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Relationship issues are perhaps the most common complaint brought to biblical counselors, 
because relationships of all variety dominate our day-to-day lives.  A review of Scripture reveals 
that the human being is relational by design because our Creator is a relational God.  
Abercrombie and Abercrombie (2005) wrote: 
 

“Rather than being distant and unattainable, our God has chosen to reveal Himself to the 
world in an accessible and personal way.  Evidence of this is found throughout Scripture as 
God draws us repeatedly toward intimacy, communication, and fellowship with Him.  God’s 
relational nature is also present in the order He defines for Christian living.  Within the Bible 
are multiple instructions that convey the importance of marriage, parent-child relationships, 
the genealogy of the family, fellowship and friendship, work, and unity of the body of Christ.  
God also warns us of relational positions that compromise His plans for us by undermining 
His order of correct and natural affiliations” (p. 239). 

 
In spite of this divine demonstration of relatedness and the abundance of information provided 
through the Word, many of us are ineffective in responding to the key relationships in our lives.  
While we tend to focus on various “reasons” for the collapse of the family and the disunity in other 
settings, Scripture will always bring us back to the same conclusion: “My spouse, children, friend, 
pastor, coworker, or employer is not my problem.”   
 
Mental health professionals are trained with a different orientation. While some psychological 
theories speak of personal responsibility, most direct attention to factors of “causation.”  Put 
plainly, most psychological professionals search for the “reasons” that explain “why” families and 
couples act and relate in dysfunctional ways.  As with individual issues, the profession is biased to 
consider genetic and biological factors; family history and patterns; relational dynamics including 
methods of communication, conflict resolution, etc.; and developmental failures and traumas that 
bring meaning to the current life situation.   
 
As biblical counselors, it is important to know and consider all of these factors.  But while these 
areas bring a degree of explanation; they do not create a clear “cause and effect” relationship, nor 
can they be cited as “excuses” for how one behaves.  The presence of medical issues, past injury, 
illness, trauma, and dysfunction does not provide remedies for spiritual problems.   
 
As with individual issues, refusal to respond to God’s directives, the yielding to sin and impulse, 
and the undoing of a committed, personal walk with Jesus, produce the preponderance of our 
chaos and pain.  When we are separated from God through sin (Isaiah 59:1-2), then we have lost 
contact with the template that defines and directs all other relationships in our lives.  The health of 
our connections to humans, will always reflect, the health of our relationship with, and 
dependency on, Christ. 
 
As counselors, it does not matter if we are meeting with one person, a couple, or a family of 
twelve; adherence to biblical structure, the message of personal accountability before God, the 
need for individual responsibility and change, and the movement from external to internal 
examination does not change.  Therefore, the message of the counselor to those being 
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counseled, does not change.  While there are some unique challenges associated with counseling 
couples and families, individual truth is the same, one-on-one or in a group. 
 
Psychological approaches address the “horizontal” relationships between individuals.  That is, the 
focus is on how we relate to one another; the method and nature of our communication; conflict 
resolution; and developing a healthy structure of interaction.  These points can be important 
components of counseling and discipleship as we seek to help our clients relate in a more godly 
and productive manner.  But the biblical approach to family must first address itself to the 
“vertical” relationship between individuals and God, through our Mediator, Jesus.  It is impossible 
to teach proper and healthy communication and structure between family members if there is a 
breach or barrier between family members and the Lord (1 Peter 3:1-7).   
 
Traditional, secular, family therapy gives great attention to the “interactive” elements of a marriage 
and/or family.  Focus is given to issues of authority, power, communicational styles, family history, 
patterns of past learning, and thought processes that have manifested as dysfunctional patterns 
within the home (Gurman and Kniskern, 1981).  What and why things happen between people is 
the central concern.  In short, the unhealthy patterns of one person, provokes or interfaces with 
the unhealthy patterns of another, creating an unhealthy, interdependent system that now has a 
life and nature all its own (Scharff and Scharff, 1987). 
 
Brandt and Skinner (1997, 1999) have stated repeatedly that people and situations do not “cause” 
problems in others; they “reveal” them.  In other words, the natural stress and challenge of daily 
living is rarely a unique experience.  We all have to communicate, resolve conflict, discipline 
children, make a living, etc.  What is unique is the response revealed by these responsibilities of 
life.  The sinful, disobedient response cannot be justified in the actions of others; it rests in our 
heart (Mark 7:20-23) and is released through our response to the invitation offered in another’s 
actions.  As with all invitations, our response is not compulsory; we have a choice about how we 
will feel and how we will respond.   
 
It is true that individuals are affected by circumstances, but it is equally untrue that we are defined 
by them.  The raw material needed for angry interaction, criticism, jealousy, lying, adultery, and 
disrespect already exists in each of us.  As children, we might experience divorce, abuse, poor 
communication patterns, or abandonment that stirs that raw material. We then yield and develop 
patterns of adaptation and adjustment that become sinful and hurtful to ourselves and others.  But 
when we speak of these patterns as being “caused” by our circumstance, we basically define 
them as unchangeable.  At best, this orientation suggests that we can re-learn and manage the 
dysfunctional affect of experience, but that we can never fully resolve it.   
 
Many well meaning Christians and counselors define such experiences and patterns as 
“generational curses,” suggesting that we will wrestle with the tendencies of our familial ancestors 
endlessly.  The scriptural text often referenced for this orientation is found in the midst of the Ten 
Commandments when God spoke of the sin of idolatry.  But those who suggest that repetitive sin 
from generation to generation is a “curse” typically fail to read the entire instruction in proper 
context.  Moses recorded the Word of God: 
 

“For I, the Lord your God, am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon 
the children to the third and fourth generations of those who hate Me, but showing 
mercy to thousands, to those who love Me and keep My commandments” 
(Deuteronomy 5:9b-10). 
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Many stop reading at the end of verse 9 and fail to make the connection between obedience and 
mercy.  God said that He would visit the “iniquity of the fathers” to multiple generations of “those 
who hate Me.”  Hatred of the Lord is the continuance of sin.  It produces disconnection and 
disharmony; it reflects a rejection of His truth and His Son.   
 
Therefore, those upon whom the Lord’s judgment continues are the offspring who continue in the 
sins of the ancestors.  But, God tells us clearly that there is “mercy to thousands” who love the 
Lord and keep His commandments.  Clearly, the abandonment of historical patterns of sin, no 
matter how deeply rooted, is possible, and we are not subjected to a curse or pattern set forth by 
family members.   
 
We are responsible for our heart and our conduct that conveys either hatred or love for our 
Savior.  Jesus said: “If you love Me, keep My commandments” (John 14:15).  In that love and 
obedience; in the righteousness of Christ and His blood; in the expression of holiness in thanks, 
we are freed from the curse of the law and the punishments thereto attached.  Paul wrote that our 
Lord took all of our history, shame, burden, and legal penalty to the cross: He therefore took all of 
our excuse for the continuance of sin: 
 

“Christ has redeemed us from the curse of the law, having become a curse for us (for 
it is written, "Cursed is everyone who hangs on a tree"), that the blessing of Abraham 
might come upon the Gentiles in Christ Jesus, that we might receive the promise of 
the Spirit through faith” (Galatians 3:13-14). 
 

