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Basics Conference 
10 Things Every Pastor Needs to Know About Marriage Counseling 
 
1. Good marriage counseling comes out of a biblical understanding of marriage 

 
 
 

2. You’re a counselor, not an umpire. 
 
 
 

3. Be careful with your commitments.  
 

David Powlison: You should always be involved with a few people who are slow movers, with strugglers. 
The temptation is to counsel leader types, gifted people who want to grow. People who are a quick 
study. People who get it. Educated, independent, competent people. Influential people. Such people 
often make for efficient counseling (though not necessarily). They might not need more than a 
consultation or two. It doesn’t necessarily require you to deal with the confusion, willfulness, and 
suffering of the human heart. But sheep are often needy, confused, broken, harassed, stubborn, fearful, 
slow to grow, and forgetful. They are really just like pastors and other leaders, however much the ideals 
of our own competency can beguile us.1  

 
4. Marriage counseling isn’t another opportunity to preach a sermon. 

 
 
 

5. There is abuse and oppression in marriages.  
 
 
 
 
 

Darby Strickland: Oppression in marriage [is] a pattern of coercive, controlling and punishing behaviors 
whereby one spouse seeks to control and dominate the other. The tactics used by the oppressive 
spouse can vary. They can be behaviors that prevent personal freedoms, induce fear, exploit, terrorize, 
humiliate, withhold resources, isolate, threaten, demand obedience or physical harm. Living in these 
circumstances harms the oppressed person’s emotional, spiritual, physical, sexual, relational, or 
economic wellbeing.2 

 
6. You should not be doing more work than the couple 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
1 David Powlison, Speaking Truth in Love: Counsel in Community, (Winston-Salem, NC: Punch Press, 2005), 130. 
2 Darby Strickland, “Identifying Oppression in Marriages,” Journal of Biblical Counseling, vol. 30:2, 11. 
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7. Make progress in a small area to help them in a bigger area 
 
 
 

8. Know when to refer 
 
 
 

9. Underscore gospel centered motivations for change 
 
 
 

10. Don’t underestimate the power of offering hope 
 
 
 

11. BONUS: Watch out for your own marriage 
 

Andreas Kostenberger: Marriage and family are not exempt from the cosmic conflict that is raging 
between God and his angels on the one hand and Satan and his demons on the other. Because 
marriage and the family are not merely human conventions or cultural customs but divine institutions, 
it should be expected that Satan, who seeks to rob God of his glory would attack them. For this 
reason, too, we must treat marriage and the family not merely in the content of the current cultural 
crisis but also within the framework of the perennial cosmic conflict that requires a spiritual 
perspective and skilled engagement of the enemy in spiritual warfare.3 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
3 Andreas J. Köstenberger, God, Marriage, and Family Rebuilding the Biblical Foundation, 2nd ed., (Wheaton, IL: Crossway 
Books, 2010), 156. Köstenberger goes on to note that to his knowledge there is not current volume, resource or book 
that address the topic of marriage in the context of spiritual warfare. As a result he offers the most robust treatment 
of the topic I have found on pages 156-165. 


