom. 3:25) 

! There must be IMPUTATION of righteousness and atonement for sin (Rom. 3:24, 2 Cor. 

5:21) 

! There must be REDEMPTION from the bondage of sin (Rom. 3:24) 

! There must be RECONCILIATION to God (2 Cor. 5:19) 

c. Salvation frees us from the PENALTY of sin and the POWER of sin (Rom. 6, esp. vv. 7, 9, 

12, 15-22; Eph. 2:10) so that we can ENJOY God.  The goal of salvation is restoration to 

God (Rom. 6:8; Jn. 14:1-6). 

 
“…to believe the gospel is not only to accept the awesome truths that 1) God is holy, 2) we are 

hopeless sinners, 3) Christ died and rose again for sinners, and 4) this great salvation is enjoyed 

by faith in Christ-but believing the gospel is also to treasure Jesus Christ as your unsearchable 

riches. What makes the gospel Gospel is that it brings a person into the everlasting and ever-

increasing joy of Jesus Christ.” [John Piper, “What is the Christian Gospel?”] 

 

d. A sinner is reconciled to God through repentance and faith (2 Cor. 7:10-11; Eph. 2:8-10). 

e. Clarity with the gospel is essential because the means of justification is the means of 

sanctification (cf. the error of the Galatians, Gal. 3:1ff).  [Use biblical tracts — Matthias Media] 
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7. Christology – the doctrine of CHRIST 

a.  Christ was FULLY man in every way (and He maintains His humanity even now in 

heaven), though He did not sin and did not have a sin nature (Heb. 4:15; 1 Jn. 3:5). 

b.  Christ was and is FULLY God (Jn. 1:1ff; Phil. 2:5-8). 

c. As the God-man, Jesus Christ is neither diminished as God or as man.  He is fully God 

and fully man at all times.  To minimize the importance of either part of this union is to 

destroy the significance of God. 

! Christ had two distinct natures: humanity and deity. 

! There was no mixture or intermingling of the two natures. 

! Although He had two natures, Christ was one Person. 

d. Jesus died and rose again as a substitute for His people (Is. 53; 1 Pt. 2:24; 3:18; 2 Cor. 5:21) 

e. Jesus Christ is the means of our life and all that we need for life (2 Pt. 1:3; Jn. 14:6). 

 

“If you take Christ out of Christianity, Christianity is dead.…If you leave out Christ, you have left the sun 

out of the day, and the moon out of the night, you have left the waters out of the sea, and the floods out of 

the river; you have left the harvest out of the year, the soul out of the body; you have left joy out of 

heaven, you robbed all of its all.  There is no Gospel worth thinking of, much less worth proclaiming, if 

Jesus is forgotten.  We must have Jesus as Alpha and omega…” [Charles Spurgeon.] 
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8. Pneumatology – the doctrine of the HOLY SPIRIT 

a. The Holy Spirit is a PERSON, not a feeling, a force, idea, or movement.  (e.g., The Shack) 
 
“Spell this out in capital letters:  THE HOLY SPIRIT IS A PERSON.  He is not enthusiasm.  He is 

not courage.  He is not energy.  He is not the personification of all good qualities, like Jack Frost 

is the personification of cold weather.  Actually, the Holy Spirit is not the personification of 

anything.  He is a Person, the same as you are a person, but not material substance.  He has will 

and intelligence.  He has hearing.  He has knowledge and sympathy and ability to love and see 

and think.  He can hear, speak, desire, grieve, and rejoice.  He is a person.” [A. W. Tozer.] 

 
b. The Holy Spirit is needed for a person to truly change (Rom. 8) 

c. The Holy Spirit will produce His fruit in ALL believers (Gal. 5:16-26). 

d. The Holy Spirit has gifted ALL believers so they can help other believers grow in Christ 

(Rom. 12; 1 Cor. 12; Eph. 4:11-16).  The person who is trying to help others change has 

the Helper he needs in the Holy Spirit.	