We must take caution in our counsel that we do not fall prey to incorrect theology or worldly 
positions concerning sin, curses, and psychological justifications for behavior in our relationships.  
While Scripture stands alone in its authority and truth, needing no evidence or experience as 
validation, we can see its truth in the lives of thousands who have received mercy and deliverance 
from painful, sometimes brutal histories.  Countless individuals come from abject poverty, sexual 
and physical abuse, abandonment, and other circumstances, yet live their lives in productive, 
healthy, and meaningful ways, bearing the fruit of the Spirit and the liberty of Christ is their daily 
lives.  
 
Others, continue under the burden, shame, and anger of their past, gripped in pain, sin, and 
dysfunction, failing to separate from their injuries through the cleansing work of Christ.  If there 
were generational curses, legal punishments for the behavior of others, and patterns that were 
predestined by experience, then we would never see individuals who love the Lord, keep His 
commandments, and bear the fruit of His mercy (Deuteronomy 5:9-10).  The outcome for all 
would be the same. 
 
In our preparation to counsel couples and families, we will always return to the integrity of God’s 
Word, the promises and power of His order, and the relational grounding He provides.  As we 
abide in Him, we will bear much fruit (John 15:5); the His fruit bears family order, relational peace, 
healthy speech, honest communication, fidelity, and growth.  Our lives, our families, will be a 
reflection of our connection to and dependency on the True Vine of goodness and truth.   

  
 
COUNSELING MULTIPLE PERSONS 
 
While the message and mission of biblical counseling does not change by adding others to the 
counseling session, the addition of others will provide certain unique opportunities and 
challenges.  Dr. Jay Adams (1970) wrote: 
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“There are many implications of multiple counseling.  Solutions to difficulties often are 
reached much more effectively, much more permanently, and much more rapidly when all of 
the parties of a controversy are included in counseling” (p. 137). 

 
Adams (1970) believes that it is important to include everyone affected by a given problem when 
possible.  This, he suggests, creates an environment of accountability, expanded information from 
multiple sources, and holds a greater potential for catharsis (expression) and reconciliation.   
 
While Adams’ point is true, as biblical counselors we must remember that ultimately our clients 
are accountable to God; that truth will be revealed through the Holy Spirit, not others; and the 
expression and reconciliation we seek is between our clients and the Lord through confession and 
repentance first, and human relationships second.  The healing of counseling is found in Christ, 
not in a communicational event with family or counselors.   
 
The truer benefit of multiple person involvement may relate to the processing of sin’s 
consequence and the recovery from injuries generated through unbiblical conduct.  In short, we 
must not become obsessed with confession and communication amongst humans until and 
unless we are in proper alignment and relationship with our Creator.  We must be careful to avoid 
the distraction of trying to generate peace between individuals when those individuals remain in 
opposition with the Lord. 
 
Most approaches for counseling couples and/or families begin with a focus on the interactive 
patterns in the relationship.  Counselors are taught to examine: 

• How the individuals involved communicate with each other—In other words, what is 
dysfunctional or ineffective about the ways they relate.  This typically leads to interventions 
that are centered upon “teaching” more functional methods of communication.  Even well 
meaning Christian counselors fall into the trap of training behavior rather than addressing 
the heart that produces the fruit of discord in the first place. 

• How the family is structured and organized—This refers to the basic lines of power and 
authority in the home.  Family therapists often examine the structure of authority and 
power and seek to create “balance” and “equity” between the married partners.   

• Family genealogies—Therapists often believe the explanation for family dysfunction lies in 
the behavioral patterns, personalities, rituals, and trends that are found in the “family of 
origin.”  By analyzing these elements of the past, counselors hope to bring “insight” to the 
family and help them realize the need to alter the patterns and methods of childhood that 
are now being repeated. 

 
While examination of communication, structure, and history are important and useful elements of 
biblical counseling, we must not accept that treatment in these areas alone will heal anyone 
spiritually.  Family matters, just like individual issues, are most often a product of sin and 
separation from God. This spiritual division is at the base of all communicational patterns and 
unhealthy family order.   

 
The biblical counselor must help the client and family answer the question posed by the apostle 
Paul: 

 
“For what I am doing, I do not understand. For what I will to do, that I do not practice; 
but what I hate, that I do” (Romans 7:15). 
 



Copyright © 2006, The Biblical Counseling Institute, Inc., Dr. W.P. “Ab” Abercrombie and Rev. Kerry L. Skinner. 5 

Most couples and families already know their style of communication does not work.  Most 
understand that their structure and order is ineffective.  Most even have an idea about what 
constitutes healthy interaction and family alignment.  Yet, they are blind to the solution and 
continue doing what is “hated.”  The counselor must help them to illuminate the nature of their 
heart, which blocks them from what they “will to do.”  Blindness to the condition of the heart is a 
common human error and it is advanced through: 

• The focus on people and situations rather than self (Matthew 7:3-5). 
• Rebellion and lost sensitivity to the prompting of the Spirit (Ephesians 4:30; Psalm 

95:8). 
• Preference of sinful pleasure over obedience (John 3:19). 
• The absence of salvation (1 Corinthians 1:18). 

 
Therefore, we are to begin where the client begins.  If he/she brings spouse or children, that is 
how we start.  But if they come alone describing a relationship problem, be cautious about moving 
too quickly to involve multiple players in the solution.  First, deal with the heart of the individual 
and their relationship with Christ.  We will make no headway trying to teach communicational 
techniques and biblical structure to a couple or family, when one or more are unsaved.  This is 
equally true if one or more are saved, but separated from God by sin.   
 
MYTHS ABOUT MARITAL AND FAMILY COUNSELING 
 
There are some myths about working with couples and families that the biblical counselor must 
know and rebuke: 

• Marital and family problems must be resolved in a group setting involving all affected 
members of the family—In truth, the marriage and even the entire family can be effectively 
treated through the salvation or restoration of a single family member; especially if that 
family member is one of the key leaders of the home.  The transformational influence of 
Christ in the heart of one person can send ripples through a family, bringing gain to each 
person.  A biblical example is found in Acts 16.  Paul and Silas were in prison when an 
earthquake shook the jail, opening the doors and setting the prisoners free.  One guard 
was very distressed, knowing that he would be held accountable for the escape of Paul 
and Silas, and he set out to take his own life.  Luke records the events of that night: 

 
And the keeper of the prison, awaking from sleep and seeing the prison doors open, 
supposing the prisoners had fled, drew his sword and was about to kill himself. But 
Paul called with a loud voice, saying, "Do yourself no harm, for we are all here." 
Then he called for a light, ran in, and fell down trembling before Paul and Silas.  And 
he brought them out and said, "Sirs, what must I do to be saved?" So they said, 
"Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and you will be saved, you and your household." 
Then they spoke the word of the Lord to him and to all who were in his house. And 
he took them the same hour of the night and washed their stripes. And immediately 
he and all his family were baptized. Now when he had brought them into his house, 
he set food before them; and he rejoiced, having believed in God with all his 
household (vv. 27-34). 
 
Here we see the influence of a single encounter with God, as it moves through an entire 
family.  As counselors, we must be available to God’s plan of order.  He will address 
Himself to whom He pleases, when He pleases.  Again, the transformation occurs as a 
product of God’s redemptive hand, not as a product of resolved conflict or enhance 
communication.   
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• Marital and family problems are more complicated and require special counseling 

techniques—Family and marital issues are unique only because there are multiple people 
involved.  The issues of sin, rebellion, spiritual blindness, God’s disciplinary hand, and 
consequences of sin are no different.  In fact, when a person comes for individual 
counseling without the family, the issue and its distress affects everyone close to him/her.  
Family and relationship problems are practically guaranteed when one or more members 
of a unit are dealing with sin. Sin in a family, especially coming through its leadership, will 
create a climate of rebellion and separation from God that makes it more difficult for family 
members to come to Christ and to live obedient lives.   
 
