
 THE ANATOMY OF A GOOD THINK LIST    TIM KEETER 

If you are engaging in discipleship and counseling that is truly biblical in its goals and 
prac:ce, then you are addressing the need for and the process of change in the life of 
the counselee.  The need for change is iden:fied in the reproof of God’s Word when the 
counselee’s thoughts and/or ac:ons are revealed to be “out of step” with Scripture.  The 
process of true, God-honoring change is possible only for believers and is progressive in 
nature as long as we are living on this sin-cursed earth.  This process results in the 
believer gradually becoming freer from sin and more like Jesus Christ. 

The ac:vity of this process involves the work of God and the work of man.  God washes 
us by the water of the Word (Eph. 5:26) and matures us as we hear, study, and apply His 
Word (2 Co. 3:18).  Faithful believers are called to whole-heartedly par:cipate in God’s 
work by mor:fying “the deeds of the body” (Ro. 8:13), godly self-discipline (1 Ti. 4:7), 
living in a way that reflects our wonderful salva:on (Eph. 4:1,17), fleeing sinful prac:ces 
(1 Ti. 6:11), pursuing righteousness (2 Ti. 2:22), controlling our thinking (Phil. 4:8), and so 
forth. 

Paul summarized this process as “renewing of the mind”. 

Ro. 12:2  And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the 
renewing of your mind, so that you may prove what the will of God is, that 
which is good and acceptable and perfect. 

Col. 3:8–10ff  But now you also, put them all aside: anger, wrath, malice, slander, 
and abusive speech from your mouth. Do not lie to one another, since you laid 
aside the old self with its evil prac>ces, and have put on the new self who is 
being renewed to a true knowledge according to the image of the One who 
created him—  

Eph. 4:22–24  that, in reference to your former manner of life, you lay aside the 
old self, which is being corrupted in accordance with the lusts of deceit, and 
that you be renewed in the spirit of your mind, and put on the new self, which 
in the likeness of God has been created in righteousness and holiness of the 
truth. 

I emphasize mind renewal here because the “new self” referenced in Col. 3:10 and Eph. 
4:24 has already been “put on” (once and for all) when the believer was jus:fied.  This 
new self is thus con:nually being renewed. 

So at the risk of over-simplifying: when we counsel, one of our responsibili:es is to come 
alongside others to help them in their part of the process of mind renewal.  The mind is 
a cri:cal part of whole-heart obedience (to which I would add the will and affec:ons).  
John Owens referred to the mind as the “watchman of the soul”, because if “the mind 
fails to iden:fy a sin as evil, wicked, vile, and biaer, the affec:ons will not be safe from 



clinging to it, nor the will from giving consent.” .  Furthermore, if we are going to help 1

others change in a specific way, we must first discern specifically what counselees need 
to change; as counselors, we do this through thorough data gathering and searching of 
the Scriptures. 

I really can’t think of a :me in my counseling experience when the instruc:on of how to 
change did not involve the counselee learning to think and reason or evaluate in a more 
biblical way.  But therein lies the great challenge for me (and possibly for you) – we can 
oeen arrive at “Here is how you need to think about that …” but this rarely (if ever) 
results in an instantaneous and final departure from the old way of thinking.  The fact is 
that your counselee does not think that way now, and this new way of thinking will not 
come naturally because it opposes a precondi:oned habit fueled by their idolatry. 

Even if you succeed in convincing your counselee on Monday evening at 7 pm that this 
new way of thinking is best, will they s:ll choose this new evalua:on Friday at 2:15 pm 
when their idolatry is once again challenged?  I hope so.  You hope so.  We pray for it 
(don’t we?).  But how do we help them deliberately train for growth so as to replace a 
long-prac:ced, habitual, sinful way of thinking with a brand new, biblical thought 
process? 

