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Gospel-Centered Counseling  
5.28.19 
Session 8 

Counseling Suffering  
 
I. Love: How do we wisely move toward someone who is suffering?  
 

A. Prayer  
B. Have clear goals  

Matthew 22:35–40 — 35 And one of them, a lawyer, asked him a question to test 
him. 36 “Teacher, which is the great commandment in the Law?” 37 And 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. 38 This is the great and first commandment. 39 And a second is 
like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself. 40 On these two commandments 
depend all the Law and the Prophets.”  
• Love God 
• Love others  

C. Acts of humility and service  
 

D. Awareness and honesty about your own struggle with suffering   
 

E. Seek formal and informal entry gates  
 

F. Look for and commend evidences of grace  
 

G. Offer hope  
Examples:  
• Hope for change  
• Hope in forgiveness  
• Hope in transformation  
• Hope in peace  
• Hope in God’s love  

 
II. Know: Gather Data. What is happening in their world? How can we build a relationship 

with them that understands their heart in the context of their life situation and history? 
 

A. Hear their story  
B. Organize their story  
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1. Heat: What happened in their life? 
2. Bad Fruit: How have they responded? 
3. Bad Root: What do they believe, want, and fear that fuels their reactions? What 

are their motives behind their response? 
4. More Heat: What are the consequences, the vicious circles? 
5. The Cross: What is true about God that they needs to know in the midst of their 

struggle with suffering? 
6. Good Root: How do they need to seek God? 
7. Good Fruit: How should they change how they responds? 
8. Heat: What are the consequences of that change?  
 
 
 

C. Summarize the story  
 
• Do I see the themes of sufferer, sinner, and saint clearly? 
• What details about circumstances do I know and what do I still need to know? 
• What details about the heart do I know and what do I still need to know? 
• What details about our interaction can I observe?  
• Am I hoping the best of the counselee when I restate details? When I summarize 

does my tone and word choice show that I’m hoping the best of them? 
 

D. Can I simply their story  
 
• What visual diagrams explain their story?  
• What statements do you hear that capture major themes? 
• What “here and now” examples serve as a summary case study for their hearts? 
• How would you bring the major themes of their story before the Lord in prayer? 
 
 

E. Ask questions! Ask questions! Ask questions! 
 
1. To understand their heart motivations  

 
2. To assess the current ministry they are receiving  

 
3. To discern godly sorrow (repentance)  
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III. Speak  

 
Remember:  
§ Dialogue not monologue  
§ Scripture is the focus of teaching  
§ Offer hope  

 
 

A. Letting our suffering bring us to God (1:2) 
 
 
 

B. The importance of lament (1:1-4) 
 
Lament allows for the faithful to humbly express their hurts and questions to God 
with raw, open emotion. 
 
Why lament is important:  
1. Lament brings us to God 

 
2. Lament relies upon the Gospel  

 
3. Lament allows us to grow  

 
In lament we want his truth to confront our confusion so that even if we don’t 
understand our circumstances we are ok because we understand our Savior.   
 

4. Lament honors God  
 
For facets of God honoring lament:  
1. God-honoring lament expresses good questions with authentic emotions  

 
2. God-honoring lament pursues both honesty and honor  

 
3. God-honoring lament is humble, allowing (and even expecting) your emotions to 

be confronted and transformed by the truth 
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4. God-honoring lament is accompanied by worship   
 
 

C. See the bigger story (1:5-11) 
 

Sovereignty is God’s exercise of power over his creation.  
 
 

God’s sovereignty means: 
1. He is always in control, even when we don’t understand it  

 
 
 

2. We are part of a bigger story  
 
 
 
 

D. Standing on firm ground (1:12) 
 
 

When you are confronted with what you don’t know about your world, lean into 
what you do know about God. 
 
Four reasons we can trust God:  
1. Our God is everlasting  

 
2. Our God is holy  

 
Nothing has passed into your life that hasn’t first past through the filter of God’s 
goodness and love. 
 

3. Our God is sovereign  
 

4. Our God is faithful to his promises  
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E. Waiting on the Lord (1:13-2:1) 
 

Waiting on the Lord means to prayerfully, patiently, and actively hope in God’s 
answers to our questions, activity in our hearts, and action in our circumstances. 
 