As we grow, we are each accountable for our own relationship with Christ and the conduct 
of our lives; but within a sin-laden environment, there are numerous consequences and 
painful scenarios that build barriers and conflicts between people and, between people 
and their Lord.  But as we studied earlier, God promises mercy and restoration to those 
who love Him; suggesting that there can be a similar “ripple effect” of obedience and 
service in a home when those in leadership turn from sin and embrace Christ.   
 
While sin divides and separates a home from the Lord, mercy and reconciliation is realized 
through love and adherence to His commands.  Biblical family intervention then can be 
reduced to the same common denominator used in individual counseling: repentance, 
reconciliation, and obedience heals a person and thereby, his/her home.  It is no more 
complicated and just as sufficient in its power. 

 
• Married couples and families need education on methods of communication, conflict 

resolution, anger, forgiveness, etc.—Here we see the influence of secular psychotherapy, 
and we can delude ourselves with the idea that a problem is beyond the scope of Scripture 
and the working of the Holy Spirit.  It is true that many of the couples and families we 
counsel will show evidence of poor communication, chronic conflict, unresolved anger, and 
unforgiveness, along with many other behaviors that make family function difficult.  

 
But if we listen, we will typically find that these “dysfunctional” patterns are grounded in 
sinful behaviors toward one another; the harboring of sinful emotion that undermines the 
spiritual peace of the home; a sense of “righteous indignation” and “justification” for the 
emotions and actions taken; and a rebellious spirit of blame and avoidance of personal 
responsibility.  In short, we are dealing with sin and spiritual division from God, which 
produces division and discord in our relationships.   
 
Teaching an unrepentant couple to relate in a loving, harmonious manner is akin to 
teaching two alligators to dance: the gators don’t understand the premise; they look 
ridiculous; and soon will abandon the attempt and try to kill one another!  Couples and 
family members must each take an honest assessment of their spiritual condition with 
Christ and be willing to deal with the Lord individually on matters affecting their conduct 
and emotion.   
 
Never is anger, unforgiveness, or vengeful conduct endorsed by Scripture; therefore, there 
is little, if any, room for righteous indignation.  Refusal to address one’s personal position 
with God is simply rebellion and will lead only to further disruption in the home.  Consider 
the following passages from God’s Word: 
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“See that no one renders evil for evil to anyone, but always pursue what is good 
both for yourselves and for all” (1 Thessalonians 5:15). 
 
“Let all bitterness, wrath, anger, clamor, and evil speaking be put away from you, 
with all malice” (Ephesians 4:31). 
 
“Therefore, as the elect of God, holy and beloved, put on tender mercies, kindness, 
humility, meekness, longsuffering; bearing with one another, and forgiving one 
another, if anyone has a complaint against another; even as Christ forgave you, so 
you also must do.  But above all these things put on love, which is the bond of 
perfection” (Colossians 3:12-14). 
 
"For if you forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you.  
But if you do not forgive men their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your 
trespasses” (Matthew 6:14-15). 
 
There is no way one can justify sin, retaliation, punishment, anger, and unforgiveness 
through Scripture.  If we yield to the notion that emotion should be “worked through” we 
give credence to its continuance and endorse its correctness.  When we foster the 
“expression” of anger beyond the purposes of identification and assessment, we 
unwittingly support the idea that the emotion is somehow valid and justified.  Instead, we 
must point to the integrity of Scripture, evoke personal accountability and repentance, and 
then allow the Holy Spirit to empower the believer with the capacity to resolve emotion and 
restore his/her capacity to relate to those in the family. 
 
It can be helpful to disciple a client in the ongoing application of biblical principles for 
communication, love, conflict resolution, etc.  But, we must always present the truth of 
personal relationship and the faithful attention to one’s position before God as the core of 
all good and useful emotion and behavior in a marriage or family.   
 

COUNSELING COUPLES 
 
And the LORD God said, “It is not good that man should be alone; I will make him a helper 
comparable to him” (Genesis 2:18). 
 
The design of the human family was forged in God’s creation of the world.  He providentially 
placed man and woman together as a unit (Genesis 2:23); designed them for a purpose (Genesis 
1:28); and provided a structure for them to follow (Genesis 2:24; Ephesians 5:22; 25; 1 Peter 1:1-
7; 1 Corinthians 11:3).  Our movement outside this prescribed pattern is at the root of almost all 
marital and relational issues between men and women (Abercrombie and Abercrombie, 2005). 
 
The violation of God’s principles and structure invariably leads to marital discord. The breach of 
foundational truth comes from: 

• Ignorance of God’s Word—Many Christian homes profess relationship with Christ, but 
know very little of His statutes and guidelines for living. (Acts 4:30-31). 

• Revision of God’s Word—In our “Bible-plus-something-else” theology, we have discounted 
the absolute authority of God’s Word, rendering it “insufficient” and therefore “revisable.”  
Often the revision is liberal in its orientation and tends to undermine the literal reading of 
Scripture, making it a matter of “personal interpretation” (2 Timothy 4:3-4).   
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• Rebellion against God’s Word—Sometimes ignorance and delusion play no part.  Instead, 
we see individuals and couples who are well informed, yet deliberate in their disobedience.  
Simply, they have made a conscious choice to disobey the truth in preference of their own 
transient desires (Romans 1:21-23). 

 
Because of these factors, the foundation of the marriage is a key pillar in the stability and function 
of the Christian family.  In Genesis, the first man and woman were given the following call: 
 
Then God blessed them, and God said to them, "Be fruitful and multiply; fill the earth and 
subdue it; have dominion over the fish of the sea, over the birds of the air, and over every 
living thing that moves on the earth" (1:28). 
 
God ordained the marital home to “subdue” the earth and “have dominion” over all living things.  
He gave Kingdom authority to the husband and wife; authority that must be framed within a 
foundational relationship with God Himself.  Of course, Adam and Eve abdicated that position 
through their disobedience, as they surrendered the special calling of God for the lie of the 
serpent.   
 
But Christ has reestablished our relationship with the Father.  As believers, we are again given 
access to the throne of God; we can walk in relationship to Him; and we can reclaim the 
previously surrendered authority for our lives and homes.  Our foundation must be centered upon 
Christ; drawing from His character and nature; submitting to His Word; growing in His likeness.  
Marriages that lack this component tend to be self-centered, misguided, and lacking in substance. 
 
Unfortunately, couples often surrender the authority that has been reclaimed through Christ.  We, 
like Adam and Eve, take from the forbidden tree rather than draw from the True Vine (John 15:5).  
Paul wrote to the church at Ephesus, stressing that believers not abandon their Kingdom 
inheritance through godless living: 
 
“But fornication and all uncleanness or covetousness, let it not even be named among 
you, as is fitting for saints; neither filthiness, nor foolish talking, nor coarse jesting, which 
are not fitting, but rather giving of thanks. For this you know, that no fornicator, unclean 
person, nor covetous man, who is an idolater, has any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ 
and God” (Ephesians 5:3-5). 
 
