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Clients come to counseling because they are 
suffering in some way. Counselors must be 
emotionally prepared to spend a lot of time 
with their clients in their suffering and to 
follow the example of Jesus as they help their 
clients. Counselors must also allow clients to 
question God, as they guide them to focus on 
the truth of God’s character and how it remains 
true even in their suffering. PAGE 4
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Every young person looks into the future 
projecting their dreams, hopes and 
aspirations with excitement and hopefulness. 
However, little thought is given to the reality 
that not all dreams and hopes come true. 
Switching our hopes from Worldly hopes 
to Kingdom hopes will transform how one 
manages the emotions connected to the 
disappointment of unmet dreams and 
dashed hopes. PAGE 7

Conservative, evangelical 
Christian marriages are 

under attack in our culture, 
but research reveals that, 

contrary to prevailing 
opinion, these marriages 

have hidden strengths, 
when they are based upon 

a biblical foundation and 
have the strong support 
of a church community. 

Christian counselors would 
be wise to investigate 

the nature of this support 
in marriage and family 

counseling.

C
hristians face many challenges in our sec-
ular society, where they are often viewed 
as hypocritical (Kinnaman & Lyons, 
2007) and as holding beliefs that lead to 
unhappy marriages and families (Wilcox, 

2004). The Bible is clear in its call for Christians to love 
one another as Christ has loved us—in fact, it is a com-
mand from our Lord (John 13:34). This self-sacrificial 
love extends to our spouses, families (Eph. 5:21-33), 
and beyond—even to our enemies (Matt. 5:43-44). 
Yet, the prevailing view is that Christian marriages are 
unstable and just a prone to divorce as other marriages 
and that our faith has little impact on the quality and 
sustainability of marriages.

by Ian F. Jones, Ph.D., Ph.D.

BUILDING SUCCESSFUL CHRISTIAN 
MARRIAGES AND FAMILIES:

ADDRESSING THE MYTHS AND RESEARCH IN COUNSELING

http://www.aacc.net/
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Divorce and Christian Marriages
A common belief is that around 50 percent of all marriages will end in divorce and that 
Christian marriages are just as prone to failure. In addition, divorce rates are supposedly 
on the rise. Shaunti Feldhahn (2014) did an extensive study on the issue and found that 
the actual divorce rate has never been close to the reported 50 percent; the percentage 
is, in fact, based only on projections, not actual measurements. The divorce rate peaked 
around 1980 and, since then, it have been on the decline. There may be a number of 
reasons for the decline, such as the fact that fewer people are getting married, and, when 
they do, they are often older, increasing the chances of a having a successful marriage.  
Of those people who have ever been married, 72% are still married to their first spouse. 
Does that mean that the remaining 28% are divorced? Not necessarily, they could be 
widowed. Based upon estimates of widowhood, Feldhahn believes that only around 25% 
of first marriages end in divorce (p. 21). Additional findings were that most marriage 
problems are not caused by big issues, and that cohabiting increases the risk of divorce. 
But what about Christians? Feldhahn found that Christian couples who practice their 
beliefs and attend church regularly don’t divorce at the same rate as non-Christians. Nu-
merous studies point to a rate of 15-20 percent.

The issue of marriage and divorce statistics is somewhat complicated, particularly as 
it relates to people who identify as Christians. A Barna study (“New marriage”) showed 
that the percentage of adults who have been married and divorced varies among different 
populations in our society. Groups with higher divorce rates include downscale adults 
(39%), Baby Boomers (38%), those aligned with a non-Christian faith (38%), African-
Americans (36%), and people who consider themselves to be liberal on social and politi-
cal matters (37%). Populations with the lowest likelihood of divorces include Catholics 
(28%), evangelicals (26%), upscale adults (22%), Asians (20%) and those who consider 
themselves to be conservative on social and political matters (28%). However, around 
33% of non-evangelical, born-again Christians have been married and divorced; the same 
rate as the national average. Sound confusing? The issue comes down to definitions and 
what exactly you mean when you say you are a Christian and have a Christian marriage. 

Implications for Counselors   
Christian counselors should not assume that, simply because a couple identifies as Chris-
tian, their marriage is likely to be stronger and more immune to divorce. In fact, Wilcox 
and Williamson (2007, p. 50), found that nominally attending conservative Protestants 
are 20 percent more likely to divorce, compared to secular Americans. In contrast, “active 
conservative Protestants” who regularly attend church are 35 percent less likely to divorce 
compared to those who have no affiliation. The positive effect of faith is particularly 
significant among fathers. Wilcox (2008) identifies several benefits of religion and church 
attendance upon family men.