How to wait on the Lord:  
1. Wait prayerfully  

 
2. Wait patiently  

 
3. Wait actively  
 
What we should wait for: 
1. We should wait for God to answer our questions  
 
 
2. We should wait for God to change our hearts 

 
 

3. We should wait for God to take action in our circumstances 
 
 

F. The importance of faith (2:2-5) 
 

Jerry Bridges, “Trust is not a passive state of mind. It is a vigorous act of the soul by 
which we choose to lay hold on the promises of God and cling to them despite the 
adversity that at times seeks to overwhelms us.” 

 
For those you counsel… 
• If they see their sufferings through the eyes of faith they will see that God is very 

present, very interested, and very active.  
• If they see their sufferings through the eyes of faith, they will see that God 

doesn’t simply give them grace in their trials, but their trials are a grace to bring 
about beautiful transformation to their lives.  

• If they see their sufferings through the eyes of faith, they will not see God’s love 
in spite of them, but God’s love in them as he refines them and deepens their 
love for him and faith in him.  
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• If they see their sufferings through the eyes of faith they will see that this life 
isn’t all that there is, so suffering is always, ultimately temporary, because 
heaven is their home.  

• And if they see their sufferings through the eyes of faith, they will see that joy is 
not simply possible, but promised as they rest in him and find their hope in him.  

 
 
 

 
G. The justice of God (2:6-17) 

 
 
 
 

Three things to do when life seems unfair: 
1. First, remember that God is always fair and will make things right  

 
2. Second, (along the same lines) If someone is unsaved, fear for their souls  

 
3. Third, we must fuel our faith by being eternally minded  

 
 
 
 
 

H. Better than idols (2:18-20) 
 
 
 
 
 

I. The fuel of the gospel (3:3-19) 
 
 
 

Three encouragements (among many) we find in the gospel:  
1. We must remember that our story is part of a much bigger story 
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2. We must see our sufferings through the filter of God’s love and faithfulness 

 
 

3. We must be convinced that God can do something magnificent out of our misery 
 
 
 
IV. Do – How can we help them implement truth into their lives?  
 

A. Help truth stick  
Example #1:  
Romans 8:28–29 — 28 And we know that for those who love God all things work 
together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose. 29 For those 
whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in 
order that he might be the firstborn among many brothers.  
• Meaning: God is using my suffering to make me more like Christ  
• Memorable, meaningful application: God is compromising my temporary 

happiness to bring joyful holiness.    
• Meditation and prayer:  
 
 
 
Example #2:  
Passage – Romans 8:38–39 — 38 For I am sure that neither death nor life, nor angels 
nor rulers, nor things present nor things to come, nor powers, 39 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.  
• Meaning:  God will always, relentless love me.  
• Memorable, meaningful application: My suffering is God particularly and 

powerfully loving me.   
• Meditation and prayer:  

 
B. Keep a heart journal  
C. Unmask your sin and idolatry  
D. Grow in confession through repentance  
E. Reap and sow  
F. Come up with an action plan   
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Counseling Loving Others  
 
I. Love: How do we wisely move toward someone who is struggling to love others?  

 
A. Prayer  
B. Have clear goals  
C. Acts of humility and service  
D. Awareness and honesty about your own lack of love  
E. Seek formal and informal entry gates  
F. Look for and commend evidences of grace  
G. Offer hope  

Examples:  
• Hope for change  
• Hope in forgiveness  
• Hope in transformation  
• Hope in peace  
• Hope in God’s love  

 
 
 

II. Know: Gather Data. What is happening in their world? How can we build a relationship 
with them that understands their heart in the context of their life situation and history? 
 
A. Hear their story  
B. Organize their story  

 
1. Heat: What happened in their life? 
2. Bad Fruit: How have they responded? 
3. Bad Root: What do they believe, want, and fear that fuels their reactions? What 

are their motives behind their response? 
4. More Heat: What are the consequences, the vicious circles? 
5. The Cross: What is true about God that they needs to know in the midst of their 

struggle with suffering? 
6. Good Root: How do they need to seek God? 
7. Good Fruit: How should they change how they responds? 
8. Heat: What are the consequences of that change?  
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C. Summarize the story  

 
• Do I see the themes of sufferer, sinner, and saint clearly? 
• What details about circumstances do I know and what do I still need to know? 
• What details about the heart do I know and what do I still need to know? 
• What details about our interaction can I observe?  
• Am I hoping the best of the counselee when I restate details? When I summarize 

does my tone and word choice show that I’m hoping the best of them? 
 

D. Can I simply their story  
 
• What visual diagrams explain their story?  
• What statements do you hear that capture major themes? 
• What “here and now” examples serve as a summary case study for their hearts? 
• How would you bring the major themes of their story before the Lord in prayer? 
 