Paul leaves no doubt that immorality undermines the believer’s “inheritance in the kingdom of 
Christ and God.”  Part of that inheritance is the authority granted to an heir.  When we are in 
unrepented sin, we cannot act on the authority of the Father because we are operating outside 
His defined code.  We are weakened in our capacity to affect others in our home because of our 
disobedience. 
 
Therefore, a proper foundation must be laid in Christ so that the entire resources of the Kingdom 
are available to us.  This foundation is able to withstand the storms of life and to persevere 
because it is grounded in the constancy of our relationship to the Lord.  Jesus said: 
 
"Therefore whoever hears these sayings of Mine, and does them, I will liken him to a wise 
man who built his house on the rock: and the rain descended, the floods came, and the 
winds blew and beat on that house; and it did not fall, for it was founded on the rock. But 
everyone who hears these sayings of Mine, and does not do them, will be like a foolish 
man who built his house on the sand: and the rain descended, the floods came, and the 
winds blew and beat on that house; and it fell. And great was its fall" (Matthew 7:24-27). 
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Today, we see evidence of houses built on sand and the fall is “great.”  We see a rising divorce 
rate among Christians (Barna, 2005), fragmenting homes, single parent families, disobedient 
children who are out of control, and an ever-growing reliance upon the structures of man over the 
structures of God. 
 
As we work with couples, we must tend to these foundational matters first.  Failure to do so is a 
prescription for failure.  If the foundation of a house is weak and fractured, it will do no good to 
add a new kitchen or a second story.  These additions will stand only as the foundation stands.  
This is true in working with families as well.  If the foundation is flawed, then teaching “techniques” 
of communication, parental discipline, money management, etc. will be flawed as well.  We must 
tend to the spiritual ahead of everything else we intend to do in a marital or family situation. 
 
PRE-MARITAL INTERVENTION 
 
Ideally, a review of foundational matters will occur prior to the actual marriage.  As counselors 
there will be frequent opportunities to conduct pre-marriage counseling.  But be prepared—most 
coming for counsel prior to a marriage are not really seeking insight and biblical clarity.  In fact, 
most are so overcome with emotion and impulse that they are resistant to hearing anything that 
might cause them to pause, examine themselves, and confront potential problems.  They simply 
have an “urge to merge” and expect the counselor to see how very happy they are and provide an 
endorsement of their union.  Many come simply because the pastor has required counseling as a 
condition for performing the wedding ceremony.   
 
No matter the challenge, pre-marriage counseling is crucial if we are to avoid the misperceptions 
and fundamental errors that will wreak havoc in the years ahead.  Yielding to the foundational 
elements of Scripture, we first must ascertain the spiritual condition of each party.  Paul provided 
the following pre-marital warning: 
 
“Do not be unequally yoked together with unbelievers. For what fellowship has 
righteousness with lawlessness? And what communion has light with darkness?” (2 
Corinthians 6:14). 
 
This seems so basic and sensible that we assume every Christian would make this a priority in 
selecting who they date, and certainly, whom they marry.  But unfortunately, it is very common to 
ignore this clear principle.  Make no mistake, Christians can feel attracted to, fall in love with, and 
devote themselves totally, to unbelievers.  For these reasons, Christians should not even date 
unbelievers because the potential for deluding emotion is so great.   
 
Marriages that begin “unequally yoked” are destined for struggle.  The worldview of the Christian 
is very different than the worldview of one who is unsaved.  Merger of these two opposites is 
impossible.  Either the unbeliever will come to Christ; or the believer will be induced to abandon 
key functions of Christian living in order to find any semblance of peace and harmony in the 
home.  Far too often, the influence of the unbeliever is greater than that of the Christian.  As 
Jesus said: 
 
“Every kingdom divided against itself is brought to desolation, and a house divided 
against a house falls” (Luke 11:17b). 
 
And Paul wrote: 
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Do not be deceived: "Evil company corrupts good habits" (1 Corinthians 15:33). 
 
In our work with pre-marriage issues, the techniques of assessment and intervention are the 
same as working with individuals.  It is made more challenging only by the fact that we are now 
dealing with two sets of issues instead of one.  It is our aim to help this couple come to a biblical 
resolution for their questions and to help them to be certain that their union is grounded in the 
commonality of Christ. 
 
Brandt and Skinner (2003) have outlined the “building blocks” of a godly marriage that are found 
in Scripture.  They wrote: 
 

“In order to contribute your share to a mutually satisfactory marriage, you must be at peace 
with yourself.  The pathway to personal peace is clearly marked for you in the Bible” (p. 29). 
 

Brandt and Skinner (2003) go on to provide those biblical directives that create a strong 
foundation for the Christian marriage (pp. 29-48). 

 
 

1. First Building Block: 
 

Jesus said to him, "'You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your 
soul, and with all your mind.' This is the first and great commandment” (Matthew 
22:38-38). 
 
Without a love for God, it is impossible to have and maintain a biblical marriage grounded in 
the Scriptural requirements given to a husband and wife.  Everything in the marital 
relationship is to flow out of our relationship with Christ.  If we are not invested in Christ as 
the focus of our worship, we cannot honor the commandments we are given.  Jesus said: 
 
"If anyone loves Me, he will keep My word; and My Father will love him, and We will 
come to him and make Our home with him” (John 14:23b).   
 
If we love our Lord, we will keep His word, and He and His Father will come to dwell within 
us; and thereby, within our home.  Obedience is an outgrowth of love that invites the truth 
and meaning of God’s precepts into our hearts and into our families.  Without love for God, 
we lack the power and the working of the Holy Spirit who will lay the foundation for our home 
life. 
 
Our love of God will prompt us to: 

• Seek righteousness—(2 Timothy 3:16-17; Psalm 119:104-105). 
• Pursue peace—(Isaiah 32:17; Psalm 119:165; Philippians 4:11-13). 
• Desire stability—(Psalm 37:31; 2 Timothy 2:19; James 1:4-8). 

 
2.  Second Building Block: 

 
 “And the second is like it: 'You shall love your neighbor as yourself'” (Matthew 22:39). 
 

According to Brandt and Skinner (2003) love for another must be grounded in a 
“consciousness that your response to life is acceptable to God and, therefore, to yourself” (p. 
34).   Knowing that your life and conduct is in accordance with God’s directives demonstrates 
affection for God and self; and thereby affection for those placed in our life.  Living in 
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disobedience, failing to confess, correct, and repent when in error, leaves us in disharmony 
with God, others, and ourselves.  
 
We must have peace with God and with ourselves through: 

• Proper speech—(Psalm 19:14; Proverbs 16:24; 15:4; James 1:19). 
• Proper actions—(Colossians 3:17; 3:23-24; Mark 10:45; 1 Corinthians 10:24). 
• Proper heart—(Isaiah 1:19; Jeremiah 29:11-13).  

 
THE PROCESS OF PRE-MARRIAGE COUNSELING 

 
When married couples come to counseling, they typically have identified problems that need 
attention.  In fact, often a crisis threatens the survival of the marriage.  But pre-marriage 
counseling begins with a very different orientation.  Most of the time the couple is happy, blinded 
with emotion, and in a great hurry to move through the required process.  But the counselor must 
follow the same process of assessment detailed in previous courses (Abercrombie and Skinner, 
2006). 

