“Domestic Violence”

Gospel & Culture Series: Mark Spansel

♦ Biblical Convictions & Objectives:
1• We believe the Bible is God’s inspired revelation to man and we will do our very best to be
guided by the Word of God in all things. The Word shapes culture, not the other way around.
2• We are committed to worshipping God with our minds, and ever growing in our confidence
of the Word. We will not back away from the hard subjects, but approach them with humble
submission.
3• We believe that every human was created in the image of God, has innate value, and is to be
treated with love and compassion regardless of gender or any other external unchangeable
condition (Genesis 1:26-27)
4• We grieve over the state of the Church that has erroneously given women the wrong counsel
to suffer in an abusive relationship believing that is either redemptive suffering or Biblical
submission. It is neither. Biblical male headship never violates the freedom of those under his
leadership, just as Christ never coerces love or obedience (Ephesians 5:22-30).
5• We believe that the work of Jesus redeems His own from slavery. One of the fruits of this is
that every child of God should walk in freedom (Galatians 5:1) – freedom from sin’s tyranny in
their own choices, and from others sinful control over them. The grace of God is powerful
enough to free the abuser from his sinful manipulative patterns, and give the one violated a
voice to live in the peace of God.

♦ A Word About The Seriousness Of This Issue In The Church …
“Tragically, at least one in four women experiences abuse from her partner at some point in her adult life. And
tragically, that rate is no different in Christian homes. In fact, research shows that Christian women stay
longer and suffer more severe abuse than their non-Christian counterparts. Biblical interpretation on the topic
of divorce and separation can cause confusion and allow violence and abuse to continue.” Justin S. and
Lindsey A. Holcomb: “Does the Bible Say Women Should Suffer Abuse and Violence” in JBC 28:2 (pg 9).
“Christian women (and Christian teenage girls) are no less vulnerable to domestic violence than are females
from the general public. One of every four women in the United States is abused by an intimate or former
intimate partner. It may be difficult for some churchgoers to accept, but this statistic alone suggests that there
are both victims and perpetrators of domestic violence worshipping in every congregation. Many Christians
deny the sad reality that some men and boys who ‘praise Jesus’ on Sunday mornings abuse their wives and
girlfriends the rest of the week. Hidden securely behind the ornate stained glass window, and buried deep
within the hearts of many people seated in the pews of churches across the United States, incidents of domestic
violence flourish like a fire raging out of control.” Al Miles: Violence in Families (pg 24).
“As long as the church is quiet in a world which resonates with the cries of abused women, it is failing in its
ministry of reconciliation. It is functioning as sounding brass, a clanging cymbal … the church is called to
bind up the bruises of women who have suffered not only from the violence of their spouses, but also from the
passive violence of a church which has failed to recognize their situation and intervene on their behalf … the
church can no longer avoid taking sides. A love which intends to be effective in terms of God’s Kingdom
cannot avoid taking sides. Only when it becomes an advocate for the oppressed can it fulfill its prophetic role.
But the church must be an advocate for the powerless not primarily because it has been catapulted into social
action by a feminist critique on the treatment of women or because psychological research documents the
victimization of women as fact. Instead, the church must aggressively respond because the presence of evil is
revealed. If the church is to be truly pro-life, how can it help but champion the cause of battered women?
Being pro-life requires more than opposing abortion; it means taking a stance against all which stifles life and
personhood. To be pro-life is to be for life. And violence by a husband toward his wife is one obvious offense
to the integrity of human life.” James & Phyllis Alsdurf: Battered into Submission (pg 127-128).
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♦ Developing a Definition:
Why it’s
Important

What is
Involved?

I want the attention in our study first and foremost to be on the Biblical
data, allowing the Word of God to shape our framework. But we need
to have clarity on the core of this subject as we come to the Scriptures
for instruction. This issue does not begin with physical acts of violence,
nor can it merely be addressed at that external level. It is far deeper
than that and so we must get to the heart of manipulation, power, and
control. To make this only about “did she get hit?” would be a grave
injustice to what women are suffering under. Listen:
Domestic violence looks different in different households and from
relationship to relationship, but there are unmistakable underlying
commonalities, listen:
• “Sometimes the abuse is physical, and hitting, shouting, or hairpulling are a regular part of your home. Other times, the abuser won’t
ever lay a hand on you – but you will be shamed, called names, and
manipulated … maybe the abuse isn’t physical – that doesn’t mean it’s
not abuse. Most abuse cases begin with emotional, verbal, and other
nonphysical forms of abuse and then escalate to physical forms, or
maybe the abuse has been going on for a while and shows no sign of
becoming physical” (Holcomb: Is it My Fault? pg. 21-22).
• “Violence need not necessarily be physical. Emotional abuse can be
just as damaging as physical abuse – and at times even more so” (Hans
Boersma: Violence, Hospitality, and the Cross pg. 44).
• “Violence is better defined as the intent to hurt or torture, more than
physical injury” (Wolfgang Huber: Violence – The Unrelenting Assault
on Human Dignity pg. 128).
• “Domestic violence is a pattern of abusive behavior in which a person
uses coercion, deception, harassment, humiliation, manipulation,
and/or force in order to establish and maintain power and control over
that person’s intimate partner. Perpetrators use economic, emotional,
psychological, physical, sexual, spiritual, and/or verbal tactics to get
their way” (Al Miles: Violence in Families pg. 27).
So though the back of your Bible doesn’t have a topical index
referencing domestic violence or abusive relationships, it has much to
say about the heart that seeks control rather than being controlled by the
Spirit of God. It addresses the heart of manipulation and using others
for personal gain, and it is that to which we now invite the Word of God
to build our theological framework.