Think Lists: What Are They? 
I was first introduced to the concept of “Think Lists” while reading Jay Adams back in my 
earlier days of counselor training.  Dr. Adams proposed using this tool (usually in 
associa:on with Phil. 4:8) as a means to counteract sinful or unprofitable thinking; he 
described it as “a list of things to think about whenever you find your mind wandering 
towards areas into which it should not trespass.”   For me, Wayne Mack helped expand 2

the concept through a detailed worksheet intended to guide counselees in how to apply 
Phil. 4:8 principles.   Perhaps one of my favorite resources is an appendix in a book by 3

John Vandegriff because it includes prac:cal “projects” associated with each type of 
godly thinking listed in Phil. 4:8 as it applies to fearful, hurmul, and lusmul thinking and to 
self-pity.  4

When I first began assigning Think Lists to counselees, I was frankly not very skilled at 
popula:ng them and neither were my counselees.  I also lacked a clear plan as to how to 
use them effec:vely.  Over :me, I began to find this tool to be a helpful and valuable 
means of training in righteousness for my counselees, myself, my wife, and my children. 
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Key Elements of Think Lists  
Allow me to suggest six, rudimentary quali:es of a good think list: 

I.Follows a “Spiral development” process 

In my job, I oeen work on projects that include developing soeware products for a 
customer.  Much of the :me, we follow what the industry refers to as a “spiral 
process”.  This process begins by determining the requirements of what the 
customer needs the soeware to do followed by the design, development, and tes:ng 
of the soeware product.  At that point, the customer can evaluate the first version of 
the soeware and provide feedback on what needs to change (i.e., new or modified 
requirements).  We then go back through the same cycle of design, development, 
and tes:ng, and we repeat it un:l the product sufficiently meets the customer’s 
need (or we run out of :me and/or money).  The idea (at least in theory) is that at 
the end of each itera:on, the soeware product is more mature and useful. 

So it is with the development of think lists; you should expect that they will evolve 
over :me.  You and your counselee should update and refine his think list as the 
counselee grows and as you are beaer able to discern the problem. 

For example, aeer a first session with “Eric” (a professing believer), you discern that 
he has an unbiblical view of God’s purposes in trials.  But since you lack context as to 
specific ways Eric responds to trials, your think list items are very general. 

1. There is no trial or trouble that God will not use to His glory and to make me 
more like Christ. 
(Ro. 8:28-29) 

2. At all :mes, God is …  

Perfect in His love 

Infinite in His wisdom 

Complete in His sovereignty  5

3. Am I regularly expressing gra:tude to God for His holy purpose in all of my 
trials? (Jas. 1:2-4; 1 Thes. 5:16-18) 

However, upon returning the following week, Eric presents you with details about 
two “events" that occurred since your last mee:ng.  In both of those events, Eric had 
something break on an old pickup truck on which he depended for his job income, 
alluding (at least in Eric’s mind) to the eventual demise of the vehicle.  His response 
reveals a sinful preoccupa:on with finances that is specifically focused on the next 
significant expense he faces, the purchase of another pickup truck.  Furthermore, his 
preoccupa:on with his truck was affec:ng his work ethic.  Now, with more data in 
hand, you are able to discern more specifically how Eric needs to change.  What you 
assigned last week is s:ll very relevant, but now you add to the list: 

 Bridges, Jerry, Trus>ng God: Even When Life Hurts. Colorado Springs, CO: Navpress, 1988, p. 18.5



4. This is God’s truck.  If it breaks down, then He will give me the grace to deal 
with it at that :me.  Right now, I should be concerned with being God’s kind 
of employee, working hear:ly as unto the Lord (Col. 3:23). 

5. Am I being content with the basics? (Phil. 4:11-13) 

Perhaps as you con:nue, you learn of specific ways Eric needs to change as a 
husband, so you add items relevant to his du:es as a husband to the list.  Over :me, 
Eric may develop a new, godly habit of responding to financial concerns, so you can 
remove items to make way for new areas of focus.   

It’s a spiral development. 

II.Is simple and focused 

As tempted as we can some:mes be to load a counselee down with dozens of 
Scripture passages and biblical truths, such quan:ty is not oeen a helpful approach.  
The contents of a think list should address what you are emphasizing in counseling, 
and the number of areas of emphasis should be few, not many.  Addi:onally, the 
best entries are precise and concise such that they are conducive to memoriza:on 
and recall. 