 

“The Christian life begins and continues by the power of the Holy Spirit, whom God has graciously 

sent first to awaken us to our need for salvation, then to give us a new birth, and finally to dwell 

within us to eventually present us flawless when Christ returns.” [John MacArthur.] 

 

 

9. Ecclesiology – the doctrine of the CHURCH 

a. The church is the body of Christ.  Jesus is the head of the church (Eph. 1:21-23). 

b. The church exists for the purposes of worship, instruction, fellowship, and evangelization 

and equipping (Acts 2:43-47; Eph. 4:11-16; Titus 2:11-14, Matt. 28:19-20). 

! The church exists to provide a context of loving fellowship with one another for the 

purpose of mutual EDIFICATION (Eph. 3:16-19, 4:12-16). 

! The church is a training center whereby people can grow through the application of 

teaching and the utilization of their spiritual gifts (Rom. 12; 1 Cor. 12; Eph. 4; 1 Pt. 4). 

c. The church has AUTHORITY — it is the pillar and support of the truth (1 Tim. 3:15). 

d. The most effective place for counseling and discipleship is in the church because it has 

the gifted men (pastors and teachers) to equip the church to do the work of ministry and 

to provide the context for oversight, discipline, and correction (Mt. 18:15-18; Heb. 13:17; 

1 Pt. 5:1-5). 
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10. Angelology — the doctrine of ANGELS 

a. Angels were created as messengers and servants of God and they still exist (Eph. 6:12). 

b. Angels exist as both “ELECT” and EVIL. 

! The evil angels followed Satan in his rebellion against God and were cast out of 

heaven — perhaps as many as one-third of them fell (Is. 14:13-15; Ezk. 28:12-17; 

Rev. 12:3-4). 

! Satan and his angels (demons) are powerful, but they are created beings and not 

INFINITE in any way.  They are limited by God and under his authority (Js. 4:7-10; 1 

Jn. 4:4; Job 1:12; 2:5-6).  “The devil is God’s devil.” 

c. Christians CANNOT be inhabited by demons (1 Jn. 2:14; 4:4); a believer cannot be 

inhabited by both light and dark (1 Pt. 2:9).  A believer cannot be under the authority of 

two masters (Mt. 6:24; 1 Cor. 6:15ff). 

d. The primary activity of demons is DECEPTION (1 Thess. 3:5; 2 Cor. 4:4; 10:5; 11:14).   

e. A counselee’s primary problem is with his own sinful flesh (Js. 1:13-15) and deception 

from Satan’s influence over the world system (1 Jn. 2:15-18), not demonization.  So the 

solution to his problem is Christ and the gospel, not exorcism. 

 
 
 
 
11. Eschatology – the doctrine of the LAST THINGS 

a. The believer has a GREAT future that surpasses any trials on earth (Rev. 21-22; 2 Cor. 

4:16-18).  The “worst” day in heaven is infinitely better than the best day on earth. 

b. The unbeliever has a TERRIBLE future that surpasses any of the fleeting joys of sin (Mt. 

25:29-30; Rev. 20:11-15).  The worst day on earth is infinitely better than the “best” day 

in hell. 

c. Always help counselees maintain an eternal perspective on their circumstances. 
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THEOLOGICAL PROBLEMS WITH SOME CHRISTIAN COUNSELING BOOKS AND METHODS 
 
1. Absence of the Holy Spirit 

2. Neglect of the Church  

3. Lack of emphasis on prayer 

4. No commitment to the sufficiency of Scripture 

5. The renaming of sin and the omission of repentance 

6. Lack of clarity with the gospel 

7. Man-centered, feeling-oriented, needs-oriented 

8. Psychologized terminology & concepts 

 

 

SUMMARY 
 
Purchase and read and assimilate good theology books —  

• Jerry Bridges, Trusting God 

• Paul Enns, Moody Handbook of Theology 

• Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology 

• J. I. Packer, Knowing God 

• John Piper, Desiring God 

• Puritans (read with discernment) 

 

 

If you want to help your counselees and disciples, you must feed them the truth.  It will take 

work (you’ll have to think), but it is the greatest hope for their transformation and change. 

 

 