 

E. Ask questions! Ask questions! Ask questions! 
 
1. To understand their heart motivations  
2. To assess the current ministry they are receiving  
3. To discern godly sorrow (repentance)  

 
 

III. Speak  
 
A. The gospel is the standard of love and hope for love (Ephesians 5:32) 

 
 
 

 
 
Counseling Application:  
1. Evaluate marriage by the standard of the gospel 
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2. Reorient marriage to reflect the love of the gospel 
 
 
 

3. Strengthen marriage by focusing on the Person of the gospel 
 
 
 
 

4. Entrust marriage to the hope of the gospel 
 
 

 
 

B. We need people to love, not to be loved (Matthew 22:39; Colossians 3:8) 
 
 

We need people in the sense that we are the body of Christ and need others to 
speak truth into our lives and confront our sin and offer help and hope. We don’t 
need people to fill some “psychological deficit.” 

 
 
 
 

Ed Welch, “But what about the fact that Scripture commands us to love each others? 
Doesn’t that mean we need love? Not necessarily. More accurately, it means that 
we need TO love rather than that we have a psychological deficit that must be filled 
WITH love (and meaning, significance, and so on). Keep in mind that we have been 
created in the image of God. This means that we have been given gifts that enable 
us to represent and imitate him. Since we were created in love and now are 
sustained by God’s patient love, we bring glory to God by imitating his persistent 
love.” 
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C. Love is a sacrifice to be made, not a salary to be earned (Matthew 22:39; 1 John 
3:16; Ephesians 5:25) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
D. Justification of sin, kills love (James 4:6-10) 
 
 
 
 
Examples of the justification that kills marital love:  
§ My spouse is so annoying or they are so arrogant 
§ My spouse is so demanding 
§ He/she loves the kids way more than me 
§ They only are nice when they want intimacy 
§ He/she doesn’t help enough  
§ He/she always sides with his parents.  
§ He/she cares more about his job than he does me  
§ I tried to love them, but I get nothing in return  
§ He/she hurt me 
§ He/she cheated on me 
§ One time they did this… 
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IV. Do  
 

A. Prayer  
 

B. Help truth stick  
Example #1:  
Ephesians 5:32 — 32 This mystery is profound, and I am saying that it refers to Christ 
and the church.  
• Meaning: Marriage is meant to picture the gospel.   
• Memorable, meaningful application: The most important reality in my marriage 

isn’t my happiness, but if our marriage reflects the gospel  
• Meditation and prayer:  
 
Example #2:  
Acts 20:35 — 35 In all things I have shown you that by working hard in this way we 
must help the weak and remember the words of the Lord Jesus, how he himself said, 
‘It is more blessed to give than to receive.’ ”  
 
• Meaning:  It is better to give to others and to receive from them.  
• Memorable, meaningful application: I will find greater joy and blessing in 

serving my spouse (not in being served).   
• Meditation and prayer:  

 
Example #3:  
Passage – Romans 8:38–39 — 38 For I am sure that neither death nor life, nor angels 
nor rulers, nor things present nor things to come, nor powers, 39 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.  
• Meaning:  God will always, relentless love me.  
• Memorable, meaningful application: My difficult spouse is God loving me, so it 

must be for my good.    
• Meditation and prayer:  

 
 

C. Keep a heart journal  
 
Ask these four questions:  
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A. Your Situation. Who, what, where, when? Summarize what happened: 
 

B. Your Behavior. What did you say, do, and feel in response to what happened? 
Summarize your words, actions and emotions, especially the negative ones: 

 
C. Your Thoughts and Desires. What were you thinking or wanting in the midst of this 

situation? Summarize your attitudes, thoughts, desires, motives, etc., that might 
have driven the wrong behavior. What was your idolatry? Ask yourself this question, 
“What did I want that I did not get?”  

 
 

D. God’s Answers. On the back of this sheet, describe how God would want you to deal 
with this situation now or the next time it occurs. What changes in your behavior 
and in your thoughts, desires, and motives seem needed? What sin and false 
worship do you need to repent of? What biblical truths would counter the lies that 
feed my idolatry? What steps should you take to make things right? 

 
 
D. Unmask your sin and idolatry  

 
§ Our sin and idolatry thrive through telling us lies.  
§ Let me give you a few prominent examples: 

A. “Their sin makes my sin not a sin. So because they did [insert sin here], I am 
justified in my anger/bitterness/nagging/cold shoulder/pouting/sarcasm/harsh 
tone of voice/etc.”  

