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An essential part of our growth and
change as a child of God is coming to
understand how God uses our daily struggles to
bring about change in our hearts and our lives.
In the midst of our struggles, we don’t naturally
connect the ways we think, feel, and act with
our ultimate destination of life in heaven with
Christ. It takes the work of the Holy Spirit to
help us bridge the gap and connect our struggles
to our future in eternity. 

Positive personal change takes place when
our dream of change lines up with God’s
purposes for change. Keeping eternity in view as
we go about our daily lives gives us a broader
perspective and gives us hope for change in the
midst of our difficult situations and
relationships.

This article gives a very practical example
of how a person can look critically at her own
behavior, then with the help of the Holy Spirit,
change that behavior for the glory of God. 

*     *     *

When I first tried to decide on a problem
for my “self-counseling project,” I actually

wanted to avoid my problem of yelling at my
children. I thought I would see more progress if
I chose something that did not seem so hopeless.
I feared that yelling at my children would be too
hard to change because it seemed so out of my
control. I thought, for example, that if I decided
to work on my habit of eating ice cream
whenever I felt low, I would see more tangible
results. To avoid eating ice cream would be
simple—all I have to do is keep ice cream out of
the house. I might still have the desire, but I
wouldn’t have the temptation.

As I prayed about what to work on for the
project, I sensed the Holy Spirit telling me that
yelling at my kids is what troubles me most
about myself. It was simply time for this to
change!

The Three Trees Model 
The “Three Trees” change model is based

Jeremiah 17:5-10. The metaphors of the passage
form a model for change: the heat of the desert
(a difficult situation), a thorny bush in the
wasteland (our sinful response to the situation),
a tree planted by the river of waters (Christ’s
redemptive activity on the cross), and a fruitful
tree (our changed responses based on God’s
work in our hearts).1

This is what the LORD says:
“Cursed is the one who trusts in man,

who depends on flesh for his strength
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and whose heart turns away from the 
LORD.

He will be like a bush in the wastelands;
he will not see prosperity when it 
comes.

He will dwell in the parched places of the 
desert,
in salt land where no one lives.

But blessed is the man who trusts in the 
LORD,
whose confidence is in Him.

He will be like a tree planted by the water
that sends out its roots by the stream

It does not fear when heat comes;
its leaves are always green.

It has no worries in a year of drought
and never fails to bear fruit.

The heart is deceitful above all things
and beyond cure.

Who can understand it?

I the LORD search the heart 
and examine the mind,
to reward a man according to his 
conduct, 
according to what his deeds deserve.

(Jer. 17:5-10)

Three things stand out in the three months that
I considered this issue of yelling at my children:
recognizing and avoiding the “heat” (the
situations that trigger my yelling response),
identifying the obstacles that I present to
changing my behavior patterns, and feeling the
joy that comes with the fruit of change.
1. The Heat: What is the Difficulty?

One of the most enlightening aspects of
the “Three Trees” model is identifying the
“heat”—the actual events that trigger my sinful
responses to my children. Writing down actual
examples from my everyday life enabled me to
probe what actually bothered me. Change
involved being able to recognize “the heat”
before reacting to it, then knowing it is possible
to avoid reacting to this heat in future
situations.

The greatest obstacle to change is myself. I
typically yell irrationally at my children in one of
two situations. One situation is whenever the

children interfere with my own plans. For
example, I want my oldest child, who is afraid of
the dark, to stop calling out to me at night.
When he calls out to me, he wakes my youngest
child, who has finally fallen asleep after two
hours of trying. My oldest child’s fear of the dark
interferes with my plan to go to bed myself. I get
angry with him instead of lovingly helping him
conquer his fear. 

In the second type of situation, I am
distracted with other “people” issues—dwelling
on the hurt caused by another person to me,
whether personal, or not, e.g., harsh words from
a friend or an impersonal bad interaction on the
telephone. In the first situation with my child, I
am completely self-absorbed, an idol unto myself.
I want what I want: my own uninterrupted sleep.
In the second scenario, I simply struggle with
letting things go. I want to be treated right. That
is more deeply a struggle with self-righteousness
and unforgiveness.  I am discovering what my
“sinful buttons” are so that I can be aware of
them when they are being pushed.
2. The First Tree: The Thornbush and the Sin
that Entangles

One incident remains clear in my mind. I
was on the phone with an extremely rude
customer service representative discussing an
incorrect charge on my husband’s student loan.
My son was eating lunch at the kitchen table.
Although we had been teaching him to stay in
his seat until he finished lunch, he got up
several times while I was on the phone. 

When I got off the phone, I yelled loudly
at my son. I disciplined him in anger and not in
love. I felt unjustly treated by the customer
representative on the phone, but my son took
the brunt of this unjust treatment. The bad fruit
of this thorny bush is my yelling at my children.
My sinful behavior comes out of a heart that has
been captured by something other than Christ:
my own self-righteousness. This bad fruit comes
from bad roots—what I want for myself and
what I believe. When I yell at my kids, I actually
idolize myself as the one who rules. 

Bible verses come to mind that specifically
address this problem and tell me to react in a
different manner.

Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to
speak, and slow to become angry, for man’s
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anger does not bring about the righteous
life that God desires. (James 1:19-20)

So I say, live by the Spirit, and you will not
gratify the desires of the sinful nature.  For
the sinful nature desires what is contrary
to the Spirit, and the Spirit what is
contrary to the sinful nature. They are in
conflict with each other, so that you do not
do what you want. But if you are led by the
Spirit, you are not under the law.  (Gal.
5:16-18)

I feel out-of-control when I yell at my kids. I
take refuge in my own control.

In your anger do not sin. Do not let the
sun go down while you are still angry, and
do not give the devil a foothold. (Eph.
4:26-27)

Live according to God in regard to the
Spirit. The end of things is near. Therefore
be clear-minded and self-controlled so that
you can pray. Above all, love each other
deeply, because love covers over a
multitude of sins.  (I Pet. 4:3b-7)

If anyone speaks, he should do it as one
speaking the very words of God.  (I Pet.
4:11)

3. The Second Tree: The Cross and Our New
Identity 

Who will rescue me from this body of
death? Thanks be to God—through Jesus
Christ our Lord! (Rom. 7:25-25)

God calls me from my thorn bush mentality.  He
calls me to believe and act on the gospel
promises of forgiveness and restoration. I was
born under the dominion of sin, but Christ’s
death broke that hold that sin had over me and
now I can live in new ways even though my
circumstances do not change. Developing into a
tree with good fruit requires that I first recognize
the sinful thorns in my own life, then recognize
that Christ has dominion over these sins. My
heart becomes the dwelling place of Christ and
I respond in new ways to circumstances around
me.  I first seek forgiveness from God (1 John
1:9), then I seek forgiveness from my son
(James 5:16).  These two actions restore my
relationship with both of them.  I pray for God

to help me. I pray for the Spirit to constantly
remind me that my son is one of His beloved.
And I pray that He will help me appropriately
handle these negative situations (unpleasant
phone calls, sleep disturbances) in the future.
4. The Third Tree: Good Fruit and Changed
Behavior

But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace,
patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness,
gentleness, and self control. Against such
things there is no law. Those who belong
to Christ Jesus have crucified the sinful
nature with its passions and desires. Since
we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step
with the Spirit. (Gal. 5:22-25)

With restoration comes the desire for changed
behavior. God’s Spirit within me produces new
fruit in my heart: love, joy, peace, patience,
kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and
self-control. This change brings joy. I find joy in
how God changes me. Now I have hope for
restoration between my children and myself. 

God uses this change to minister to other
moms. I now find concrete ways in which to
change even more. First, my prayers have
changed from not only asking for forgiveness for
my sinful behavior but also asking for help in
putting my children before myself. Second, I am
trying to be clearer in my expectations to my
children, including evaluating whether my
expectations are reasonable and whether I am
responding appropriately when they are not
met. Third, I try to avoid “heat” situations
whenever possible or put them aside when
dealing with my children. 

I find joy in the new hope that I have for
my children, knowing Jesus rescues me. I cling
to Romans 7:25. “What a wretched man I am!
Who will rescue me from this body of death?
Thanks be to God—through Jesus Christ our
Lord.” I know that my children live in a home of
forgiveness, humility, grace, and have freedom
to fall. They do not have to be afraid of me
because they see me rightly hating my sin and
changing my behavior.

It gives me great joy to be able to be
vulnerable with other moms about my struggle
and about how God loves me and continues to
change me. A few weeks ago, a friend shared
with me that she and her husband try not to
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argue or raise their voices in front of her son
because she wants him to grow up in happy
family surroundings. We talked about this goal
and how, while it is not a bad goal, it is one that
is bound to failure because of our own human
nature. 

I shared with her that the most freeing
thing for me has been to ask for my children’s
forgiveness when I sin against them and then
ask them to pray with me. This gives my
children the opportunity to forgive me at the
moment of the problem, instead of holding onto
their anger and resentment on into their adult
lives.  Asking for forgiveness of my children also
gives them the freedom to make mistakes,
knowing that they too can ask for forgiveness. It
gives my children the opportunity to tell me
when I hurt them, and it gives them opportunity
to recognize and confess their own sinful
behavior. Recently, my friend talked about our
discussion on forgiveness in our church home
group. She shared how asking for forgiveness
from her own children when she had sinned
against them has brought an unprecedented
softness to the family. It brought tears to my eyes
that God allowed me the privilege of sharing my
change, then seeing how this change brought
change in the life of another person.

Victory in Jesus
Yes, even in this struggle of yelling at my

children I can have victory in Jesus. I take every
opportunity to tell others about this, especially
moms of young children that I interact with. I
have not totally resolved this problem of yelling
at my children, but God is still growing me in
this area. He has used this struggle to open my
eyes and heart to other areas of my life that need
change and growth. I am confident that this will
lead to more and more growth because “He who
began a good work in me will perfect it until the
day of Christ Jesus” (Phil. 1:6).

_______________________________________________
1 “Self Counseling Project” is a course assignment in the
class, Dynamics of Biblical Change, CCEF. For additional
examples of “Self-Counseling Projects” see JBC 23:2,
Spring 2005.


	Search This Article
	By This Author
	In This Issue
	MAIN MENU
	SEARCH MENU
	HELP