III.Iden:fies sin as “sin” 

This is a requisite feature of biblical counseling and representa:ve of sober, God-
honoring thinking (1 Co. 2:13), so it should be reflected in how we populate think 
lists.  This can be especially helpful in reminding the counselee of how 
precondi:oned, sinful habits are typically manifested in their lives.  Con:nuing with 
Eric’s list, we could add: 

6. Worrying about temporal things like my truck is sin from 
which I must repent. (Mt. 6:25) 

Helping Eric’s mind iden:fy sin, especially when it first rears its head, promotes a 
paaern of repentance and emphasizes the biblical process for spiritual growth. 

IV.Teaches/reinforces counseling instruc:on 

From the counselee’s perspec:ve, listening to even 15-20 minutes of instruc:on can 
be overwhelming, like drinking through the proverbial fire hose.  I find it helpful to 
ask myself before the end of a session, “What would I want drilled into his head 
between now and the next session?”  If I can ar:culate the answer to that ques:on 
in a concise and precise manner, then I have elements to include on a think list that 
will allow the per:nent components of my counseling instruc:on to soak in un:l the 
next :me we meet. 

V.Reminds the counselee of biblical truths relevant to their problems 

Oeen I find that if I do a good job during the :me of instruc:on, a brief sentence or 
phrase is all that is needed to bring to mind the fuller content.  For example, in 
addressing conflict between my two sons that led to some biaerness, jealousy, and 
anger, we studied Cain and Able in Genesis 4.  One of the things I wanted to impress 



upon my boys was that if lee unaddressed by God’s grace and their repentance, that 
sinful root would only worsen – perhaps not to murder, but certainly to the demise 
of a brotherly rela:onship and their rela:onship with the Lord.  While discussing the 
passage, I took note that the imagery in verse 7 resonated well with the boys.  So 
aeer we prayed, here is how I summarized the lesson from Genesis 4 for their think 
lists: 

Sin is crouching at the door and its desire is for me, but I must master it. 

Another point to make here is that oeen in counseling we are helping them to learn 
to understand what obedience “looks like”.  That involves not only doing the right 
things, but doing them for the right reasons.  Think lists can help your counselee 
remember to check their mo:ves as they learn new behaviors.  For example: 

In :mes of tempta:on, I will meditate on Gospel truths to mo:vate me to make 
wise choices.  
(Heb. 12:1-3) 

Being a godly husband means I must place great value and effort into my wife’s 
sanc:fica:on.  
(Eph. 5:25-27) 

As you go over something that happened recently to the counselee where they 
responded sinfully, you can help populate a think list by asking the ques:on, “The 
next :me a situa:on like this happens to you, what do you need to remember to 
help you choose obedience?” 

Nothing is worth sinning against God.  Obeying God is more important than 
having my own way.  
(Ps. 119:104,128) 

(To review before going inside my house aeer a full day at work): My home is my 
primary mission field – nothing I have done today is more important than being 
faithful to the ministry opportuni:es and privileges that God has prepared for me 
tonight. 

VI.Mo:vates godly behavior/responses 

This point has been illustrated in the previous examples, but it bears reminding that 
disciplined, biblical thinking strongly references and appeals to God’s Word with the 
goal of having it flow out of us through our words, ac:ons, responses, etc.  Good 
think lists will therefore emphasize the connec:on between God’s truths and the 
counselee’s thoughts and ac:ons.  In par:cular, the contents of a think list should 
focus on specific applica:ons and implementa:ons of Scripture that need to become 
habitual in the counselee’s life. 



How to Use Think Lists  
In reference to using think lists, Jay Adams wrote that “Overcoming your problem takes 
prior planning,”  and that involves planning to not sin as well as planning to obey. The 6

inten:on behind employing think lists is to have a tool that will help prepare your 
counselee to think biblically prior to :mes of tempta:on.  This helps the counselee to 
prac>ce how they think and reason un:l it becomes more habitual, and it will only 
become a new habit when the mind is informed and ac:vated by Scripture.  
Commen:ng on Ro. 12:1-2, John MacArthur writes, “The renewed mind is one saturated 
with and controlled by the Word of God.”  7

It is en:rely possible that the concept of developing new thinking habits is foreign to 
your counselee, but it helps if they recognize that their unbiblical thinking is also a habit 
that has been prac:ced for a long :me.  They developed those habits to assist in 
pursuing idolatrous desires – now they will need to develop biblical habits to assist in 
pursuing godly desires. 

