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Introduction: The Heart as Cognitive, Volitional, and Affective
The Bible uses the language of the “hea!t” to speak about the core of the person, the control center, what drives us. 
Philosophers and theologians have long debated the question: just what is the center of a person?

Is it his thinking? If so, then the deepest problems people will have is that their thinking goes wrong. They believe lies 
and need to come to a proper understanding. This, then, would set the agenda for biblical counseling as training in 
truth .  We might call this a cognitive  emphasis.

Or, is the center of a person his will,  his capacity to choose? If so, then the deepest problems people will have is that 
they make rebellious choices, and the agenda for biblical counseling will center on bringing people around to right 
choices that are pleasing to God. We might call this a volitional  emphasis.

Or, the center of the person his affections, desires, longings and emotions? If so, then the deepest problems people 
will have is that they have come to love the wrong things; they love what God hates and hate what he loves. In this 
case, the agenda for biblical counseling will be to promote renewed love, desires and longings. We might call this an 
affective  emphasis.

In fact, we must keep all of these together—cognitive, volitional, affective—seeing them more like three perspectives 
on the hea!t.  Don’t reduce biblical counseling to just getting people to think right (cognitive) or behave right 
(volitional), or to feel right (affective).

For biblical counseling to be truly biblically, we must be able to zoom in and focus on the key issues of the hea!t,  
which drives the whole person, but we must also be able to zoom out and see the whole person in context. So, in 
addition to these perspectives on the hea!t,  we might add that people are inherently:

• Relational: we must consider how a person relates to God (most of all), and to other people

• Physical: we must see a person as embodied, not just spiritual

Learn from the Past: Biblical Counseling Can Tend to 
Overemphasize the Cognitive and Volitional
Biblical Counselor Jeremy Pierre shows how, in the early years of biblical counseling, the reaction to various secular 
models of psychology may have resulted in overreaction. In an effo!t to bring us back to a biblical view of people as 
mo!ally responsible, accountable to God, and not merely the products of our personal histories or biology, the early 
biblical counseling movement overreacted and resulted in a truncated view of the person as merely cognitive 
(thinking) and volitional (choosing).

Pierre quotes Jay Adams, the founder of the biblical counseling movement, where Adams shows how he thinks about 
how people should and should not be understood:

Usual counseling methods recommend frequent long excursions back into the intricacies of the why and 
wherefores of behavior. Instead, nouthetic counseling is largely committed to a discussion of the what. All the 
why that a counselee needs to know can be clearly demonst!ated in the what. What was done? What must be 
done to rectify it? What should future responses be? In nouthetic counseling the stress falls upon the "what" 
!ather than the "why" because the ' 'why''  is already known before counseling begins. The reason why people 
get into trouble in their relationships to God and others is because of their sinful natures. Men are born 
sinners.

Much time is wasted by asking why. The question "Why" may lead to speculation and blame-shifting; "What" 
leads to solutions to problems. "What have you been doing?" is a ve!"  significant question to ask. Having 
answered that question, counselors may then ask: "What can be done about this situation? What does God say 
must be done?" because nouthetic counseling seeks to correct sinful behavior patterns by personal 
confrontation and repentance, the stress is upon "What"—what is wrong? and what needs to be done about it? 
People never understand the why more clearly than when the focus is upon the what.1
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Pierre goes on to critique Adams’ point:

This quotation illust!ates how Adams' emphasis on establishing human responsibility leads to a volitional 
emphasis in nouthetic counseling. If sinful behavior is identified, the counselor has an instructive role that 
appeals to the counselee's will (volition), by means of verbal reasoning to the mind (cognition) to bring about 
behavio!al change. Questions of why are represented as possible threats to an emphasis on human 
responsibility.

But a proper understanding of the human hea!t sees no conflict between the why question and human 
responsibility. Why questions are hea!t questions. Why does someone choose one pa!ticular sinful behavior 
over another? Why does he not sin in greater ways? Why is she so faithful in one pa!t of her life and not in 
another? Why does he seem so ir!ational in ce!tain situations and not others? Why does he respond with such 
strong emotions to ce!tain stimuli? Such questions do not threaten human responsibility, but !ather shed 
fu!ther light into how responsible mo!al agents are functioning internally in response to their circumstances 
in the constant battle between faith and unbelief.2

Movement Toward a More Comprehensive View
Our categories of cognitive, affective and volitional are borrowed from Jeremy Pierre in his recent work, ‘Trust in the 
Lord with All Your Heart’”:  The Centrality of Faith in Christ to the Restoration of Human Functioning.3 Considering a few other 
f!ameworks will shed fu!ther light.