♦ Dealing With The Biblical Data To Build A Biblical Theology:
• We need to understand: (1) God’s plan for Peace as He established it and will one day bring to
completion, (2) The Corruption of that Peace and how the fall affected the husband-wife
relationship, (3) Why Violence is used, (4) The Lie of Control that every human heart feels, and
(5) How to recognize and fight against your favorite Tools of Manipulation so we can walk in
the joy and freedom of obedience.
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The Genesis creation account is characterized by God seeing
what He is doing and being pleased with Himself. What He creates
during the first five days is “good” culminating by His creation of
mankind on the sixth day, and looking back at it all he declares it as
“very good” (Genesis 1:31). There was no sin, no suffering, and no
evil or violence. All followed the Creator’s example of rest … resting
in the peace of God. Man created first, woman created out of man to be
a “helper fit for him” (Genesis 2:18). Both created in the image of the
Godhead, enjoying perfect fellowship and mutual love. Just as there
was no control or coercion within the Trinity, neither manipulation nor
abuse existed between man and woman in the peace of God in the
garden. They both enjoyed the acceptance of God, neither inferior nor
fearful, but delighting in the design of God.
The Hebrew word for “peace” is Shalom, and the concept is
rich in shaping our framework as to God’s original intent for mankind
(and all of creation). It describes harmony and wholeness, abundance
and safety. “I will grant peace in the land, and you will lie down and
no one will make you afraid” (Leviticus 26:6). This is God’s plan, and
everything that stands against this, stands against God. Violence and
fear, coercion and control all stand against the shalom of God. And
though that shalom has been shattered by the entrance of sin, God’s
plan was always to redeem and restore. And the first great restoration
of that shalom was the sending of His Son to break the curse of sin on
the cross. Evil and violence was dealt a deathblow, and yet there is a
groaning that remains. Paul makes this clear in Romans 8:18-30, “…we
groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for adoption as sons, the redemption
of our bodies.”
And yet we are not without hope, both because of the
“firstfruits of the Spirit” (8:23) that we received through the cross, and
also because God’s shalom will be restored. And one day “He will
wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more,
neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the
former things have passed away” (Revelation 21:4).
Domestic violence in all its forms is a violation of God’s peace
and a disruption to God’s plan, all brought on by sin which will one day
be forever destroyed!

So what went wrong? In a word – Sin. It wasn’t long before
the shalom of God in the Garden of Eden was violated by the lies of the
Evil One. Satan came to persuade the man and woman that God’s way
wasn’t the best and there was more that could be had on their own,
without Him. Lies! But they believed them, and as a result “sin came
into the world through one man, and death through sin, and so death
spread to all men because all sinned” (Romans 5:12). In Genesis 3 we
see some of the immediate results of the Fall of man – A knowledge of
their unworthiness (3:7), self-reliance and self-protection (3:7), shame
and isolation (3:8), fear (3:10), and immediate discord between the once
perfect relationship between husband and wife (3:12).
More
specifically, man blaming God and his wife … “the woman whom you
gave to be with me, she gave me fruit of the tree, and I ate” (Genesis
3:12). Man refused to take responsibility … and chose attack.
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To such treason, God delivers the clear consequences to the
sinful rebellion that had just taken place. First to the serpent/Satan
(Genesis 3:14-15), then to the woman (3:16), and finally to the man
(3:17-19). And as if the choice man made to attack his wife didn’t have
a great enough consequence on the marital relationship, the curse of sin
toward the woman furthered the tension. After God explained that
childbirth would be a painful process He then said, “Your desire shall
be for your husband, and he shall rule over you” (Genesis 3:16). The
corruption of shalom had now profoundly affected the husband-wife
relationship. The context, you’ll remember, is addressed to the woman,
and the general sense is that she will desire to be in charge, take charge
(what we might say today “wear the pants”), but your husband will rule
over you.
God’s design as unfolded in both the Old and New Testament is
that man is to be the head or leader in the marriage. That has nothing to
do with value, worth, or acceptance, but everything to do with God’s
designated roles. And that was pre-fall, and it was for their good. But
now after the corruption of God’s peace the wife won’t want to be in
that protected and cherished role, but will rather want to shake off any
sense of needing to be led and cared for. What God designed as good
will now be a point of contention between husband and wife.
But it doesn’t end there. A gentle and loving leader will not
always lead the rebellious, independent heart of the wife. “He shall
rule over you” (3:16). The word is not one of evil intent, it is the same
word that speaks of God having dominion over creation … and He does
so with love and justice. But man is not God, and that “rule” gets
distorted by sin, turning what should be a God-like-rule often into a
power-rule.
Sin entered the world and corrupted the peace of God,
stretching down into the very fabric of the marriage relationship, and
the improper use of leadership by man. What was created to be selfless
and sanctifying now gets used for personal gain and control. This is a
great problem when it comes to the care of women under sinful men.