This, of course, takes a sustained, deliberate effort.  So when I assign a think list to a 
counselee, here is the general guidance I provide them about using the list: 

Keep it with you so you can review it frequently. 

Carry it around in a way that is convenient to you and hopefully not prone to be 
forgoaen.  For some, that’s a folded piece of paper or 3x5 index card in a shirt 
pocket; for others, it’s a PDF file on a smart phone.  Either way, if you don’t have it 
on you when you have the opportunity or need to review it, it doesn’t do you much 
good; take it with you everywhere you go. 

Review it carefully. 

This is not a document intended for 15-second scans (at least not at first).  If it is 
truly populated with biblical truths that address serious issues in your life, then you 
need to allow it to soak in, like a tea bag in hot water.  When you read through it, 
meditate on small chunks at a :me.  Imagine yourself in a typical scenario where you 
may be tempted to sin like before, but this :me your imagined self remembers what 
is on your think list and then responds in such a way as to exalt your Savior. 

Pray through each item, repen:ng of your sinful habits that have ins:gated the need 
for this list.  Ask God to help you make this way of thinking part of you and thank 
Him for the guidance His Word has provided. 

If there are Scripture passages associated with items on the list, memorize them so 
as to hide the Word of God in your heart.  In fact, if you review the list frequently 
enough and long enough, you should basically have it memorized as well.  To take 
things one step further, prac:ce ar:cula:ng parts of your list to others.  Thinking 
through a truth is a good prac:ce, but being able to explain it to someone requires 
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an even more thorough command of the subject.  Aeer all, when you are in a 
moment of tempta:on, you will need to essen:ally speak it to yourself even under 
distrac:ng circumstances. 

Review and pray through the think list at op>mum >mes. 

Having the right things on your think list is only part of the baale.  Un:l the items 
become more “automa:c” for you, you must be strategic about choosing when you 
review the list.  In general, review the list when you are at your “best” physically and 
most focused mentally.  Right before you collapse into bed and fall asleep is not one 
of those :mes.  Neither is the :me of day at work when your job ac:vi:es are the 
most hec:c and demanding.   

Counselors should work with their counselees to iden:fy the best :mes and find 
ways to schedule reminders and/or record evidence that the counselee has been 
diligent.  I have found it to be par:cularly helpful to have them review the list during 
breaks at work, during meals, in the car before going into work, in the car before 
going back into the house aeer work, in wai:ng rooms before appointments, etc. 

If you have iden:fied common :mes or loca:ons of tempta:on, then by all means 
review the list before those :mes.  For example, I have directed husbands to sit in 
their driveway and not go inside their homes aeer work un:l they have prayed 
through their list.  Wives at home may benefit from a review right before the :me of 
day where they are most tempted to just lay down on the couch, right before their 
husbands come home from work, or right before the children come home from 
school.  Singles dealing with struggles in the evenings when they are alone should 
review their lists at the start of those alone :mes. 

In the spirit of flexibility, whenever you see trouble looming (e.g., internal frustra:on 
begins to build), step aside if you can and look over your list at that :me.  For 
example, a young person who begins to display sinful anger at home with a sibling 
can recover well and build upon new habits by stepping into their bedroom to pray 
through their list at that :me. 

Review the list aQer a failure to obey. 

These can actually be some of the most profitable :mes to review a think list 
because it helps promote repentance.  In your review of the circumstance that 
occurred, how does what you were thinking and wan:ng line up against your think 
list?  How might you have responded differently if you had remembered what is on 
your list?  Is there something that needs to be added to or revised on your list (i.e., 
as part of the “spiral development” process)? 

If the counselee is diligent in following these basic guidelines, by God’s sufficient grace 
and the work of the Holy Spirit, the contents of the list will eventually soak in and result 
in new habits of thinking and reasoning. 