Bob Kellemen
Some within the biblical counseling movement have strived to advance the disciple beyond these early overreactions. 
Biblical Counselor Bob Kellemen, for example, outlines the following dimensions of biblical personhood:

• Relational—spiritual and social (affections, longing)

• Rational (mindsets, thinking)

• Volitional (purposes, choosing)

• Emotional (mood states, feeling)

• Physical (habituated tendencies, acting)4

Kellemen asse!ts: “Various models of Christian counseling emphasize one or another of these capacities of 
personhood. Truly biblical counseling understands and addresses all of them.”5

His model overlaps with our three perspectives on the hea!t:  Where we’ve spoken of the cognitive, Kellemen speaks of 
the Rational; where we’ve spoken of the volition, Kellemen chooses the same term; where we’ve spoken of the 
affective, Kellemen uses two terms (more or less overlapping)—Relational and Emotional. These are the dimensions, 
aspects or capacities of the hea!t.  Finally, Kellemen reminds us with his fifth element that a person is Physical, which 
includes the body’s habituated tendencies.

The Biblical Counseling Coalition
The Biblical Counseling Coalition (BCC) is a group of a pastors, professors, professional counselors, and authors who 
have various levels of leadership within the biblical counseling movement. Their purpose includes the presentation of 
a unified, positive, fo!#ard-moving view of biblical counseling; hopefully moving away from some of the 
f!agmentation and overreaction and that has unfo!tunately cha!acterized the past gene!ation of biblical counseling.

The BCC confessional statement reflects the trend toward a more comprehensive view of personhood, such as in the 
following statements: 6
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• “Wise counseling seeks to address both the inward and outward aspects of human life to bring thorough and 
lasting change into the image of Christ. The Bible is clear that human behavior is not mechanical, but grows out 
of a hea!t that desires, longs, thinks, chooses, and feels in ways that are oriented either toward or against 
Christ.”

• “A comprehensive biblical understanding sees human beings as relational (spiritual and social), !ational, 
volitional, emotional, and physical. Wise counseling takes the whole person seriously in his or her whole life 
context. It helps people to emb!ace all of life face-to-face with Christ so they become more like Christ in their 
relationships, thoughts, motivations, behaviors, and emotions.”

Gerry Breshears
Ger!"  Breshears is Professor of Systematic Theology at Western Semina!"  in Po!tland, OR and a frequent co-author 
with Pastor Mark Driscoll (e.g.,  Vintage Jesus, Death by Love, Vintage Church, Doctrine). Breshears outlines eight aspects 
of human personhood, all of which are impo!tant conside!ations in counseling:

1. Spiritual (related to God and spiritual beings)

2. Physical (actions)

3. Emotional (feelings, affections, passions)

4. Intellectual (beliefs, ideas, imagination, reason, perceptions, images, memories)

5. Volitional (intentions, decisions, choices)

6. Vocational (calling, purpose)

7. Family (heritage, nuclear, extended)

8. Social (friends, relationships, culture)7

While Breshears is not publicly affiliated with the biblical counseling movement, his model shows conside!able overlap with that 
of Kellemen and the BCC:

• Breshears has Intellectual, where Kellemen has Rational

• Volitional, Physical, and Emotional are held in mostly in common

• Breshears’ catego!" of Emotional overlaps with Kellemen’s Relational, which also makes it a closer fit to our “affective”.

• Breshears’ categories of Social and Family overlap with Kellemen’s Relational.

In addition, Breshears a couple of distinct dimensions:

• Spiritual, by which he d!aws attention to the human capacity to relate to non-human persons, namely God and demons.

• Vocational

Summary
The purpose in considering all of these perspectives is to keep us from reducing the complexity of human personhood and 
thereby truncating our concerns in biblical counseling. If humans were only cognitive beings, then we might only be concerned 
with making sure they believe truth and not lies. In fact, however, the problem is much more complex than that, requiring us to 
think much more comprehensively, including (at least):

• Affective: we love lies

• Volitional: we choose lies and live by them

• Relational, Family, Social: we learn lies and teach them to others in the context of our relationships

• Physical: we become habituated to acting on lies, which often affects our bodies (e.g., the physical effects of anxiety, 
alcoholism, pornog!aphy)

• Spiritual: we are assaulted by a Liar

Use whatever terminology feels most comfo!table. There’s no need to get preoccupied with any pa!ticular f!amework for 
describing these various dimensions of personhood. And its usually best not to use overly technical sounding terms with 
counselees. But get your mind around a comprehensive view of people and emb!ace the implications for your biblical counseling.