Why
Violence?
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For the clearest explanation to that question we start in the New
Testament book of James. “You desire and do not have, so you murder.
You covet and cannot obtain, so you fight and quarrel” (James 4:2).
Quite simply when we don’t get something we want, we act out of that
unmet expectation with our anger of choice. It may be harsh words,
demanding sex, belittling name-calling, or a shove against the wall.
And God hates such behavior!
After the Fall, the earth had quickly become an awful place.
“Now the earth was corrupt in God’s sight, and the earth was filled
with violence” (Genesis 6:11). In Genesis 1 there was Shalom, in
Genesis 3 there was Sin, and now in Genesis 6 there is Hamas (the
Hebrew word for violence). And throughout the Old Testament, we
come to understand that God hates violence and shows compassion on
those who are having hamas done to them.
• “The Lord tests the righteous, but his soul hates the wicked and the
one who loves violence.” (Psalm 11:5)
• “He has pity on the weak and the needy … from oppression and
violence he redeems their life.” (Psalm 73:13)

“Domestic Violence”

Gospel & Culture Series: Mark Spansel

God is not the author of evil, nor does He make anyone sin. He
doesn’t tempt anyone to sin, “but each person is tempted when he is
lured and enticed by his own desire. Then desire when it has conceived
gives birth to sin, and sin when it is fully grown brings forth death”
(James 1:14-15). There were evil men in the OT (check out Nabal
where 1 Samuel 25:3 describes him as a man who “was harsh and
badly behaved”), evil men in the NT (just take a look at all those who
were after Jesus), and evil men today. And while evil, sin, and
suffering are with us during this era of disrupted shalom, God even
takes the evil that violent men choose to do and redeems it for His story
to be written on the pages of our story, even the chapters we’d rather
not have written (Genesis 50:20).
God hates violence, in all its forms. He is not behind any of the
evil done against you. Neither you nor God makes anyone hurt you, but
violent abusive people choose to abuse. And as much as God despises
the sin done against His image-bearers, He is active in writing His
shalom over the evil of men’s hamas. He is not absent, weak, or
manipulative … He is a God who rescues (Psalm 91:15)!

The Lie of
Control
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Quite simply, Adam and Eve wanted control over their lives.
At the root of unbelief is the underlying belief that God cannot be
trusted and I can only trust myself. Steven R. Tracy writes,
“Behaviorally, the most characteristic pattern of physically abusive
men is control” (Mending the Soul pg. 53). The Holcombs echo the
same simple reality, “Domestic violence is about exerting power and
control” (Is It My Fault? pg. 39). God gave Adam and Eve dominion
over creation (Genesis 1:28), the power to rule as image-bearers of the
King over the creation that He made for them. Power is not evil or
sinful, but misused power is. And when power is used to control others
rather than serve others, sin takes root and leads to all kinds of evil.
In Ephesians 5:22-6:4, Paul gives clear teaching on the kind of
power the man is to have in his home as husband and father. The power
to love as Christ loved (5:25), sacrifice as Christ sacrificed (5:25),
sanctify as Christ sanctifies (5:26), nourish and cherish as he would his
own body (5:28-29), and instruct in the way of the Lord (6:4). And he
can only do this as the Spirit of God controls him. When a man (or
woman) resists the Lordship of Jesus Christ and does not walk in the
Spirit, he/she will believe (falsely) that they can control their world in a
god-like fashion. This is the way of the flesh, “the old life”, and “not
the way you learned Christ, assuming that you have heard about him
and were taught in him” (Ephesians 4:20-21). That old life is “corrupt
through deceitful desires” (Ephesians 4:22). And until the desire to be
controlled by God is greater than the desire to control others,
relationships will be in conflict.
That conflict need not always be expressed in emotional,
verbal, spiritual, or physical abuse … but it remains a corrupting desire,
an idol of the heart, a deep sin that may not be easily detected, and that
seed of violence when squeezed will come out some way or another.
The only answer to the lie of control is the truth of faith. Believing that
God is the very best Master you could have … “and that you are not
your own … but were bought with a price” (1 Corinthians 6:19-20).
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Many mistakenly come to the New Testament and think that the
God of the Old Testament “got soft”, introduced grace, and makes life
easier for everyone. That’s just not true on many levels. God has
always been a God of grace, even when that grace brings judgment and
has consequences. But to this issue of the heart idols of power and
control, the game gets even harder in the NT. Listen to Jesus, “You
have heard that it was said to those of old ‘You shall not murder’ … But
I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother … whoever
insults his brother will be liable to judgment” (Matthew 5:21-22). 75%
of murder-suicides involve intimate partners or former intimate
partners. But 100% of marriages, parent-child relationships, and dating
relationships involve anger and insults at some point in time.
In order for the issue of domestic violence to be Biblically
addressed, we must address the heart of manipulation. To truly be able
to live in the shalom of God, we must walk in the Gospel of God …
“Therefore since we have been justified by faith, we have peace with
God through our Lord Jesus Christ” (Romans 5:1). And if we are
walking in that peace, we will be men and women who recognize our
manipulation tools of choice and walk in daily repentance. What is
yours? The seeds of these are in all of us –
~ (Here is a sampling of where we’ll pick up in Part 2) ~
• Anger – When others don’t do what you want them to do and you
have unmet expectations you get angry. When the circumstances of life
are unfair or you legitimately are wronged you lose it (James 1:19-21).
You throw things, threaten, name-call, and demand.
• Words – Your tongue starts fires all over the place (James 3:1-12),
and from those fires it is “setting on fire the entire course of life” (3:6).
You belittle, bully, deny, blame, yell, and seek to persuade.
• Isolate – You have to keep secrets and so you prevent others from
getting too close to those you manipulate. You limit and withhold,
embarrass, ignore, and are jealous.

