
 
 

What I’ve Sharpened or Changed  
After 30 Years of Counseling 

Pastor Brad Bigney 
 

I. Don’t Keep Going If You Don’t Have a Counselee! 
 

§ I learned this the hard way after a string of failed counseling cases, where I was beating myself up, 
saying, “What am I doing wrong??? Wow. I used to be able to help people.” 
 
But then I had a string of hard but wonderful cases, where I had a front-row seat to see God 
breakthrough and do an amazing work. So, as I reflected on what made the difference, I realized, “I 
have counselees now!” 

 

- They want to be in counseling 
- They’re teachable 

- They’re willing to put forth effort and work hard 
- They faithfully keep our appointments and do the homework I’ve assigned 

- They ask good questions 
- They express gratitude for the time I’m spending with them 

 
§ The Bible talks about how important it is to understand who it is you have sitting in front of you. 

- Do they just want to play the “Blame Game?” 
- Are they just focused on proving who’s most wrong? 

- Do they just fight in front of you each week or spend the session telling you how bad it is and 
what so-and-so did this week? 

- Do they just want to be able to say, “Oh, we even did biblical counseling and it didn’t work.” 
- Do they keep saying, “I can’t” or do they say, “Wow. This is hard, but…” 

 
§ Are you trying to counsel a fool? A scoffer? Or a mocker? 

 
Proverbs 9:7-8 “Whoever corrects a mocker invites insult; whoever rebukes a wicked man incurs 
abuse. Do not rebuke a mocker or he will hate you; rebuke a wise man and he will love you. Instruct 
a wise man and he will be wiser still…” 
 
Proverbs 15:2 “A scoffer does not love one who reproves him, he will not go to the wise.” 

 
§ Pray that God would show you who you have sitting in front of you because God hasn’t called us 

to approach every person in the same way. 
 

I Thessalonians 5:14 “Now we exhort you, brethren, warn those who are unruly, comfort the 
fainthearted, uphold the weak, be patient with all.” 
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Are they… 
 

- Unruly? 

- Fainthearted? 
- Weak? 

 
§ Unruly – Greek word ‘Atakteo’ – that means disorderly, undisciplined, out of line, and unwilling 

to submit to the instruction or guidance of someone else. It’s a military term, as well as a 
description of someone who tries to evade obligation or any sense of personal responsibility. 
 

§ This is the person you should lovingly warn or rebuke and then stop counseling if they don’t 
change their attitude and response to counseling. 

 
II. Don’t Just Plow Ahead in the Face of Set-Backs 

 
§ Pay attention to their body language and “Halo Data” as they settle into the session. 

 
§ If it doesn’t look good, ask “So, how are you doing since we met last week?” 

 
§ Don’t just let them rehash it front of you. Ask clarifying questions and walk them back through it, 

turning it into a “Teaching Moment,” by helping them each to: 
 
- See how they each contributed to the problem. 

 
- See what they could do differently next time. 

 
- See how something we’ve already covered should have been applied to this situation. 
 

III. Don’t Just Correct – But Connect with Where They Are 
 

§ Affirm and connect with what you’ve got in order to move them to a new place. 
 

§ Don’t dismiss or despise. 
 

§ Use it to affirm and build on. 
 

§ i.e. Recent case where the husband kept spouting off what sounded like spiritual platitudes… it just 
rubbed me the wrong way. He seemed self-righteous and hyper-spiritual, and I allowed my emotions 
and flesh to quickly dislike him and even despise him or look down on him. 
 
- “We’re not glorifying God or pleasing God in our marriage” 
- “We’re not being doers of the Word.” 

- “We’re not walking in the Spirit.” 
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§ Each time he said something like this I pushed back in a dismissive way, indicating I really didn’t 
want to hear it from him, almost like he didn’t have the “right” to talk that way until I felt like he 
was practically doing more of what he was talking about. I was put off by how much his lips didn’t 
match his life. 

 
§ But God’s Spirit convicted me and I asked God to change my heart towards him and instead began 

to remind him of these things, and express gratitude that he came in already wanting to do things 
that I normally have to teach or bring up to the counselee. 
 