Positive effect of preaching and rituals. Men who actively attend church are constantly 
reminded of their responsibilities in their marriage and their family. Baptisms and 
sermons provide a sacred dimension and solemn charge to provide leadership, love, and 
spiritual care. Evangelical churches are focusing more on encouraging men to be active in 
the lives of family members.

Family-oriented opportunities to serve. Churches are providing men with opportunities 
to serve in such areas as youth groups and worship services, allowing them to spend more 
time with family members.

Family-oriented social networks. Social networks in churches tend to be family cen-
tered, providing formal and informal support for marriages and for family relationships. 
Family issues, such as effective parenting, disciplining children, and monitoring sexual 
behavior, can be addressed through social networks in the church. Advice, support, 
and encouragement within these networks reduce isolation, and generally lead to better 
parenting. 

Support in dealing with stresses in life. Comfort and support from church members and 
a meaningful biblical faith give fathers support and direction when dealing with traumas 
in life, such as illness, death, or unemployment. They are able to make sense of their 
difficulties and find strength through the communal support of the church, reducing 
anxiety and stress, and consequently, preventing possible harm to their marriage and their 
family.
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Christian counselors should examine the nature and 
strength of the relationship to Christ and the connection 
to an active community of faith when counseling Chris-
tian couples. As the research reveals, it is not enough to 
simply claim to be a Christian or even attend church 
in order to have a divorce-proof marriage. In addition, 
church leaders, including pastors and counselors, need to 
connect their work and calling to the building up of the 
body of Christ, in contrast to the ethic of individualism 
found in western culture. As Wilson (2003, p. 74) has 
observed, “Counselors and pastors need to have an ap-
preciation for the communal ethos of Scripture if they are 
seeking to be Christian in the work they have been called 
to do.”   
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by Ashley Jamison, MAMFC, Th.M. C
lients seek counseling for a number of reasons, but 
the commonality between all of their reasons is 
suffering. Individuals, couples, and families seek 
counseling when their lives are not as they should 
be. In the Garden, Adam and Eve partook from the 

Tree of Knowledge and sin entered the world. From that point 
on, the world was no longer perfect and the world and everything 
in it was no longer as it should be. The fall ushered evil into the 
world and suffering has been ubiquitous ever since. 

As counselors and clients walk together in the face of suf-
fering, they must allow God to guide the process and to have a 
fuller understanding of him as their end goal. Langberg (2015) 
encourages counselors to follow the model of Jesus in the incar-
nation as they meet with clients who have experienced trauma. 
Jesus made himself small in becoming human, and counselors 

Clients come to counseling because 
they are suffering in some way. 

Counselors must be emotionally 
prepared to spend a lot of time with 
their clients in their suffering and to 
follow the example of Jesus as they 
help their clients. Counselors must 

also allow clients to question God, as 
they guide them to focus on the truth 
of God’s character and how it remains 

true even in their suffering.

WALKING WITH CLIENTS THROUGH 

S U F F E R I N G
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must become small for their clients. Counselors 
must be knowledgeable, but they must lay aside 
their expertise and walk into the darkness of the 
client’s suffering with him. The counselor must 
stay anchored to truth and not get lost with the 
client as he or she enters this darkness with the 
client. Being Christ to clients also requires coun-
selors not to abandon those in crisis. The work of 
soul care is heavy and maintaining connection will 
be challenging at times. Counselors must be like 
Christ and be consistent even when the work is 
difficult. Counselors must also be prepared to enter 
the darkness and not lose perspective. Those who 
are suffering may bring a skewed perspective and 
continued contact can lead the counselor to a place 
of despair, cynicism, and bitterness (Langberg, pp. 
112-116). In order to follow the model of Christ 
with clients, counselors must maintain a rich 
relationship with God that sustains them and can 
overflow into the lives of their clients.

Joni Eareckson Tada (2010) was injured in a 
diving accident as a teenager and was paralyzed 
from the shoulders down. She has written exten-
sively about her journey and her theology of suffer-
ing. Eareckson Tada believes that God is powerful 
enough to heal afflictions and that he would do 
so if he saw fit. She also states that God prioritizes 
our spiritual state above all else. In her suffering, 
Earekson Tada was able to shift her focus away 
from herself and back to Christ. She encourages 
moving away from the questions like “why would 

God allow this to happen to me?” and exploring more important questions 
that focus on God instead of self. These questions turn the focus to God 
and are more emotionally satisfying for the sufferer.  