 
In a pre-marital situation, it is important to listen not only for what is said, but also what is unsaid.  
Many couples will evade potential problems by avoiding topics that may be controversial. Often, 
the couple operates under an umbrella of “magical thinking,” living with the belief advanced by the 
Beatles: “Love is all you need…” 

 
Under the banner of “love” and the intensity of emotion, couples will ignore and dodge discussion 
on the more practical matters of their union.  Issues concerning finances, children, intimacy, and 
conflict resolution are among the items most avoided.  With this evasion, couples refuse to 
consider the current condition of their hearts and the full scope of their expectations about 
marriage.  Avoidance also covers current sinful activities and notions that will create barriers with 
God as the couple seeks His blessing and leading for the marriage.   

 
Often, we find that the first principle of a godly union is the one most avoided.  Many will accept 
the most superficial evidence that they are “equally yoked” and will do everything possible to stay 
away from this issue.  Abercrombie and Abercrombie (2005, p. 25) have detailed many of the 
distractions and excuses used by engaged couples to divert attention away from the issue of 
being “equally yoked.”  Couples point to the following explanations: 
 

• “He says he believes in God…”—But consider James 2:19 which says “even the 
demons believe and tremble.”  The conscious knowledge or belief in God does not, 
in and of itself, constitute salvation and a committed relationship with Christ. 

• “Maybe God placed us together so that, over time, she will come to be a believer…”—
But in 2 Corinthians 6:17 we are commanded to “come out from among them and 
be separate…”  While we are called to proclaim the gospel of Christ, Scripture never 
supports the merger of a believer with an unbeliever in marriage, business, or any 
other shared relationship as a method of evangelism. 

• “I’ll remain active in my Christian walk, even if he doesn’t share my faith…”—Yet 
Scripture warns of the influence of unbelievers in 1 Corinthians 15:33: “Evil 
company corrupts good habits.” 

• “He says he is a believer; he just isn’t acting like it right now…”—But Jesus said in 
Matthew 7:20: “…by their fruits you will know them.” 
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Counselors must evaluate the spiritual standing of both parties as a key beginning to the pre-
marital process.  While we cannot know the true and complete heart of an individual, we have the 
Spirit of truth to help us discern the deepest nature of the proposed union.  We must watch and 
listen carefully to the responses of each; what is said and unsaid; what is understood and 
accepted; what is rejected; etc.  John wrote: 

 
“We are from God, and whoever knows God listens to us; but whoever is not from God 
does not listen to us. This is how we recognize the Spirit of truth and the spirit of 
falsehood” (1 John 4:6). 
 

Once this issue is defined and addressed, their remain other matters central to the building of an 
effective marriage.  Often these are overlooked in the emotional enthusiasm as well.  
Abercrombie and Abercrombie (2005, pp. 26-27) have outlined some other key expectations that 
should be a part of any pre-marital counseling.  Counselors are encouraged to explore: 

• Money and finances—(1 Timothy 5:8; 6:10; Matthew 6:21). 
• Children and parenting styles—(Ephesians 6:4; Colossians 3:21; Psalm 127:3). 
• Recreation and time together—(Ecclesiastes 5:20). 
• Work and career—(Mark 8:36; 1 Corinthians 10:31; Proverbs 14:23). 
• Extended family—(Genesis 2:24; Exodus 20:12). 
• Denominational and doctrinal differences—(Hebrews 4:12; Matthew 7:15; Psalm 

133:1). 
• Friendships and boundaries—(1 Corinthians 15:33; Proverbs 27:17). 
• Communication and conflict resolution—(James 1:19; 3:1-12; Psalm 141:3; 

Ephesians 4:26). 
• The biblical roles of husband and wife—(Ephesians 5:21-33; 1 Corinthians 11:3; 1 

Peter 3:1-7). 
 

While this is not an exhaustive list, these items are among the primary sources of conflict in a 
marriage.  As the counseling advances, evidence of these, and other, issues will be obvious and 
should be addressed openly; even if the couple denies them as points of concern.  Often, we 
must initiate the discussion knowing that some basic struggles are universal and evident within 
the human frame and the human marriage.   

 
To illustrate the process, we will examine a pre-marital case in detail: 

 
Andrea and Clark are deeply in love.  They have come for pre-marriage counseling to “fine tune a 
few things,” hoping to increase their current state of blinded bliss.  She is 25 and had never been 
married; he is 28 and has been divorced from his wife of two years, for less than six months.  
Andrea is an up and coming stockbroker and has just purchased her first rental property as an 
investment.  Clark is working in retail sales, making only slightly above minimum wage.  He 
attended college but did not finish.  He then went to nursing school but “didn’t like that type of 
work.”  He dreams of being a Christian recording artist. 

 
Andrea does most of the talking, most of the planning, and makes all the decisions.  Clark looks 
like he has been picked up in a twister and can’t get down.  Both profess a “deep” and 
“committed” relationship with Christ. 

 
Counselor: “So, how did you two get together?” 
Andrea: “Well we met when Clark was going through his divorce.  He was in a terrible 
marriage with an unbeliever.  He had to get out of that relationship in order to pursue God’s 
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call on his life.  We bonded immediately and have been together ever since.  God put us 
together…I have no doubt!” 
Counselor: “Is that how you see it Clark?” 
Clark: (Nods affirmatively…). 

 
The assessment is underway and it doesn’t take long for certain questions to be answered.  
Within the first five minutes of the session, we have learned of their “intense” love; the divine 
appointment of their union; and the unique nature of God’s call on their lives.  This may seem 
exaggerated, but in reality, many seeking pre-marital counsel are just as emotionally driven and 
spiritually blinded as Andrea and Clark.   

 
Counselor: “So it is your opinion that God placed the two of you together in spite of the fact 
that Clark was married to another at the time of your meeting? (Biblical inquiry). 
Clark: “God wants His children to be happy.  He knew I could not be happy with my first wife 
who didn’t even acknowledge God…so He brought me Andrea.” 
Counselor: “Clark when did you become a Christian?” (Spiritual assessment). 
Andrea: “I led him to the Lord…” 
Counselor: “Andrea, I’d like to hear what Clark has to say about his relationship with Jesus.” 
Andrea: (Startled and unhappy…crosses her arms and looks at Clark). 
Clark: “Well I grew up in church and always had a deep love for God.  I have always known 
He loved me and had a special work for me to do.” 
Andrea: “Clark I explained to you that growing up in the church doesn’t make you a 
Christian…Remember I shared the Gospel with you on our second date.  You prayed and 
accepted Christ that night.” 
Clark: (Looks confused).  “Yeah, that’s right.” 
Andrea: (Smiles and pats Clark on the leg). 
Counselor: “Andrea, how did you come to know the Lord?” 
Andrea: “I was saved at a youth camp when I was 12.  I have lived a blessed life ever since.  
I teach in the nursery at church, sing in the choir, and love the Lord so, so much!” (Tear rolls 
down her cheek).   

 
Our inquiry leaves us with questions about the spiritual status of both Andrea and Clark.  They are 
oblivious to the fact that they have violated numerous biblical principles in the course of their 
union.  At this point we don’t know if they are in spiritual blindness because they are unsaved (1 
Corinthians 1:18) or, as believers, they are deluded by sin (James 1:14-15) and deceived by their 
emotion (Jeremiah 17:9). 