§ The “mood” in our sessions, and the responsiveness of my counselee to things I was trying to get 
him to do was dramatically different — much more hopeful and encouraging. 

 
IV. Don’t Wait ‘Til the End to Celebrate 

 
§ Help them to see and celebrate grace and growth in the midst of mess. 

 
§ Make it your goal to point out and talk about any “evidence of grace” and growth 

 

- i.e. Bible reading (asked for 5 days… they did 2) 
 

- i.e. Big fight, but to side of the road, prayed, used “Floor Tile” to discuss it. Had a great road 
trip together the next day. 
 

- i.e. Husband spoke sharply to his wife on Sunday AM, “Why aren’t you in the car already?”  
When she expressed how this hurt her feelings he said, “I would want to know this. Please tell 
me when I do something like this.” It wasn’t good that it happened but his invitation to tell him 
about it was a huge new place for them to be in their relationship. 

 
V. Don’t Ever Assume Anything about Anyone at Any Time! 

 
§ Keep asking questions! 

 
§ Keep developing your ability to ask your way towards something you want to say. It will take longer, 

but will produce much better fruit! 
 

§ Keep working hard to avoid “Assumicide” like the plague! 
 

§ Robert Jones has an excellent article titled, “You Don’t Know What You Don’t Know” (March 
5, 2018, BCC blog).  He talks about three things that can be helpful in counseling but can also cause 
you to make the mistake of assuming something: 
 
- #1  Your personal Experience 

- #2 Your observations and training 
- #3 Your previous counseling 
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i.e.  Counseling case where the temperature of their House was a huge issue 
 

- She said she’s burning up in their house constantly! 
 

- She’d already complained a lot in our sessions about how tired he is all the time (wanting to 
take naps) because he’s 12-15 years older. 
 

- So, I assumed, “Oh, he’s probably colder than her. I see this all the time.” But then the Holy 
Spirit caught me and said, “Ask why he’s doing that!” So, I stopped and asked… 
 

- Are you cold or is there some other reason you want to keep the temperature so high? 
 

- He said, “It’s probably that I’m trying to save money.” Ah! That’s a very different reason 
that caused me to take a very different approach. 

 
§ I still regularly catch myself about to make a statement, but instead I’ll say, “Wait a minute… 

let me ask you…” 
 

 
VI. Don’t Decide for Yourself What You Think God Has Done – Ask Them! 

 
§ Get them to clarify and be more aware of what God’s doing in the process. 

 
§ At a midpoint (for me 8-10 sessions), hit pause and get them to “summarize” where they are and 

what God has taught them so far. 
 

§ New worksheet I created that I called “Capturing What God is Teaching Me” 
 

o Processing Life:   
Why do I do what I do? How am I responding to my present circumstances? 
 

o Needed Perspective:  

How can I see things from someone else’s vantage point? In what ways do I need a reality 
check? What specific biblical truths are most relevant to my struggle? 
 

o Practicalities:  

What are meaningful, realistic, and specific actions I need to take? (Think back to the 
homework or action steps the counselor has given you) Why should I do these things? (To 
curb legalism, you must remember why you’re doing what you’re doing) 
 

§ This can help them solidify what’s been done, as well as determine what should be done next 
 
o What do you think we haven’t discussed that would be helpful to you now? 
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 “Reading makes a full man, conversation a ready man, and writing an exact man.” 
           
                                                                                                                       ~Francis Bacon 

 
In biblical counseling, we make good use of all three – reading, conversation, and writing. 

 
VII. Don’t Teach Commands without Giving the Greater Context 

 
§ Use the bigger context of Scripture as often as possible. 

 
§ I use Eph. 5-6 for marriage instead of just Eph. 5:22-32. 

 
You’ll see that we really don’t have what it takes to do marriage, but we do have everything 
necessary to destroy one! 
 
That’s why this marriage passage is surrounded by some other critical information. 