Rather than “Why would a good God allow suffering?” better questions 
to consider are “Is God good?” and “Does he care?” Scripture contains 
numerous examples of God showing his goodness and care for his people. 
Jesus knew he was going to raise Lazarus from the dead, but he still wept 
when he heard the news of the death of his friend (Jn. 11:1-44). When Job 
is suffering and continues to receive terrible advice, God reprimands Job’s 
sorry comforters (Job 42:7-8). After Elijah killed the prophets of Baal, he 
was exhausted and he asked God to let him die. God saw his needs and 
sent an angel to bring him food and restore him (1 Kings 19:2-8). Clients 
in the midst of suffering may know intellectually that God is good, but 
they will need to work toward believing it emotionally. Eventually clients 
can even come to see God’s goodness in the ways that they were spared 
further suffering (Langberg, 2015).

Another more helpful question to ponder is “Where is God when I am 
suffering?” Scripture answers this question so clearly and states repeatedly 
that God is with us. In Psalm 23, David says “Even though I walk through 
the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil for you are with me; 
your rod and your staff they comfort me” (Ps. 23:4 ESV). After Moses died 
and Joshua had to lead the Israelites, God encouraged Joshua, telling him 
to be strong and courageous because he would be with him the whole way 
(Josh. 1:9). Scripture is not lacking in reminders that God is with us during 
our suffering.

Scripture is clear that God is with us, and that “he will never leave [us] 
nor forsake [us]” (Deut. 31:6 NIV), but we may also wonder what God 
is doing while we are suffering. The incarnation provides evidence that 
God enters into our suffering with us. Jesus became man and suffered in 
the flesh and even took on the punishment for all of our sins (Phil. 2:8, 
Heb. 2:10, 2:14, Rom. 8:3). He is fully able to empathize in our sufferings 
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and grieve with us in our pain. God is also working “in all things. . .for 
the good of those who love him [and] have been called according to his 
purpose” (Rom. 8:28). He is protecting us from further suffering and 
continuing to bless us as he transforms our suffering. God sees our shame 
and wants to restore us to his glory (Langberg, 2015).

Joni Eareckson Tada (2010) eventually came to a place in her heal-
ing where she was able to consider the benefits of her suffering. First, 
suffering can direct us away from danger. God will do whatever it takes 
to bring us back to himself, even if it requires pain. Second, suffering 
reminds us that our true strength comes from Christ alone, because it 
is in our weakness that his power is made perfect (2 Cor. 12:9). Third, 
suffering can strip away the darkness in our lives and reveal the beauty of 
Christ in us. “. . . Careless ease, empty pride, earthly preoccupations, and 
too much prosperity [can] put layers of dirty film over our souls” (p. 86). 
Fourth, suffering can remove worldly distractions and increase our desire 
for Christ. Fifth, suffering can increase our fruitfulness as we are drawn 
back to Christ (pp. 80-92). After considering how God was using her 
suffering for her good, Eareckson Tada was able to become so grateful 
for the benefits she found in her suffering that she no longer wished she 
hadn’t had the accident that led to decades of pain. 

The questions and answers for suffering offered here should take 
time and effort to work through in counseling, and they should never 
be offered to the client as “pat answers.” The client will normally have 
difficulty exploring and answering these questions in counseling. Using 
these concepts to hasten through the discomfort of suffering will mini-
mize the client’s trauma experience and increase shame when the client is 
unable to internalize and embody these beliefs quickly. A Christian client 
will likely understand all of this at an intellectual level, but will need to 
wrestle with his or her beliefs about God in light of his or her experience 
in order for healing to take place. 

The goal of Christian counseling is ultimately to help clients to work 
through any barriers they have to walking with Christ and becoming 
more like him. In the midst of suffering and pain, clients often question 
how God could allow this to happen to them. They are not looking for 
theological education; they are looking for relief. “. . . In the dark hours 
of suffering, Christians want more than the assurance that their beliefs 
are consistent. They draw comfort only from the living Lord himself. . 
.of the love of God in Christ Jesus” (Carson, 1990, pp. 20-21). As Chris-
tian counselors, we must meet our clients in their pain and lead them to 
find their comfort in Christ. 
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IN THE MIDST OF 

SUFFERING AND 

PAIN, CLIENTS OFTEN 

QUESTION HOW GOD 

COULD ALLOW THIS 

TO HAPPEN TO THEM. 

THEY ARE NOT LOOKING 

FOR THEOLOGICAL 

EDUCATION; THEY ARE 

LOOKING FOR RELIEF.
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Every young person looks into the future projecting 
their dreams, hopes and aspirations with excitement 
and hopefulness. However, little thought is given 
to the reality that not all dreams and hopes come 
true. Switching our hopes from Worldly hopes to 
Kingdom hopes will transform how one manages 
the emotions connected to the disappointment of 
unmet dreams and dashed hopes.  