B. “I can’t be happy if they don’t to [insert action here]” or “I can’t be happy if they  
[insert action here].” 

C. “I sinned because my circumstances/genetics/upbringing” 
§ In this heartwork assignment, I have counselees write out the lies that their sin and 

idols are telling them. The goal with this list is to expose (unmask) the lies of our 
idols and show the untruths, false promises, and deadly lies they are telling you to 
convince you to sin. I then have then find biblical truths that counter those lies.  
 
 

E. Grow in confession through repentance  
 



 14 

§ Confession literally means to “say the same thing.” One thing that encourages 
repentance is to say the same thing as God about our sin. More than we want to 
acknowledge sin, we want to say what Scripture would say about our sin. To grow in 
repentance and overcoming sin it has been helpful for me (and those I counsel), to 
write out a list of confessions about a particular sin. It is meant to show the 
wickedness, foolishness, and danger of sin. I then review those every morning as a 
warning against sin, and in case I need to confess sin.  

§ Below is a sample example of some confessions you could write about anger with 
spouse: 
• In my anger, I am carrying out Satan’s agenda for my family (Ephesians 4:26-27) 
• In my anger, I am sinning first and foremost against God (Psalm 51:4). 
• In my anger, I am committing murder against my spouse in my heart (Matthew 

5:21-26).  
• In my anger, I am not building up my spouse. Even if they do what I want, in 

reality, I am tearing them down (Ephesians 4:29). 
• In my anger, I may see short-term results, but I will one day reap a harvest 

because of my sin (Galatians 6:7).  
• In my anger, I am not loving my spouse, I am loving myself (Philippians 2:21). 
• In my anger, I am saying my spouse’s sins are wrong, but mine are justified when 

in reality there is no excuse for my sin (James 4:6-10) 
• In my anger, I am being foolish (Proverbs 14:29). 
• In my anger, I am making things worse (Proverbs 15:18). 
• In my anger, I am not simply having moments of sin, but am allowing anger and 

bitterness to reside in my heart (Ecclesiastes 7:9). 
• In my anger, I am living out the fruit of the flesh, and not the fruit of the Spirit 

(Galatians 5:19-23). 
 
 

F. Reap and sow  
 

§ Galatians 6:7 –  Do not be deceived: God is not mocked, for whatever one sows, that 
will he also reap.  

§ God says that there are repercussions for what we do. For instance we can’t 
constantly yell and berate our children and expect that it will have no effect on 
them. We want them to see the blessings of obedience and the dangers of sin.  

§ For this assignment, I usually break it up into two different tasks.  
1) Write down what you are currently reaping, or might possibly reap because of 

your sin: The point here is to have a counselee write down what they are 
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currently reaping and also to use their sanctified imagination to write down a list 
of what could happen if they continue down their path of sin. (For instance if 
they are struggling with anger towards their spouse it could lead to their children 
being hardened to the gospel or becoming angry as well; it could lead to a 
plethora of other sins; it could ruin their witness; it could lead to divorce.) 

2) Write down what might be some of the blessings if you live in obedience to God: 
The point here is to have them write down what could happen if they were to 
repent and live in a way that honors God. (For instance they will have greater 
peace and joy; their kids might better see the gospel; they can have a visible 
witness to the unsaved.) 

 
 

G. Come up with an action plan  
 

§ Below is a suggested plan: 
1. Remove yourself (if necessary and possible) 
2. Pray for grace, humility, wisdom, the other person, etc.  
3. Pray through the gospel 
4. Repent (look over your confessions)  
5. Focus on truth to fuel your faith (using your list from letter A of this section) 
6. Seek encouragement/accountability (e.g. have someone you call for prayer and 

wisdom when needed)  
7. Reconcile/pursue tangible opportunities to love 
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STARTING OFF AND GROWING AS A COUNSELOR 
 

1. Starting off 
- Policies and Application 

 
 
 
 

- Observations and Debrief 
 
 
 
 

- Support and Accountability 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Personal Growth 
 
- Continue your self-counseling project 

 
 
 
 

 
- Continue to evaluate your heart in counseling 

 
 
 
 
 

- Continue to evaluate your strengths and weaknesses as a counselor 
 
 
 
 
 
 

- Next six books to read: 
§ “How People Change” by Tim Lane and Paul Tripp 
§ “Cross Talk” by Michael Emlet 
§ “The Cross Centered Life” by C.J. Mahaney 
§ “Good and Angry” by David Powlison 
§ “Running Scared” by Ed Welch 
§ “When People are Big and God is Small” by Ed Welch 

	