 5:18 – Be filled with the Spirit  “… be filled with the Spirit” 

 5:20 – Be thankful  “… giving thanks” 

 5:21 – Be ready to lay down your “rights”  “… submitting to one another” 

6:12 – Be alert to who the real enemy is that wants to destroy your marriage – Satan 

6:13 – Be armed for spiritual battle “Therefore take up the whole armor of God…” 

6:16 – Be full of faith  “Above all, taking the shield of faith” 

6:18 – Be praying constantly  “Praying always with all prayer and supplication in the Spirit” 
 

 
§ Phil. 2:3-8 has become my go-to marriage passage even though the word “Marriage” is nowhere in 

it! 
 

o You’ll see what really destroys marriage – self / selfishness 
 

o You’ll see Paul’s commands framed around Jesus! 
 

o Humility | Others focused | like Jesus! 
 

 
VIII. Don’t Talk about “Fruit” Sins without Digging into “Root” Sins 

 
Spend more time identifying both sinful behavior and sinful/idolatrous motives (heart issues) 
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§ I do a “Log List” to zero in on specific sins rather than leaving it general and fuzzy. 
   

o What specific actions need to be changed or repented of? 
 

§ I dig below the surface to help them identify why they do what they do, and why it’s so hard to stop 
or change 

 
o Why do you do what you do? What are you really wanting? What do you really live for? What 

do you really worship and build your life and world around? 
 
o Human beings have worshipped their way into every sinful mess they’ve ever landed in! 
 

IX. Don’t Let It Turn into a Bible Study – Push for Specific and Practical Change 
 

§ Walk through the “Log list” Exercise 
 

§ Do “Couch Time” this week 
 

§ Pray together 1x this week (Husband – you lead out on this) 
 

§ Do 3 loving deeds 
 

§ Plan a “Date Nite” 
 

§ Use the “Floor Tile” to discuss a contentious issue 
 

§ Use a “Catch Yourself” Card. Come back with 3 examples. 
 

X. Don’t Talk about Change without Talking about the Holy Spirit 
 

§ Don’t just talk about “Put Off” and “Put On” in Ephesians 4:22-24 
 

§ Talk about the Holy Spirit and explain more clearly how we actually change and why it’s so hard  
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You Are Free!  
Galatians 5:13-25 

 
 
 
Galatians 5:13 “For you were called to freedom, brothers. Only do not 
use your freedom as an opportunity for the flesh, but through love serve 
one another.” 
 
 
 
 

         
 
 
 
 
 
 

         
 
 
 
Galatians 5:14 “For the whole law is fulfilled in one word: ‘You shall 
love your neighbor as yourself.’” 
 
 

         
 
 
 
 
Galatians 5:15 “But if you bite and devour one another, watch out that 
you are not consumed by one another.” 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

You are FREE  
to please  
God, but still  
have  
disordered  
desires (flesh) 
 

When you GIVE IN 
to these desires, you 
ABUSE your freedom 

When you abuse 
your freedom, you 
NEGATE the law of 
LOVE! 
 

When you negate 
love, you displease 
God and DESTROY 
or DEVOUR other 
people created in the 
image of God 
 



8 
 

What I’ve Sharpened or Changing after 30 Years of Counseling - Pastor Brad Bigney | bradbigney@graceky.org |  
For any additional resources visit www.bradbigney.com  | Follow on Instagram @brad_bigney | 859-371-7880  

You Are Free But You Are Conflicted 
Galatians 5:17 “For the desires of the flesh are against the Spirit, and the desires of the Spirit are 
against the flesh, for these are opposed to each other, to keep you from doing the things you want to 
do.” 

 
Romans 7:18 “… For I have the desire to do what is right, but not the ability to carry it out.” 
 
 
 

So, You Must Be Filled with the Spirit 
Ephesians 5:18 “And do not get drunk with wine… but be filled with the Spirit” 

 
 
 

And You Must Live and Fight Your Own Flesh by the Spirit 
 

 Galatians 5:16   Walk by Spirit 
 Galatians 5:18   Be led by Spirit 

 Galatians 5:25   Live by Spirit… Keep in STEP with Spirit 
 

 Romans 8:3-4    Do not live according to the flesh… but Spirit 
 Romans 8:5-7    5x uses “mind” set on Spirit instead of flesh 

 Romans 8:13     You by the Spirit put to death the deeds of the flesh 
 
 

 

 