A s a teenager, I had the hope and 
desire of one day meeting the 
man of my dreams, getting mar-
ried, having kids and living the 
happily-ever-after life story. As 

each new year started, I wondered if this was 
the year I would meet my guy. By the time I 
reached thirty, my doubts were growing, hope 
was fading, and I remember that particular New 
Year’s Eve, wondering if it would be the decade 
in which I would meet him!  

by Madz Deyzel, B.A.KINGDOM 
HOPES VS. 
WORLDLY 

HOPES:
TRANSFORMING THE WAY 
WE LOOK AT OUR UNMET 

HOPES AND DREAMS
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Everyone has some sort of hope or expectation of how 
their life will play out.  We have these invisible milestone-
markers indicating that, by a certain age, we should have 
graduated college, carved out a successful career path, fall-
en in love, been happily married, raised well-round kids, 
paid off a house in which we would retire in good health 
and, towards the end, die peacefully in our sleep. Pretty 
simple in theory, yet reality doesn’t always work with us, 
as with each year that passes, marking yet another unmet 
milestone, we begin to ask questions:
n Why can’t I land my dream job?
n Why did I end up with a terminal illness?
n Why did my child pass away?
n Why did my wife cheat on me? 
n Why was I re-trenched?
n What’s wrong with me, why does no one want to 

marry me?
Even society begins to ask questions:
n When are you going to find a job?
n When are you going to make something of your-

self?
n When are you going to get married?
n When are you going to have children?

These questions add to the ever-mounting frustration 
and hopelessness one can feel, because the answer to these 
questions is often beyond the control of the person being 
asked. 

I remember that, as time ticked by, the invites 
changed from engagements to weddings, to baby showers 
and first birthdays—while my relationship status stayed 
the same. The reality is, we don’t always have control over 
how our dreams and expectations play out.  You can’t 
force someone to fall in love with you. There is no guar-
antee that one can have children. You can’t make someone 
employ you, and there is no assurance that retrenchment 
or a terminal illness won’t cross your path. Life will throw 
curve balls at our hopes, and we have to find some way of 
dealing with these blows because, as Proverbs 13:12 says, 
“Hope deferred makes the heart sick.” 

In an unpredictable world with many unmet expecta-
tions and deferred hopes, hearts are sick with grief, anger, 
disappointment, despair and hopelessness. It was in my 
thirties, while filled with hopelessness and frustration over 
my singleness, that I entered a battle with God over this 
very issue. I wanted to know what meaning my life would 
have if, by the age of eighty, I was still single. How would 
I deal with the emotional pain caused by the desires of my 
heart remaining unmet? 
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I remember God spoke very clearly to me that I was asking 
the wrong questions and looking at my life through the wrong 
lenses. First, He said that I was looking at my life here on earth 
as if it was eternity. He reminded me that, in the context of 
eternity, my life is merely a dot on a never-ending eternal line. 
I realized that when we discard the reality of eternity we limit 
ourselves to aiming merely at achieving worldly hopes, as we fail 
to see the bigger picture, purpose and meaning of our lives here 
on earth. God reminded me that the meaning and purpose of 
my life was not about marriage, or meeting any other worldly 
hope. My life here is about seeking to fulfill what I am calling 
kingdom hopes. This perspective means living in such a way that 
I am investing my time and resources in God’s Kingdom, using 
my gifts, skills and time to serve those He calls me to serve. 

This realization transformed my thinking, shifting my eyes 
off of my singleness onto an exciting adventure. I started one day 
by asking this simple question, “Lord what do You want me to do 
today that will impact Your Kingdom in eternity?” I continued this 
daily prayer and saw significant changes, especially in my emo-
tions. A sense of significance and excitement grew as I saw how 
God was using me. The emotions of despair and hopelessness 
over my singleness diminished. Even though getting married and 
having children was still a big desire of my heart, it no longer 
consumed me, nor held me captive.

I realized in the midst of my singleness and whatever my 

every day ‘worldly’ struggles would be, if I continued to ask God 
to use me like this every day until my dying day, my life would 
have a profoundly satisfying sense of meaning, significance and 
purpose, even if I was still single, because I would have stored 
up in Heaven Kingdom Treasures. 

Colossians 3:1-2 “Since you have been raised to new life with 
Christ, set your sights on the realities of heaven, where Christ sits 
in the place of honor at God’s right hand. Think about the things 
of heaven, not the things of earth.”
2 Corinthians 4:18 “So we don’t look at the troubles we can see 
now; rather, we fix our gaze on things that cannot be seen. For 
the things we see now will soon be gone, but the things we cannot 
see will last forever.”

Despite the success or failure of worldly hopes, when we fix our 
eyes on the reality of an eternal life with Christ, investing in 
Kingdom Hopes, we radically shift gears around how we process 
unmet worldly hopes, transforming emotions like despair into 
joy, hopelessness into peace and shame into honor.
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