♦ Exegetical Conclusions:
1• God’s plan is for shalom and not hamas. He never designed violence to be part of human
relationships. Abuse in all its forms is an aberration from the creation of God, the heart of God,
and the will of God.
2• God’s plan for the husband-wife relationship has everything to do with two equal imagebearers of God functioning in their unique roles. Because of the fall, both members struggle to
function in that role as God designed, but male headship is never an excuse for abuse and Godly
submission is never a reason to stay in an abusive situation.
3• At the heart of domestic violence is the “desire to have” (James 4:2), or “deceitful desires”
(Ephesians 4:22), and from that comes controlling and manipulative behavior that exerts a sinful
use of power over another person.
4• God sent His Son to bring peace, and through faith in Jesus Christ even the vilest offender
can find freedom from his abusive behavior and learn to walk in obedience. And those living in
the fog of abuse can truly come to understand the love God has for them, the freedom and voice
He gifts them with, and the precious identity as child of God that is their new reality!
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Part 2: Practical Implications for Life and Ministry
Some Necessary Issues We Must Deal With:
1- Why does an abuser abuse?
2- Why does the violated person stay?
3- Does the cycle ever end?
4- What impact does this have on children?
5- What do forgiveness and reconciliation look like?
6- How do I know if I’m in an abusive relationship?
7- How do I get help if I’m being violated?
8- How do I get help in changing my abusive behavior and controlling heart?
9- What should the church do?
10- How do I walk with a limp?
Having established the Biblical Framework we now have an anchor to begin our rappel into the
dark cavern of domestic violence. Our descent will come in three stages covering, (1) Some
explanations related to why these relationships are difficult to see and separate from, then (2)
Considering what it looks like and the effect it has on all involved, and finally (3) How the
Gospel brings light and hope.

Descent:
Stage 1

Explanations: Dealing with some of the WHYs
“In every human being, of course, there lurks a beast
uncontrollable, unleashed from the chain, a beast of
ailments contracted in debauchery.” (Fyodor Dostoyevsky:
The Brothers Karamozov)

Why Does He Do That?
We know that the heart of every human is corrupted by the virus of sin (Romans 5:12),
enslaved to the flesh (Romans 6:17-23), with a mind set on living in hostile rebellion to the
Creator, unable to please God (Romans 8:5-8). Understanding this, the doctrine of total depravity,
we should not be surprised then at the behavioral effects of the heart set to rule either through slick
manipulation or open violence. Man is not basically good, but fallen and in need of redemption.
This is all doctrinally true and helpful for our theological explanations, but it is too
simplistic to answer the question of “why he does that?” by saying, “well, he’s a sinner”. Of
course we do not have perfect insight into the human heart, others or even our own. Proverbs
says, “the purpose in a man’s heart is like deep water, but a man of understanding will draw it
out” (20:5). The sad reality of fallen humanness is that we do not always know or understand
clearly why we do the things we do or how our sin is motivating our choices. But we want to be
people of understanding who can think Biblically and carefully about others and ourselves.
Lundy Bancroft identifies the simplistic myths surrounding why men abuse, including …
the myths that he abuses because, “he was abused as a child, he holds in his feelings too much, he
has an aggressive personality, he loses control, he is too angry, he is mentally ill, he has low selfesteem” and others (Lundy Bancroft: Why Does He Do That?). Certainly these things may come
into play, but I believe there is a far more central explanation, consider these two:
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CHOICE
They Choose to Control – Abusers
choose to abuse as a deliberate tool to
gain control. They may blame outside
influencing, but those factors are never
the cause of their abuse, they are just
their excuses. You don’t overcome
abusiveness by focusing on self-esteem,
or anger management. “Abusers are
unwilling to be non-abusive, not unable.
They don’t want to give up power and
control” (Bancroft). It is not that they
are sick, but rather they are slick and
driven by their selfish hearts to control.
This means the one being abused is not
crazy, did not cause this, and is not
responsible for the behavior of the
abuser … it is not your fault!

IDENTITY
They Don’t Know Who They Are –
Abusers do not know that they are
created in the image of God and must
find their identity in being a child of
God. They cannot accept that they may
be abandoned, hurt, or not respected by
others, so they control the people
around them to get their desired
outcome. “The need to show that they
are not inadequate exhibits itself in the
form of abuse and violence” (David
Livingston: Healing Violent Men). This
means the one being abused cannot try
to manage/control the situation … your
staying, trying to appease him, or avoid
conflict will not change his real need to
find his identity in Christ alone.