 
Counselor: “Since you both profess to be Christians, how do you reconcile the actions you 
have taken to become a couple?  It is clear that you have ignored numerous biblical 
standards in order to be together.” (Biblical inquiry and spiritual assessment). 
Andrea: “What do you mean we ‘ignored biblical standards?’  We would never do such a 
thing!” 
Counselor: “Clark, what does the Bible teach about divorce?” (Ask questions that require a 
biblical response). 
Clark: “That we should be married to fellow believers…” 
Counselor: “That’s true.  It teaches in 2 Corinthians 6:14 that a Christian should not be 
unequally joined together with an unbeliever.  That is the principle to follow ‘in advance’ of 
marriage.  By your account, you were already a Christian when you married your first wife 
and she was an unbeliever…correct?” 
Clark: “Yes…” 
Andrea: “Remember Clark you didn’t get saved until I led you to the Lord…” 
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Counselor: “Andrea, you and Clark clearly do not agree about that.  Now let me continue…” 
Andrea: (Looks angrily at Clark). 
Clark: “Well I think I was a Christian all along.” 
Counselor: “Did your first wife want a divorce?” 
Clark: “No she begged me to stay.  But I knew I couldn’t do God’s work with her in my life.  I 
needed someone like Andrea.” 
Counselor: “So you abandoned your wife because you were already involved with Andrea?” 
(Confrontation of biblical violation). 
Clark: “Well I think God directed me to leave my wife for Andrea.” 
Counselor: “Where in Scripture does it suggest that God works that way?” (Requires a 
biblical response). 
Clark: “I don’t know where it is in Scripture…God just spoke to me directly and told me to 
leave her and be with Andrea.” 
Counselor: “I believe God can speak to us individually, but I don’t believe He ever contradicts 
Himself.  According to you Clark, God told you to do something that is in direct contradiction 
to His written Word.  That would mean He is a liar.” (Biblical confrontation).  
Clark: “I never said God lied…” 
Counselor: “Well, as a believer you said God told you to leave your unbelieving wife even 
though she wanted you to stay.  Let’s look at what Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 7:12: (Opens 
the Bible and hands it to Clark)  Would you read that passage…” 
Clarke: (Reading) “If any brother has a wife who does not believe, and she is willing to 
live with him, let him not divorce her.”  
Counselor: “What is that saying to you?” (Requires a biblical response). 
Clark: “Well I guess this doesn’t apply to me because Andrea thinks I wasn’t really saved until 
I met her…” 
Counselor: “So you are innocent because you might not have been a true believer…Were 
you and Andrea involved sexually at that time?” (Continued assessment). 
Clark: “Yes.” 
Andrea: (Looks mortified).  “We stopped all that…remember Clark?  I said we had to stop 
sleeping together until your divorce was final.” 
Counselor: “Let me get this straight…In the midst of an extra-marital affair, God called you 
into Christian service that could only be accomplished by divorcing your wife and marrying 
the woman you were sleeping with?” (Biblical confrontation). 
Andrea: “You make it sound so sinful.  It wasn’t that way at all.” 
Counselor: “Well isn’t God’s Word is clear that adultery is sin? (Exodus 20:14).” (Requires a 
biblical response). 
Andrea and Clark: (Silence). 
Counselor: “And doesn’t Scripture tell us that divorce is sin? (Malachi 2:16; Matthew 19:9)” 
(Requires a biblical response). 
Andrea and Clark: (Silence). 
Counselor: “And now you are living together outside of marriage.  Isn’t fornication sin 
according to God’s Word? (Hebrews 13:4; 1 Corinthians 6:18)” (Requires a biblical 
response). 
Andrea and Clark: (Silence). 
Counselor: “Andrea you are right…it all does ‘sound sinful’ according to Scripture.  How can 
God endorse this union when you do not recognize the violations of His Word.  You are not 
even repentant…In fact, you believe that in the course of your sin, God has blessed you with  
a special gift and calling.” (Biblical confrontation). 
Andrea: “Well I didn’t expect this from a Christian therapist!  You are so judgmental!” 
Clark: “I feel worse than when we came in…” 
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Counselor: “If you are my brother and sister in Christ, then I am obligated to ‘restore” you 
(Galatians 6:1) with ‘truth in love’ (Ephesians 4:15).  I do you no service and I dishonor the 
truth of God’s Word, if I fail to show you where you are in error.  God’s Word is absolute.” 
(Biblical instruction).   
 

Amazingly, Andrea and Clark came back for a second session in which we learned of Clark’s 
pornography problems, excessive spending, credit card debt, and philandering with other women.  
Andrea fought to hold on to Clark, projecting a denial that was as thick as New England fog.  She 
tried earnestly to reframe Scripture and to find justification of her concessions to sin.  Clark would 
accept no further discussion regarding his salvation, refusing to examine his true spiritual status.  
Gratefully, Clark left the relationship and Andrea and he did not marry.  After the break up, Andrea 
returned for counseling and processed her sin and refusal to hear God’s directives. 

 
This case illustrates the importance of listening and assessment in pre-marital counseling.  It can 
be easy to ignore underlying behavior when two young people speak with enthusiasm about the 
Lord and their unbridled love for each other.  We must not join with their claims but test the spirits 
(1 John 4:1) to see if they are of God.  Then we must confront inconsistencies with biblical truth, 
citing the couple’s violations of biblical structure.  This will create emotion, discomfort, and even 
anger on the part of the clients.   

 
But remember our role is the purveyor of truth, not the preserver of unions.  It is not necessarily 
the aim of pre-marriage counseling to see to it that the couple marries. Instead, it is to measure 
the spiritual condition of each, holding them to biblical guidelines that are immovable, and allowing 
the Spirit to direct the course and outcome of this proposed merger.   

 
MARRIAGE COUNSELING 
 
Unlike pre-marital counseling where issues are often denied and avoided: marriage counseling 
frequently begins with a bang!  By the time a couple seeks help, the problems between them are 
usually serious, brittle, and ready to break.  Couples rarely seek assistance as a preventative 
measure.  Instead, counseling is seen as a “last resort;” the one thing left to do before separation 
or divorce. 
 
The fact that you are a Christian counselor, or because you work within a church or Christian 
setting, makes no difference.  Christian couples today are often inundated with false theology and 
biblical teaching.  They are more inclined than ever before to see divorce as an “option” rather 
than a sin.   
 
Barna (2005) suggests that “professed born-again Christians” have a similar divorce rate to those 
expressing no religious affiliation.  While some (MacArthur, et al, 2003) question the accuracy of 
this statistical claim, citing that many who profess Christianity are not truly saved and the reported 
incidence of divorce is exaggerated, the pattern and susceptibility toward divorce within the Body 
of Christ is disturbing.  Because of this expanding orientation to the world’s solutions, the biblical 
counselor must be vigilant and prepared to offer God’s Word as the single roadblock to marital 
demise. 
 
Marriage counseling begins with the following set of assumptions: 

• The presence of the couple in counseling reflects the depth of their despair: the situation is 
typically serious. 

• You are the last person on their list for counsel.  They have already consulted books, 
magazines, talk shows, friends, family, etc.  Counseling is the last activity they considered. 
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• The couple is not necessarily motivated to change; they want relief. 
• The individuals in the marriage are disinclined to take responsibility for their issues.  Each 

will tend to view the other partner as “the problem.” 
• There is a tendency toward “righteous indignation.”  This is the belief that one’s behavior 

and emotion is “justified” because of the wrongdoing of the partner. 
 