The following diag!am shows how these various f!ameworks overlap:
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Other Voices on the Heart as Cognitive, Volitional, and Affective
Jonathan Edwards via Eric Johnson
“[Jonathan] Edwards believed that the Holy Spirit's work made possible a new set of spiritual affective experiences: a relishing, 
an enjoying, a rejoicing in things that before would not produce these emotions. In cont!ast to the intellect, which was concerned 
with understanding objects, the hea!t was the set of faculties concerned with movement toward or away from objects and 
included the appetites, the emotions, motivation and the will. According to Edwards, the hea!t produces a sense of value, beauty 
or glo!" and initiates action toward the beautiful and away from the ugly, so that, when enlightened by the Holy Spirit, the hea!t 
experiences a delight in God and his beauty, a consent to him and his ways, and a corresponding movement toward God and 
away from sin.”8

James K.A. Smith
James K.A. Smith is a reformed and pentecostal philosopher-theologian. While his work does not address counseling or 
psychology, per se, he does a lot of work on understanding human personhood. Especially, he is concerned to show that the 
!ationalistic tendency of modernism (a la Desca!tes) results in a disto!ted view of humanity, an overly-cognitive view. People are 
not just “b!ains on sticks”; we are not merely “thinking things”. Most cent!ally, we are “lovers”; we are oriented toward what we 
love.

His book Thinking in Tongues provides thorough critique of this !ationalistic tendency, showing that the more affective/passional 
view of persons that is more typical in pentecostal thinking is an impo!tant corrective to renew a biblical view of persons.9 Smith 
argues that this is not only a more biblical view, but it is all attested in church histo!", especially prior to the influence of 
Modernism. Smith especially likes to cite St. Augustine:

A life of discipleship—a life of obedience and joy, a life of repentance and t!ansformation—is not the fruit of merely 
intellectual assent or conviction. Indeed, the spiritual giants throughout the ages (think of book 8 of Augustine’s 
Confessions) regularly attest that the challenge of discipleship is not solely one of knowledge, but more a matter of will 
and desire. The husband can know he’s not supposed to be doing X and Y but still finds himself almost helpless to stop. 
Why is that? Augustine would say that this is because his love remains disordered; pentecostal spirituality implicitly says 
that the affective and emotional core of his identity needs to be reformed and redirected. Changes in a way of life will 
not take place until that affective core is reached.10

Thomas Cranmer via Ashley Null
Anglican historian Ashley Null summarizes the anthropology of Archbishop Thomas C!anmer:

“What the hea!t loves, the will chooses, and the mind justifies...The mind doesn’t direct the will. The mind is actually 
captive to what the will wants, and the will itself, in turn, is captive to what the hea!t wants”11

Scripture Showing the Cognitive, Volitional, Affective
Cognitive
Do not be conformed to this world, but be t!ansformed by the renewal of your mind, that by testing you may discern what is the 
will of God, what is good and acceptable and pe!fect. (Romans 12:2 ESV)

Volitional
But I say to you that eve!"one who looks at a woman with lustful intent has already committed adulte!" with her in his hea!t. 
(Matthew 5:28 ESV)

But someone will say, “You have faith and I have works.” Show me your faith apa!t from your works, and I will show you my faith 
by my works. (James 2:18 ESV)
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Affective
Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hea!ts to impurity, to the dishonoring of their bodies among themselves,
(Romans 1:24 ESV)

For I wrote to you out of much affliction and anguish of hea!t and with many tears, not to cause you pain but to let you know the 
abundant love that I have for you. (2 Corinthians 2:4 ESV)

And let the peace of Christ rule in your hea!ts, to which indeed you were called in one body. And be thankful. Let the word of 
Christ dwell in you richly, teaching and admonishing one another in all wisdom, singing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, 
with thankfulness in your hea!ts to God. (Colossians 3:15-16 ESV)

All Together
And so, from the day we heard, we have not ceased to p!ay for you, asking that you may be filled with the knowledge of his will in 
all spiritual wisdom and understanding, so as to walk in a manner wo!thy of the Lord, fully pleasing to him, bearing fruit in eve!" 
good work and increasing in the knowledge of God. May you be strengthened with all power, according to his glorious might, for 
all endu!ance and patience with joy, giving thanks to the Father, who has qualified you to share in the inheritance of the saints in 
light. (Colossians 1:9-12 ESV)

“Knowledge and understanding are primarily cognitive concepts; walking in a wo!thy manner is primarily a volitional concept; 
and joyfulness in patience is primarily an affective concept.”12
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