Why Does She Stay?
So many awful and unhelpful things get said related to a woman staying in an abusive
relationship. And while I believe that it is always best to separate from an abusive situation, it
does help to understand some of the reasons why a woman may find that hard to do.
Fear – The fear of more violence, fear for the children, fear of her own future … an often
paralyzing fear that prevents sleep and a honest cry for help, and produces a fog that distorts
reality. In addition to that the fear of not being believed or the fear that someone will actually tell
them that it is their fault.
Isolation – Most abusers have worked real hard to isolate those they are abusing through threats,
discrediting others, or shaming them into thinking that nobody will believe them. They have
controlled their friendships, workplace environment, and often even their church circles.
False Hope – It’s not often the case that a woman hates her abusive husband, it’s just that she
hates the abuse and wants it to stop. With all of his manipulative apologies, she believes that he
will change. And sadly, the false hope that her suffering will achieve his redemption.
** It is wrong to think that she is staying because she is responsible for his behavior, or that she
must have done something to provoke him or deserve the treatment she is getting. “Christians
need to recognize that women are not responsible for men’s abuse and violence against them; they
do not ‘cause’ or ‘provoke’ it. Also, we need to understand that the abuse is not caused by
alcohol, drugs, children, job stress, pets, or Satan. Men use abusive and violent tactics because
these tactics are very effective at getting them what they want, when they want it, and because they
know that, for the most part, society will not hold them accountable for it” (Miles).
Why Does This Cycle Continue?
Counselors working with those caught in an abusive relationship describe this cycle that
occurs with three phases.
Phase 1 – Tension … This is the phase where the victim feels like they are walking on eggshells.
The stress begins to build, communication breaks down, the sense of danger starts, little issues
gets smoothed over, the abuser gets possessive or smothering, the victim goes into denial and
withdrawal. It’s now only a matter of time before Phase 2 begins.
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Phase 2 – Crisis … This is the phase where the husband wants to “teach her a lesson” because she
needs correction (he has to be right). He gets aggressive, violent, and unpredictable. Sadly this is
the stage of abuse where women can often recount the details and he can’t remember what he did
to her. The abuser blames the victim and the victim goes into self-protection mode in order to
survive.
Phase 3 – Contrition … This is the phase where the abuser expresses remorse and seeks
forgiveness. He often tries to “make up for it” with gifts, becoming charming and making
promises. She is relieved the abuse is over, wants to believe him, often convincing herself of lies
as to what just occurred, and feels responsible for him. The abuser is manipulative (and often
blind to his own manipulation) describing how much he needs her and can’t make it without her.
And everyone is relieved its over, until it starts again … because this cycle won’t end without the
heart of power and control exposed and dealt with in the heart of the abuser. He will quickly
return to the lies that fuel him “setting up” his wife to fail and his perceived justified anger.
• The most commonly used tactics of the abuser in this cycle have been identified in the “Power
and Control Wheel” developed by the Domestic Abuse Intervention Project in 1984. This
graphic can be found easily on the Internet, but here I will just list the main “spokes” or categories
that flow from a heart of power and control. They are: Using Intimidation; Using Emotional
Abuse; Using Isolation; Minimizing, Denying and Blaming; Using Children; Using Male
Privilege; Using Economic Abuse; and Using Coercion and Threats.

• We have navigated our way down to the first ledge of our descent and we must be reminded that
our anchor is firm. The power and control of sinful men must not silence the voice of those
created in the image of God. Though hamas has interrupted the shalom of God, you are not alone
in the darkness. The anchor of truth is not a stale concept, but a personal one. The Spirit of God
has begun to bring light into your darkness … it’s not your fault, it’s not your job to manage him,
and the cycle can end. Do these things feel familiar? Ask for help! He will provide someone to
belay you down the next stage of the rappel. Someone to provide protection to the climber … as
we explore what it looks like and the real (and often devastating) effects of domestic violence.

Descent:
Stage 2

Effects: Dealing with some of the WHATs
“This side of heaven, no one can offer a fully satisfactory
answer for why God continues to allow evil and suffering.
We do know, however, that God delights in taking suffering
and evil and creating great good out of them.”
(Steven Tracy: Mending the Soul)