For these reasons, the counselor must not allow him/herself to be induced into action 
prematurely.  The sense of urgency and the evaluation of what is at stake, will often prompt the 
helper to move too quickly or to take too much responsibility to make everyone “feel better.”  In 
these situations, the truth of Scripture and the presence of the Holy Spirit cannot be overstated.  
Alone, we are no match for the intensity of sin, anger, rebellion, and desperation that can be 
evident between two broken individuals.  We must “be still” (Psalm 46:10) and allow the Holy 
Spirit to develop the session with His discernment and wisdom (Proverbs 2:6). 
 
Clients often express their problems in a “cause and effect” manner.  In their reactive state, they 
suggest that: 

• Something “bad” happened—Often the event is that has occurred is a single crisis, such 
as infidelity.  More often, the couple relates a series or pattern of events that have eroded 
the integrity of their home. 

• Feelings were created in response to the event that occurred—Here clients often justify 
negative emotions as “understandable” reactions to a hurtful event or pattern of behavior 
in the home.  They see emotions as “externally” generated and “appropriate” in response 
to what has been done. 

• Behavior (actions) resulted from the “understandable” emotion—In other words: “Since I 
have been wronged, my feelings (anger, fear, unforgiveness, etc.) are justified and so are 
my retaliatory actions.”   

• The “bad” thing(s) that happened, caused the feelings, that caused the behavior, that 
caused the marital problems. 

 
Because of this “cause and effect” orientation, the couple will often become entrenched in the 
issue endlessly.  Consider the following example: 
 
 

• “I caught him looking at pornography on the Internet.” (Something “bad” happened). 
• “Of course I felt betrayed and hurt. It is understandable that after two years I am still angry 

and refuse to trust him after what he did.”  (Chronic, sinful emotion is “justified” because of 
the behavior of the spouse). 

• “Even though he turned off the Internet immediately, and as far as I know hasn’t looked at 
any more porn, I don’t trust him.  He wants to ‘move on’ in the relationship but I can’t.  I 
haven’t had sex with him since that time.” (Ongoing anger and retaliation is justified by the 
injury and emotion of the initial event). 

 
Traditional secular therapy might focus on the past pornography problem; the “injury” it caused to 
the wife; and grant permission to the wife to “feel and vent” her anger and hurt.  The theory is 
grounded in the idea that catharsis (expression of emotion) is curative and healing.  But most 
therapists find that this trail of emotion is a “bottomless pit” that never really empties; it goes on 
indefinitely and bears very little fruit.  In taking this approach the counselor ignores the fact that 
the pornography involvement has stopped and promotes the continued harboring of emotion and 
painful separation in the home. 
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Another secular approach might search for the “parallels” between this marital betrayal and the 
disappointments and injuries of childhood.  In doing so we might find that the wife’s father had 
been unfaithful to her mother, leading to hostility and separation within the home.  The husband’s 
use of pornography resembles the actions of her father and has induced an exaggerated reaction 
grounded in the anxiety and anger of the client’s youth.  Unfortunately, this does nothing to 
address the wife’s behavior, her maintenance of anger and unforgiveness, and her punishment of 
her husband for over two years.   
 
As biblical counselors, we must go to the core of the issue, which is not based in childhood, 
history, or even the actions of the husband; it is in the heart of the wife who now feels justified in 
her anger, withholding of affection, and the eventual demise of her marriage.  This is not to say 
that historical facts are not relevant, nor should they be ignored.  In fact, we should seek to learn 
as much as possible about the origin and maintenance of all problems.  But the intervention and 
the process of change, is found in the application of Scripture to the wound, emotion and behavior 
of the one hurting.  In short, how does the wife’s approach to her marital crisis of pornography 
hold up in the light of God’s Word? 
 
In this case we have several points of consideration: 
 

• The wife has been angry for two years even though the husband has repented and ceased 
the offensive behavior; 
 
“Cease from anger, and forsake wrath; Do not fret--it only causes harm” (Psalm 
37:8). 

 
• The wife refuses to forgive her husband and feels justified in her emotion: 
 

“And be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, just as God in 
Christ forgave you” (Ephesians 4:32). 

 
• The wife is punishing her husband by withholding affection and trust: 
 

“Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good” (Romans 12:21). 
 
“But if you bite and devour one another, beware lest you be consumed by one 
another!” (Galatians 5:15). 
 
“Let the husband render to his wife the affection due her, and likewise also the wife 
to her husband. The wife does not have authority over her own body, but the 
husband does. And likewise the husband does not have authority over his own 
body, but the wife does. Do not deprive one another except with consent for a time, 
that you may give yourselves to fasting and prayer; and come together again so 
that Satan does not tempt you because of your lack of self-control” (1 Corinthians 
7:3-5). 
 

Certainly there must be consideration of the husband’s use of pornography, his reported 
repentance and stated abandonment of the activity.  It is appropriate to seek validation of these 
“facts” and their relevance to the situation.  It is also important to listen for the husband’s rendition 
of the problem and other possible biblical infractions in his life.  But in the end, each must address 
their spiritual, emotional, and behavioral conditions, as contrasted against Scripture.  We do no 
service to this wife by helping her remain angry and distant in her marriage by giving credence to 
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her emotion and conduct beyond this session.  Her peace and security must come by way of 
forgiveness and trust in the Lord.   
 
We have been trained to believe that certain situations render certain reactions.  Because of this, 
psychology promotes the concept of victim to a degree that limits an individual’s recovery.  When 
counseling couples, it is often the case one, or both, parties feel fully justified in the emotions they 
feel and the actions they have taken.  We must be careful not to encourage the proposition that 
the actions of another now validate and permit sin in another person’s life.  It is easy to fall into 
this trap in working with marriages because there is often a great deal of anger and pain flying 
about the room.  But as in all biblical counseling, the message of personal accountability to Christ 
is central.  If I am His child, then my burden should be for His message and instruction.  If I belong 
to Him, then my emotion and conduct must answer His definition of “holy and blameless” (1 Peter 
1:15; Philippians 2:14-16). 
 
It may seem harsh to address sin with a wife after her husband’s infidelity.  It appears wrong to 
focus on repentance and forgiveness when a husband has been abandoned by his wife.  
Alcoholism, drug addiction, physical abuse, financial misconduct, and criminal activity all produce 
injury and to a degree, victims.  But victims are not served if we encourage them to feel, act, and 
continue in a manner that divides them from Christ, through whom, the only remedy can be found.  
If we promote ongoing pain, anger, and catharsis and permit behavior as an “understandable” 
reaction, we help him/her move deeper into sin, farther from the Savior, and into spiritual despair.   
 
John and Liz have come for counseling as a “last resort.”  Liz had a brief affair two years ago with 
a man from work.  She confessed the affair within a week of its occurrence, repented, and 
changed jobs to break association with the other man.  This is the only breach of this kind in a 20 
year, Christian marriage.  Liz understands that while she has repented and now is fully committed 
to her husband, the consequences of her actions remain.  John, after two years, says she wants a 
divorce because he “can’t trust her again.”   
 