Think Lists and Children 
I briefly men:oned earlier that my wife and I use think lists with our children; that was 
the case even when our children were too young to read or write.  All of the points I 
have made about how to use think lists applies to training children in principle, but we 
did a few things a liale differently to compensate for their youth.  For instance, I don’t 
expect a six-year old to carry around his think list so that during recess he decides it is a 
good :me to retreat to the monkey bars and meditate on God’s Word. 

 Even if the child cannot read or write well, parents can teach the list to liale ones much 
like they would a catechism.  If the child can write, a good method for memoriza:on is to 
have them rewrite the list one or more :mes each day for a week or two.  For example, 
here is how we instructed our young children for the first two weeks of a new think list: 

• Write out the numbered statements once per day 

• Begin memoriza:on of each Scripture passage 

• Pray with Mom and Dad each night for God to help him with each item 

 Once they knew the list well enough, our usage changed to: 

• Con:nue memoriza:on 

• When Mom, Dad, or [the child] sense that he is struggling with sinful anger, he is 
to rewrite the list and pray through it 

• When he has a good command of the list, he can be asked to simply review and 
pray through the list during :mes of tempta:on  

It is important to note that the list is never to be used as a punishment device.  This is a 
tool that is construc:ve – something that helps them understand what obedience looks 
like and to learn that obedience is lovely and best for them.  I will never forget the words 
of my youngest son when under convic:on for a paaern of sinful anger in his life (I think 
he was about 6 years old): “I know I’m angry.  I just don’t know how not to be angry.” 

“I know, son,” we replied, “and we are going to show you how and help you learn.” 

That earned a memorable hug from a child who s:ll needed to realize his desperate 
need of a Savior.  This brings me to my final point about using think lists with children: 
don’t neglect the gospel for the unbelievers in your home.  The point is that they cannot 
please God by doing the things on the list any more than they can save themselves.  To 
drive that home, we oeen ended our lists with the item: 

I need Jesus to save me and change my heart so that I can be a wise boy. 

Jn. 14:6   Jesus said to him, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one   
comes to the Father but through Me.” 

I’d like to share one final encouragement to parents about the usefulness of think lists 
with children.  The very first :me we developed a think list for a child was for our oldest 
son, Gabe, who was dealing with a paaern of sinful anger mo:vated by a love of control.  
We stuck with the list for several weeks and saw a good change in his ac:ons and, more 



importantly, a soeening in his heart about his own sinfulness.  Two years later, we were 
packing up our home to move, and Carmen, my wife, found the crumpled list in his desk 
drawer.  Feeling a bit nostalgic, she showed it to Gabe in a “remember this” sense.  Well, 
it turns out that the list was crumpled because Gabe had been using it the whole :me.  
Every :me he sensed sinful anger in his heart and was convicted by it, he would retreat 
to his room to look over the list.  Why?  Because he found comfort and hope in the 
biblical instruc:on it contained.  Even if Gabe eventually forgets the contents of that list, 
I pray he will remember that God’s Word is packed full of hope and help for anything he 
will ever face. 

Conclusions and Resources 
I hope you consider using this helpful tool with your counselees who need a liale more 
structure in building new habits of thinking and reasoning.  Whether you realize it or 
not, there are many examples of good think list items all around you if you read and 
study good, biblical materials related to counseling and discipleship.  On our church 
website, for example, is my compila:on of helpful and prac:cal comments from several 
books focused on helping husbands and wives – most all of which can be included on a 
think list.  8

Here are few of my other favorite sources: 

• Chapter 2 of Heart of Anger (Lou Priolo):  
“25 Ways That Parents Provoke Their Children to Anger” 

• From Pride to Humility (Stuart Scoa):  
Lists for manifesta:ons of pride and manifesta:ons of humility 

• Prac>cing Proverbs (Richard Mayhue):  
Excellent organiza:on of the Proverbs into prac:cal categories 

• In the Arena of the Mind (John Vandegriff):  
Tables applying Phil 4:8 to fearful thinking, hurmul thinking, self-pity, & lust 

• Various booklets by Jay Adams, Lou Priolo, Mark Shaw, CCEF, etc. 

 See “Husband’s Guide to Companionship” and “Wife’s Guide to Companionship” on www.gcchsv.org8
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