♥ Whether you were abused as a child by a parent, family member, or close friend … violated by
a boyfriend or girlfriend … or were trapped in spousal abuse – IT HAS IMPACTED YOU. One
of the lies the enemy wants to perpetrate is that you can remain unaffected by the sin done against
you. Satan wants you to keep quiet, “forgive and forget”, and not let the beauty of a risen Savior
shape every part of your story. Because through Jesus you have shalom with God, you can rappel
down into this cavern with a trusted friend/counselor/pastor “on belay” with you. You need to
process your story and not let the sin done against you have the last word … let the Gospel have
the last word ♥
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What is the impact?
On the Abused: When you have been told you are worthless, dehumanized with abuse, and
prevented from relationship with others it is only natural to not want to speak of the things done to
you. Your tools of self-protection were survival skills to simply get through, but they can quickly
turn into prison bars that keep you from walking in the freedom of God’s grace. The abuse was
never just physical, or just emotional … it has affected all of you. You were traumatized, and
trauma has profound affects.
• It is hard for you to not feel the traumatic event as something that is ongoing even
years after it stopped. You’re not crazy! Your brain has stored it as a current event and so it
continues to play itself out in all areas of your life. It is foundational to understand that this
traumatic event has powerful lingering effects. Judith Herman identifies three primary trauma
effects – “hyperarousal, intrusion, and constriction (numbing)” (Judith Herman: Trauma and
Recovery). It’s just not true that “time heals all wounds” … God redeems the sin committed
against you as you walk with wise counselors and let them help you work through the trauma of
your abuse. This scary journey will not lead you to harm but to wholeness before a God who calls
you by name.
• Because this abuse often involves those who should have protected and cared for you
turning against you and causing you harm it is a natural response for you to feel certain emotions.
The five key feelings experienced by women abused by their partners are “fear, shame, guilt,
anger, and the nameless feeling of ‘going crazy’” (Ann Jones & Susan Schecter: When Love Goes
Wrong). These emotions are painful and often affect your decision-making, even in being able to
leave the relationship. I appreciate Steven Tracy’s words in dealing with the intensity of the
emotions, particularly shame – “The key to overcoming shame is more than simply learning to
love and accept oneself; it is to discern God’s perspective on one’s shame and guilt, and to let his
perspective drive and reshape one’s thoughts, actions, and, ultimately, one’s feelings” (Tracy).
What is God’s perspective? That the sin done against you was not your fault and that shame
belongs to the abuser and his sin against you and God.
• Though this is a reductionist list and other effects could be listed here, I will only
identify one more category, that of Isolation and Powerlessness. I group these together because
these have worked to disconnect you from the vital relationship in community that you need for
healing. You have been controlled and an abuse of power has been exercised over you. That
abuse of power has isolated you from others, and even from your own sense of reality. You feel
as though you have no choice, no voice, and nobody to turn to or trust in. This greatly affects your
relationships moving forward and the ability to be “open and vulnerable” to others who may be
trying to help. There is confusion over the difference between being vulnerable and being
violated, and between a safe community and a suffocating community. “Mistrust is one of the
most consistent consequences of abuse, and trust is the cornerstone of relational intimacy”
(Tracy). You will fight with the internal desire to shut-down and withdraw, sometimes even
sabotaging the relationships of those who God may be providing to extend His grace to you.
On Children: Though with differing expressions, all of these previously mentioned effects will be
felt by children of abuse. “Research shows that abuse often leaves its mark sooner rather than
later, for children and adolescents who have been abused are more distrustful and isolated and
have less intimate friendships than their nonabused peers” (Tracy). Sadly this affects kids not
only in their childhood, but also throughout their adult lives if they do not receive the help in
processing that is needed. There are plenty of awful statistics about children of abuse being more
likely to commit suicide, commit sexual assault, abuse drugs and alcohol, and commit crimes
against others, but we are not merely products of our environment. We must be careful to not
make assumptions or stereotype what children are dealing with based on these observations, but
take the time to ask questions, listen well, and help kids learn God’s plan for healthy relationships
with peers, adults, and for a future spouse and family.
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On the Abuser: Most secular writers and counselors offer little hope for real change in the life of
the abuser. Christians understand that the Gospel is all about change, yet in these situations that
change rarely (if ever) happens quickly. The distortion of identity, misuse of power, and habitual
choices to sin against another person created in the image of God has deeply affected the heart of
the individual. He has funneled all of his emotions into one expression – anger. Therefore, he
will need to learn how to rightly express what he is feeling with righteous communication. He has
learned to use people rather than serve them, and even in his desire for growth it will be hard for
him to receive love from others and not merely view relationships as a means to an end. He has
learned to blame, justify, and manipulate as a profession making it long and hard to truly accept
responsibility without pointing to other people or circumstances. But, “even when a human has
become so distorted and disfigured by egoism, rage, and fear, that person must be embraced by
the Christian community … we are called as Christians not to demonize those who act in evil ways
but rather to call them to accountability and to love them” (Livingston).

Descent:
Stage 3

Hope: Dealing with HOW the Gospel Brings Light
“God speaks louder, and His Word is more powerful … if
God declares me righteous, then my lies and your insults
are not the final word, nor the most powerful word. Only
as God speaks his Word to me, and as I hear that Word in
faith, is my reality transformed … the insults of others, of
my own sinful nature, and of the evil one himself cease to
constitute my reality.”
(Carl Trueman: Fools Rush in Where Monkeys Fear to
Tread)

