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HELPING THOSE WHO PARENT ALONE 
Randy Patten 

 
 
Introduction: 
 
A sizable portion of the children in America today are being raised in single-parent 
homes. The most frequent contributing causes are pregnancy before marriage, marital 
separation, divorce, death of a spouse, military deployment or career decisions. 
 
Being a single parent is a daunting, wearisome responsibility. The circumstances of life 
will motivate many single parents to seek counseling for themselves and/or their children. 
This can be a particularly gratifying ministry for a biblical counselor. 
 
The six key elements of the counseling process provide a helpful framework around 
which to plan and evaluate your counseling sessions. Using this outline can be especially 
beneficial to a counselor, who like me, did not grow up in a single-parent home and has 
never been a single parent. 
 

Key Elements: 

1.   Gather Information 

A. Hearing her life history can provide insight into her approach to life. 

B. Do both extensive and intensive data gathering. 

C. Clarify the spiritual standing and disciplines of key family members. 

D. Ask the parent to describe each child (e.g. age, personality, interests) and her 
concerns for them individually. 
 

E. The goal is to gain the kind of information that will allow you to minister the 
Word of God precisely where she needs it the most right now. 

 
2.   Discern the Problems 

A.  Presentation problem(s) = what motivated her to seek counseling; emotions will 
be prominent. 

B. Performance problem(s) = what happened, facts, behavior prominent. 

C. Preconditioning problem(s) = the habits of thinking and acting that have been 
repeated so often that they are affecting the current circumstances. 
 

D. Heart motivation(s) = the lusts of the counselee's heart that dominate her thinking 
and behavior. 
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3.   Gain Involvement 

A. The goal is to build the kind of relationship that will cause the counselee to not 
only tell you her problems but also cause her to listen to your advice on how to 
handle them. 
 

B. Look for “connecting points" between her life and yours. 

C. Listen intently and empathetically.  

D. Weep with those who weep and rejoice with those that rejoice. 

E. Express willingness to walk this path with her until she gains direction and hope 
in handling the problems that brought her to see you. 

 
4.   Give Hope 

A. In your demeanor radiate the hope you have in Christ and the Scriptures. 

B. Give a testimony about yourself and /or how God used you to help another family 
facing significant struggles. 
  

C. Use a key passage of Scripture to point her toward Christ and biblical thinking 
and behavior. I like to use Mt. 11:28-30 or Ps. 34:18. 
 

D. Possibly use the "Do Right--Do Wrong" chart or the Y diagram. 

 
5.   Provide Instruction  

A. Use your Bible; do not just talk about it! 

B. Ask yourself, "What basic biblical truths or principles could I teach which, if 
heard and obeyed, would help her in multiple areas of her life?" 
 

C. Potential agenda topics might include: 

1) The Gospel (John 3:16-18, 36; Eph. 1-3) 

2) Authority of the Scriptures in her life (Mt. 7:24-27; 2 Tim. 3:16-17) 

3) The goal of life (2 Cor. 5:9-10; Gal. 1:10) 

4) Biblical parenting (Eph. 6:4; Proverbs) 

5) How to change and grow (Eph. 4:1-24; Rom. 6:11-23) 

6) How to confess sin and seek forgiveness (1 John 1:9; Mt. 5:23-26) 

7) Responding biblically to trials and suffering (Rom. 8:28-29; Phil. 1:12-

26; Jas. 1) 
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D. Teaching needs to address both thinking and behavior. 

E. Strive for clarity and practicality. 

F. If possible, use visual aids to teach the parent that she can then use with the 

children.  

