
 
 

Marriage Counseling in the Church 
 

Location:  Christ the King PCA of Roanoke, VA     

 

Dates:  October 25-26, November 15-16  

Fridays 5:30pm-8pm  

Saturdays 9am-3pm    

 

Instructor:  Michael Gembola (MAR, MAC) 

 

Course Description       
 
This 2-credit course casts a biblical vision of marriage for pastoral and lay counseling in the church. 
The care and discipline structures of the church will be explored as vital instruments for the care of 

Christian families and applied to common problems. Conflict, parenting differences, and pre-marital 

difficulties will be addressed, as well as more the complex issues of divorce, infidelity, and domestic 

violence. Special consideration will be given to the basic process dynamics of lay marital counseling, 

prayer ministry, and small groups.  

 

Course Objectives 
 
This course will enable students to: 

● Cultivate humility toward the complexity of systemic issues in marriages and families. 
● Cultivate confidence in the power of the Holy Spirit and the Word of God to speak to human 

suffering and sin. 
● Perform representative, basic tasks associated with each stage in pastoral or lay marriage 

counseling. 
● Assess couples for repentance, safety, and readiness for marital counseling.  
● Create care plans for couples in need. 
● Reference and synthesize key biblical teachings on relationships relevant to marriage and 

family life. 

 

Required Texts 
John M. Gottman, The Seven Principles for Making Marriage Work. New York: Three Rivers, 1999. 

 
Sande, Ken and Tim Johnson. Resolving Everyday Conflict. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2011. 

Revised 2015.  

 
Smith, Winston. Marriage Matters: Extraordinary Change Through Ordinary Moments. Greensboro, 

NC: New Growth Press, 2010. 

 



Required Articles or Audio 
Powlison, David. "Love Speaks Many Languages Fluently." The Journal of Biblical Counseling 21-2, 

2002, 2-11. 
 

Sironi, Aaron and Lauren Whitman. "Helping a Spouse who Withdraws During Conflict." The Journal 

of Biblical Counseling 32-1, 10-32.  

 
Smith, Winston T. “Book Review: The Practice of Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy: Creating 

Connection.” The Journal of Biblical Counseling 26-1, 2012, 54-56. 

 
Strickland, Darby. "Uncovering Sexual Abuse in Marriage." The Journal of Biblical Counseling 33-1, 

2019, 5-24.  

 
Whitman, Lauren. "How to Begin Marriage Counseling." The Journal of Biblical Counseling 31-2, 73-

88.  

 

Steiner, Leslie Morgan. "Why Domestic Violence Victims Don't Leave." TED. Jan 25, 2013. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V1yW5IsnSjo  

 

Vernick, Leslie. "5 Common Mistakes People Helpers Make." Dec 2, 3013. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qb8zbzNgBjE  

 

 

Assignments 
 

1. Students must complete all required reading by December 14. Students will be 

asked to submit the reading report to the Instructor on the last day of class.  

 

 

2. Students will submit 3 papers (electronically).  

 

a. Paper 1: Redemptive Apologetics and Marriage: Engaging the 

Gottman Method  

i. Due date: November 9, 2019 

ii. Parameters: 4-6 pages, double-spaced 

iii. Instructions: 

 

Seek to answer the following questions: What does Gottman get right in The Seven Principles 

for Making Marriage Work? Where does this method fall short, in Christian terms? How does 

a biblical framework better explain what Gottman sees most clearly and cares about most 

deeply? In all seek to address Gottman’s larger framework, including illustrative examples 

and citing biblical references. 

 

 

b. Paper 2: Caring for Families in the Church: Case Study Interaction 

i. Due Date: Nov. 23, 2019 

ii. Parameters: 4-6 pages, double spaced 

iii. Instructions: 

 

Read the Joneses case study in Integrative Family Therapy on pages 75-81. Christian 

conceptualization is absent, so envision congregational care for the members of this family. 



Reflect on how you might pray for each member, and what spiritual growth would look like 

for them individually and as a family. Consider a hypothetical role for yourself (e.g., 

preaching, leading Bible study, or teaching youth group), and explain what Scripture passages 

you would speak from if this family’s concerns were on your heart. What does the Word of 

God say to them? How would it help us understand what is wrong in the family? What 

solutions and action steps would it invite us toward? Cite Scripture references, but other 

source research (or citation of the case study) will not be necessary. 

 

c. Paper 3: Summative Experience Essay 

i. Due date: Dec. 14, 2019 

ii. Parameters: 7-10 pages, double spaced  

iii. Instructions: 

 

This project is intended to pull together key information from throughout the class into the 

format of a reference paper for your future access. It should speak concisely to several key 

issues that you will face in ministry. Seek to address a minimum of 4 and maximum of 7 

marriage- and family-related questions. Two questions will be required to address:  1) How 

can a church walk with a couple after infidelity? Speak to the care needed for each spouse, 

marks of repentance, as well as basic principles for separation and divorce. 2) How should a 

church handle premarital counseling? Speak to possible formats, goals, and methods. The 

project should have synthesis and concision as its goal. It does not require breaking new 

ground in these topics, but retaining key information for each.  

 