♥ As we reach what appears to be the bottom of our rappel, with our rope running out, and the
darkness getting darker … it is here that the light of the Gospel begins to spread the cavern open,
bringing light into the deep recesses of our heart. Hope begins to feel like a word that can be
used, healing perhaps can be for you, and the light isn’t overwhelming but just enough to show
you the bottom where you can put your feet down and find a firm foundation for a different
reality … God’s reality.
Repentance, Forgiveness, and Reconciliation
Repentance … if truly a work of God, comes slowly with consistent obedience and an ever
increasing, not decreasing, taking of responsibility. “We Christians must not be fooled by the claims
from an abusive man who says he is changed by God … we must be especially wary if the alleged
divinely inspired change occurs over a short period of time” (Miles, pg 41). He will not only confess
his sin, but grow to hate it, and obediently walk in the grace of God. It is absolutely true that for
perpetrators of Domestic Violence, truth and time will go hand in hand. It is not gracious to the
abuser, protective of the abused, nor honoring to God, to simply hear words of remorse and accept
that everything is ok. Theologians have distinguished between imperfect and perfect contrition – one
is bought about by a desire to avoid guilt and punishment (designated by the Latin word attrition), the
other is brought about by the love of God (contrition). “The distinction between contrition and
attrition is primarily a distinction between motivations: fear and love” (Livingston, pg 71). And for
my money Thomas Watson does the best job I know of describing the process of repentance in his
book The Doctrine of Repentance. While we aim at nothing less than a true repentance motivated by
a love for God, we must not take shortcuts in caring for the abuser, lest he merely shift his idol of
control into the process of repentance and reconciliation. We pray for miracles!
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Repentance, Forgiveness, and Reconciliation (continued)
Forgiveness … did you know that the phrase “forgive and forget” is not in the Bible, nor Biblical? It
actually comes from Shakespeare. To forget the sin that put Christ on the cross on our behalf
actually belittles the work of forgiveness done for us, and in like manner to forget the hideous offense
of abuse is to both diminish the profound impact on the abused and not walk in wisdom … so we
must never forget. Forgiveness also is often misunderstood, and sadly mis-taught even within the
church. Forgiveness does not always involve a restoration of trust, nor a reconciliation of
relationship. In the Scriptures we see both forgiveness commanded without qualification (Colossians
3:13), AND forgiveness entirely contingent on the repentance of the offender (2 Corinthians 2:7).
Paul calls believers to forgive based on the forgiveness of God (Ephesians 4:32), AND yet in Joshua
24:19 God refuses to forgive. We can’t be simplistic in our calls to forgiveness. We know that we
have been forgiven by God and therefore ought to forgive for the sake of our own freedom, but that
does not diminish the sin by forgetting, nor cheaply approach forgiveness as though it’s owed to an
unrepentant person.
Reconciliation … “Finally, we must support the restoration of a relationship based on two
conditions: the goals of safety and accountability must be accomplished and the battered woman
must freely choose to attempt to heal the relationship, trusting that she is safe and that her abuser
has truly repented. If these conditions are not met, then there is no relationship left to restore; there
is no family to keep together. With his violence, the abuser has destroyed the relationship. Then it is
our job to help the survivor and her children mourn this loss and move on in their lives” (Miles, pg
13). And we must be wise to the reality that …“The stage of ‘loving contrition’ exhibited by many
violent abusers is a mockery of genuine reconciliation. That kind of ‘loving contrition’ is
counterproductive … It is dangerous because it masks the continued desire for control” (Livingston,
pg 73). We want the abuser and the abused to be reconciled to God, to come to love and trust Jesus
above all … relational reconciliation is not where we start, but a hopeful end we pray the Spirit of
God brings about.