6. Assign Homework 
 

A. There should be a direct correlation between what you talked about in the session 
and the assigned homework. 
 

B. Assignments should address both root and fruit issues. 

C. Robust homework will include: 

1) Select Scripture reading 

2) Meaningful Scripture memory 

3) Theological reading 

4) Church attendance and note taking 

5) Acts of love/service 

6) Prayer 

D. Ask at the conclusion of each session, “Is this homework doable for you this 

week?" 
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SELECT HELPFUL RESOURCES 
Minibooks: 

 Angry Children by Michael R. Emlet (New Growth) 

 Children and Divorce by Amy Baker (New Growth) 

 Dealing with Rejection by C. John Miller (New Growth) 

 How Do I Stop Losing it with My Kids? by William P. Smith (New Growth) 

 I’m Exhausted by David Powlison (New Growth) 

 Leading Your Child to Christ by Marty Machowski (New Growth) 

 Single Parents by Robert D. Jones (New Growth) 

 When Your Kid’s in Trouble by William P. Smith (New Growth) 

 Help! I’m Depressed by Carol Trahan (Shepherd) 

 Help! My Teen is Rebellious by Dave & Judi Coats (Shepherd) 

 Help! My Toddler Rules the House by Paul & Karen Tautges (Shepherd)  

 

Books: 

 Bare Facts by Josh McDowell (Moody) 

 Don’t Make Me Count to Three by Ginger Hubbard (Shepherd) 

 Everyday Talk About Sex and Marriage by Jay Younts (Shepherd) 

 From Heartbroken to Hopeful by Shirley Elliott (Focus) 

 Gospel Powered Parenting by William Farley (P & R) 

 Instructing a Child’s Heart by Tedd & Margy Tripp (Shepherd) 

 Parenting:  14 Gospel Principles by Paul Tripp (Crossway) 

 Shepherding a Child’s Heart by Tedd Tripp (Shepherd) 

 Sticky Situations:  365 Devotions for Kids and Families by Schmitt Tyndale) 

 The Faithful Parent by Martha Peace & Stuart Scott (P & R) 

 The Gospel for Moving Targets by Nancy Snyder (Shepherd) 

 The Ology by Marty Machowski (New Growth) 

 When Good Kids Make Bad Decisions by Fitzpatrick & Newheiser 
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HELPING THOSE WHO PARENT ALONE— 

SUGGESTIONS FROM THOSE WHO HAVE DONE IT 
 
Dos & Don’ts 
 
1. Do get periodic childcare so you have some time to relax:  find Bible studies that have 
childcare, so you are both refreshed spiritually, emotionally and physically; ask grandparents or 
extended family to take the child (ren) overnight at least once a month. 
 
2. Do not seek to be your children’s friend; you are their parent, a person in authority over them 
who sometimes must make hard, unpopular decisions. 
 
3. Do not neglect to discipline the child if it is needed, even if you are exhausted …you reap what 
you sow. Encouragement:  You WILL see the fruit of your labor in the coming years! 
 
4. Make living for Christ your highest treasure – not trying to replace the husband void with 
another man. 
 
5. Learn to actively see Christ as the head of the house. I never sat at the head of the table and 
neither did the kids; we used this as a reminder that Christ was the head of our home.  
 
6. Do not let unwholesome talk come out of your mouth about the other parent. 
 
7. Do not compromise with whom you leave your children. It is hard to undo bad influences and 
abuse at the hands of others. 
 
8. Do not feel so sorry for your children that you help them make excuses for their sin or lack of 
spiritual disciplines. 
 
9. Do give your children hope. My time as a single parent was the toughest time of my life, but it 
was also one of the sweetest times in the Lord. Help your children to experience this.  
 
Staying on Course Spiritually  
 
1. Staying connected with my local church helped because it became an extension of my family. 
You feel so alone at times and feeling the community of believers around me was comforting.  
 
2. Get a trusted person who is spiritually mature and who will tell you the truth, repeatedly. 
Otherwise you will probably get a lot of worldly advice that begins with, “You deserve…” and 
you will start believing it. I found it helpful to put a sign on my refrigerator that said, “Lord, 
please never give me what I deserve.” 
 
What Scriptures Became Especially Meaningful? 
 
1. 2 Corinthians 1:3-10 – I hoped someday that the pain I was going through would help someone 
else. 
 
2. 1 Peter 3:8-9 helped me handle the difficult situation between my son’s father and me.  