Liz: “I take full responsibility for the affair.  I confessed it, ended contact with the other person 
immediately, and I have done everything possible to demonstrate my love and investment in our 
marriage.  I have been open with my pastor and I have counseled with him about my sin and 
building assurances that I will not go in this direction again.  But no matter what I do, it isn’t 
enough.  John can’t forgive me.” 
John: (Angry) “Let me go sleep with someone and you will find out it isn’t that easy to forgive.” 
Counselor: “John you are still really angry with Liz aren’t you?” 
John: “Of course I am.  She slept with another man!” 
Counselor: “I’ve seen a lot of couples go through the same thing. I can’t think of many things more 
painful than infidelity.  But thankfully, Liz has repented and sought godly counsel.  She is saying 
that she wants to restore your marriage.” 
John: “I don’t see any way…I am so angry.” 
Counselor: “And you are afraid…” 
John: (Starts to cry).  “I’m afraid if I forgive her, then she will do it again.  If I drop my guard, then 
she will make me look like a fool.” 
Counselor: “Sometimes it seems like anger holds us up, when really it is tearing us down.  The 
true affect of your rage is that you are on the verge of divorce.  Right now your anger is making 
you more vulnerable, not more protected.” 
John: “I hate being angry.  I want to have my wife back.” 
Liz: “And I want to come back.  I have tried to be patient because I know I brought all of this pain 
into the marriage.  I’m willing to do whatever I have to in order to help us stay together.” 
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Counselor: “John I know you feel justified in your anger, but what does the Bible teach us about 
forgiveness.” 
John: “That we are to forgive…period.” 
Counselor: “And anger?” 
John: “Be angry and do not sin…” 
Counselor:  “…and do not let the sun go down on your wrath nor give place (opportunity) to the 
devil (Ephesians 4:26-27).” 
John: “Do you mean I am giving the devil an opportunity to break up my home?” 
Counselor: “Yes.  You see Liz’s sin is already repented and forgiven.  It is forgotten by God, but 
kept alive by you.  Without your help, the effect of Liz’s sin would already be defeated.” 
John: “So it’s my fault?” 
Counselor: “Liz threw out the first pitch…and it was one heck of a pitch.  But yes, you are the one 
now who is keeping the game going.” 
John: “But isn’t my anger justified!” 
Counselor: “It is understandable, but not justified two years later.  It is time for you to follow 
biblical instruction about your own sin.” 
John: “It is hard to think about my sin after what she did.  May anger and unforgiveness pales in 
comparison to infidelity!” 
Counselor: “Her sin is worse… is that right?” 
John: “Of course it is worse… that’s a stupid question!” 
Counselor: “Help me with this: where does the Bible classify sins in some order of severity?” 
John: “In the Ten Commandments.  Adultery is in the top ten… not anger.” 
Counselor: “Well I don’t remember God defining a “top ten” list, but, if He had, would you be guilty 
of any violations.” 
John:  “Not adultery!” 
Counselor: “I know but what about the others?  What about idolatry?  Have you ever devoted your 
worship to another person or thing.” 
John: “Sure I guess so…” 
Counselor: “Lying…ever done that?” 
John: “Yes…” 
Counselor: “Always keep the Sabbath holy?” 
John: “What is your point!  So I’m not perfect either…but I did not sleep with someone else!  
There is one big difference between adultery and cutting the grass on a Sunday!” 
Counselor: “Is Scripture TOTALLY true, or partially true?” 
John: “I believe it is totally true.” 
Counselor: (Opens the Bible to James).  Let’s look at the truth together: 

“For whoever shall keep the whole law, and yet stumble in one point, he is guilty of all” 
(James 2:10). 

John: (Silence, then begins to cry). 
Counselor: (Silence)…“John I think you are exhausted with your hatred and unforgiveness.  So is 
Liz.  I know you have been hurt, but now you are the one hurting yourself and Liz.  We are all 
guilty of the whole law.  That is why the sacrifice of Christ was our only answer.  But let’s look at 
this entire text in context because it tells us more about this issue: 

“If you really fulfill the royal law according to the Scripture, ‘You shall love your 
neighbor as yourself,’ you do well; but if you show partiality, you commit sin, and are 
convicted by the law as transgressors. For whoever shall keep the whole law, and yet 
stumble in one point, he is guilty of all.  For He who said, "Do not commit adultery,"  
also said, "Do not murder." Now if you do not commit adultery, but you do murder, 
you have become a transgressor of the law.  So speak and so do as those who will be 
judged by the law of liberty.  For judgment is without mercy to the one who has shown 
no mercy. Mercy triumphs over judgment” (James 2:8-12). 
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“Mercy triumphs over judgment…that is a powerful truth.  It applies to God’s mercy to each of us, 
and it tells us how we are to deal with others.” 
John: “Liz I am so sorry.  I don’t want to punish you anymore.  I am sick of hating and hurting.” 
Liz: “I am sorry for ever hurting you.  You did not deserve what I did.  I want my husband back.” 
Counselor: “Are you ready to get free of this burden?” 
John: “Yes.” 
 
The counselor then helped John walk through his own process of repentance, seeking the 
forgiveness, cleansing, and empowerment of God.  As he did, his anger quickly dissipated and his 
fear subsided.  When his “protective barrier” was removed, he could receive his wife again.  Once 
reconnected, he could experience the change she had undergone.  She was a different woman 
than the one who cheated on him two years ago.  He found trust in the Spirit working in her and 
began to relax for the first time in months.  Divorce was averted.   
 
Many professionals would see John as a victim only.  In other words, his hurt and emotion are 
justified by Liz’s actions and the continuance of his pain and anger is appropriate.  Others would 
continue to relive the past actions of infidelity under the guise of “working through” and “resolving” 
the emotions.  In reality, this process becomes a bottomless pit of anger, tearing open wounds, 
and undermining hope at every turn.  In truth, John’s emotion had become the primary problem.  It 
separated him from his wife; isolated him from the peace and healing of God; inhibited ongoing 
communication and problem solving; and would eventually lead to more injury and divorce. 
 
Many Christian counselors would rush to the conclusion that a “biblical standard” for divorce has 
been met (sexual immorality).  They might reason that “two years long enough” to work through 
the infraction and divorce is now justified.  But while the Lord has provided two very slim windows 
that permit divorce (), where in Scripture does God ever command a couple to divorce?  There 
are however passages of Scripture that command love (Eph. 5:25; Matt. 5:44; 1 Cor. 13:4-8), and 
forgiveness (Matt. 6:14-15; Luke 17:3-4; Mark 11:25; Eph. 4:32). 
 
SUMMARY 
 
In closing, we can see that counseling the marriage and the family requires the same fundamental 
approach to treating all spiritual material.  As biblical counselors, we must address the vertical 
relationships between family members and Christ first, and the earthly interactions and alignments 
second.  As matters of sin, incorrect theological positions, and secular orientations are confronted 
and resolved, the persons involved are able to bear the fruit and product of the Holy Spirit.  When 
lost family members are saved, the whole family benefits and grows in the opportunity to know 
Christ as well.  When a broken believer is restored through repentance and discipleship, it 
permeates the entire home. 
 
In Biblical Counseling with Couples and Families II, we will address in greater detail, the specific 
callings of a husband and wife as outlined in Scripture.  We will examine the biblical references to 
parenting and proper godly order for the family.  Finally, we will explore the discipleship process in 
greater depth, as we help families to discard faulty patterns, entrenched emotions and behaviors, 
and the general consequences of sin that have left their marks and influence on family 
relationships.  Very often, the working through of these matters are crucial in helping individuals 
and families pursue holiness, proper biblical conduct, and a submitted walk with God through 
whom all things are possible.   
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