You Can Get Help and Have Hope!
… Because getting to the bottom of the rappel is actually where Jesus shows up, and you find the
darkness isn’t as dark with someone with you. You need people who can help you:
Be safe – This is of the utmost importance. If you still feel threatened or at risk you will have a hard
time letting go of those self-protective defense mechanisms so that you can learn to trust a God who
protects.
Face the truth - It’s not an easy rappel, but you must begin to face the truth instead of finding ways
to numb it, escape it, ignore it, or minimize it. You cannot let the distorted reality you have lived
under become further distorted by your lies and the elaborate schemes to keep it covered up.
Tell your story – This won’t happen all at once, nor will you even remember all of the hurt done to
you. But you must begin to get your story out of hiding, let yourself feel the weight of the sin done to
you, and have someone “on belay” who can speak Gospel truth back to you. You’ve been hurt and
you have permission to hurt … let trusted friends hurt with you.
Hear truth - Those painful memories you have tried to forget or that keep you up at night must be
drained of the power your abuser kept over you as you hear the power of God and the truth of His
Word. It is only as you come to understand God’s heart for you in Christ that you’ll be able to think
rightly about yourself, your situation, and your scars. “The Word of God is living and active …”!
Repent and Believe – You’ll need help separating the sin done against you from the sin you’ve done.
You need to hear people say, “that wasn’t your fault, that was sin”. As you walk with the Spirit of
God you will then be able to see and say, “that was my sin”. You’ll be able to hope again!
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The Church as a Healing Community
I hate seeing the church attacked about as much as I hate seeing the church fail at her mission in the
world. And when it comes to the subject of domestic violence and abuse the church has both failed,
and as a result come under attack. It doesn’t have to be that way. You may not be equipped to
handle the depth of some of these issues (few are), but you need to know what it looks like for the
Bride of Christ to walk in a manner worthy of her calling.
The Top Errors of the Church …
(1) A marriage must be saved at all costs – Sadly the church has often been a place of further abuse
by wrongly citing Biblical texts to promote the abuse of power by a husband or the place of suffering
for a wife in the name of submission. NO! Domestic violence clearly stands outside of any Biblical
admonitions for how a husband should treat his wife. Marriage is not our god.
(2) Divorce is sin – Somehow we have failed to read all of Malachi 2:16 where God not only hates
divorce, but also hates the one whose garment is covered with violence. A violent and abusive man
has broken the marriage covenant by his sinful choices, he is the “divorcer”, that marriage is not
honoring to the Lord. The Bible permits divorce on two grounds: infidelity and abandonment …
“Regardless of whether a battering husband remains in the home, he has already ‘deserted’ his wife
(and children) by his inappropriate emotional, physical, psychological, sexual, and spiritual
actions” (Miles, pg 67). [See my Gospel & Culture paper “Dealing with Divorce” 2011 at
www.leroychapel.org]
(3) Wrongly taught headship and submission – Ephesians 5:22-33 is one of the most beautiful
pictures of God’s design for the home. It is a high and holy calling, one never to be diminished or
tweaked to “fit the times”. The problem is not in God’s design but in man’s corruption. We don’t
need to become feminists or egalitarians to speak against domestic violence and all forms of abuse,
we just need to stand up for the truth of God’s Word, and stand in the gap of a culture gone mad.
(4) The sacred virtue of forgiveness – We need to rightly understand the Biblical teaching on
forgiveness and reconciliation. The end goal is not a man back in the home, but righteousness!
Reconciliation is not the same thing as reunion, and forgiveness is not a demand from the abuser so
that we can get on with things.
What the Church Can (and Should) Do …
(1) Make safety a top priority – It’s not uncommon for a woman to express the very real fear that she
believes her husband will kill her. This should never be dismissed as extreme or dramatic. The
church that does not put the physical and emotional safety and protection of people first is not
practicing “pure and undefiled religion” (James 1:27).
(2) Listen and believe them – If someone is courageous enough to share some of their story with you,
you must listen with wisdom and compassion. Believe them! Listen, express gratitude for them
being willing to share, and then help them get connected to an experienced and competent counselor.
(3) Don’t recommend quick fixes – Don’t go into “fix it” mode trying to get more details, reunite
victim with perpetrator, or give cheap counsel. “Domestic violence is not about men and women
struggling as a couple. It is about the decision of one partner to use abusive and violent tactics to
maintain power and control over his partner” (Miles, pg 46). Don’t make this about marriage
counseling or tell her to try and work it out.
(4) Seek greater understanding – Do some reading, ask some more questions of experienced
counselors about the issue. Educate yourself Biblically and practically to these issues around you.
(5) Offer hope – The Gospel is all about the real and powerful hope of change because of a living
God … share it with passion, conviction, and humility!
(6) Provide accountability – As you see the abuses of power and control in relationships around you,
speak up and rebuke/exhort/encourage obedience as the very best option.
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♦ Your Notes & Thoughts:

One last reflection on – “Dealing with the Scars and Walking with a Limp”
Not all abuse is the same. We haven’t gotten into the specifics of types of abuse: physical,
sexual, verbal, mental, emotional, spiritual, but we have identified the root core of power and control.
Though many factors motivate an abuser to abuse, it is always the case that he chooses to abuse
based on a desire he has that he doesn’t get. He has never (or never fully) embraced his identity as a
child of God and the fear, inadequacy, or guilt he lives under shapes how he thinks about himself and
others, leading to behavior that abuses those he should be protecting.
And while that “seed of violence”, that idol of control, resides in the heart of all of us, we
must distinguish between careless words quickly acknowledged and violent behavior never taken
responsibility for. A lazy man who is passive in his leadership, while equally sinful and disobedient,
is not the same as an abusive man who violates those under his care. And so not all the stories or
scars are the same.
Sometimes the skin is scraped and our bodies replace the lost tissue. This new skin looks
and functions the same as the skin that was scraped off as you skinned your knee. Other times as the
irritation to the skin occurs over time a callous forms. The calloused skin is tougher and much less
likely to tear again in the future as it protects the nerves from feeling. And then sometimes a gash
rips so deep that the body responds by replacing the lost tissue with scar tissue. Scar tissue is more
rigid and less flexible, it is stronger and doesn’t tear so easily. Our bodies were built to react and
recover from the damage life brings to them.
You may even now be dismissing that you are in an abusive relationship. You don’t want
that word assigned to the story of your life. You have reasoned away that domestic violence isn’t
your life, and yet even that is a red flag on the dashboard of your soul. Just because your story isn’t
the same as those you read about or hear about on TV, it doesn’t mean you haven’t been violated.
Your situation may be different, but you’re not alone. Your wound may not be that deep, but you
still need help. The abuse may have occurred years ago, but time doesn’t heal all wounds. You may
walk with a limp … but so did the patriarch Jacob (Genesis 32:22-32). It was there that Jacob met
God, there that in his wrestling with God to know him he found blessing. The scars that you’d rather
keep hidden from everyone may just be the marks of God’s gracious redemption to you. And the
limp you try to hide may just be the place where you find the blessing of God’s presence in your life.
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