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A Deeper Look into Abuse, Submission, and God’s Heart 

One in three women will be a victim of domestic violence in her lifetime, and this is true even in the church. 

This is a wake-up call.  As much as we want to believe that domestic abuse only exists out in the world, in those “other” 

neighborhoods “but not mine”, the truth is domestic violence is a cancer that impacts families of every socioeconomic, 

geographical, educational, racial, ethnic, and religious community in the world.  It’s a problem where you live, work and 

worship, whether you want to see it or not.  It’s there.  And there are victims in our churches crying silently for 

understanding and help.  I was one of those women, possibly sitting near you every Sunday for 19 years. 

There are also abusers sitting near you who are conflicted and troubled by their own behavior, fearful someone will find 

out how they really treat their family behind closed doors.  Some believe it is their God-given right and obligation to be 

the head of the home, including the right to be verbally and physically aggressive if needed to keep everyone in 

submission to their authority.  While there are a number of complex reasons why one person would abuse another, in 

our historically patriarchal society there has been a level of pressure put on men to be the one who dominates the 

family.  No man wants to be perceived as weak or “hen-pecked” by a bossy and controlling wife. 

Well-meaning Christians have struggled to find an effective response for the issue of domestic abuse.  Submission to my 

husband’s abuse and my willingness to keep it secret didn’t improve our marriage, nor did marriage counseling.  Instead, 

it seemed to get worse over time.  I needed help, and so did he.  After finally confiding in the pastor and his wife that I 

was afraid my husband would kill me and our children, the response was, “Well, if he kills you and the kids, then he will 

just have to answer to God then, won’t he.”  This was not the help I was hoping for.   

I had struggled for years with the question of what to do.  I couldn’t bring myself to call the police or file for divorce.  The 

sense of failure as a wife, the overwhelming shame of being divorced, the guilt of what it would do to the kids if we 

separated, the fear that he would make good on his threats to destroy me if I left, all kept me captive.  But then one 

night, he came home filled with rage and ripped the phone off the wall, abruptly disconnecting the conversation I was 

having with a friend.  My husband didn’t stop this time with just abusing me.  He threatened to take the kids so I could 

never see them again.  I was terrified of what would happen to them if he succeeded.  After a long and painful struggle, 

he threw me out of the house into the dark and rainy night.  I managed to run barefoot to the neighbor’s house and 

frantically called the police.  I later found out that my friend had already called them on my behalf.  I called to save the 

children.  She called to save me. 

My husband was arrested for domestic assault and taken to jail.  The children were the only witnesses and would be 

called to testify in court against their father.  After the police left that night, I called the pastor to let him know what had 

happened.  Thankfully, he and his wife later apologized for not understanding the gravity of the situation, and they 

mobilized support for my children and me after my husband’s arrest.  I don’t think I would have made it through the 

trauma without the support of my family and the church.  But the journey to freedom was still very difficult and I 

wrestled with serious questions regarding my faith. 

Does a wife have to submit to her husband in everything, including abuse?  Does she have to respect her husband, even 

if he’s abusive?  There are those who would answer yes to both of those questions, and they use scriptures to back up 

their stance.  Women are told to suffer in silence, to find ways to please him so as not to provoke or cause the abuse, 

and that to seek help or separate is shameful, making her responsible for the break-up of the family. 
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“Really, God?  Is this really how you see it?”  I was desperate for understanding and comfort.  I searched the scriptures, 

attended a Christian group for battered women and read books.  I was on a quest to find God’s heart for me, for my 

children, and for my husband.  I needed healing, hope and peace.  We all needed Jesus’ truth to set us free. 

In addressing domestic violence, one major difficulty for the Church has been the interpretation of scripture.  Some 

teachings have been based more on tradition than truth. I’m not a theologian or a Bible scholar, and I don’t claim to be 

the final authority on what the Bible says about domestic abuse.  As a survivor of domestic violence myself and advocate 

for others, and a student of the Word, I learn and gain more insight every year.   The remainder of this article contains 

only a portion of the scriptures related to this issue.  Readers are free to agree or disagree, and all are encouraged to 

study the Bible for themselves.   

In the Beginning 

Patterns of behavior found in abusive relationships originated in the Garden of Eden.  When God questioned Adam 

about eating the forbidden fruit, Adam replied that it was Eve’s fault, and he even blamed God by saying, “It was the 

woman you gave me.”  This pattern of trying to hide, deny or minimize the problem, and then blaming someone else 

was magnified in the next generation.  Cain, the oldest son, was filled with insecurity, jealousy and rage which resulted 

in him killing his brother Abel.  Thus began the generational cycle of domestic violence. 

But this family dysfunction was not God’s original plan.   

God’s Original Plan 

 Genesis 1:27-28 – God created both male and female in his image, he blessed them, and told “them” to subdue 
the earth and rule over every living thing.  He gave equal authority and responsibility to both male and female. 

 Genesis 2:18-24 – Woman was created as a “helper suitable” for man (“help meet” in the KJV, “helper 
comparable” in the NKJV).  The original Hebrew says, “ezer kenegdo”.  The translation of “ezer” as a suitable or 
comparable helper is inadequate.  “Ezer” is only used 20 other times in the Old Testament and only in reference 
to God, referring to his strength and power.  It describes God as our helper (strength) in desperate situations, 
and without him, we wouldn’t survive. The meaning is better summed up in the word “lifesaver” (See 
Captivating, by John and Stasi Eldridge, pp. 30-32 and Violence Among Us by Branson and Silva, p, 38.  See also 
http://www.godswordtowomen.org/ezerkenegdo.htm).  When God used this term to describe woman, he was 
not in any way implying she is in a subservient position to man, just as God is not subservient to us.  “Kenegdo” 
can be translated as “alongside, or opposite to, a counterpart” (Eldridges, p. 32).  So woman was created to be a 
lifesaver alongside man, an equal coworker without whom man would not survive. 

 
The devil’s temptation of Adam and Eve in the garden was the first recorded challenge to their relationship.  Adam was 
present with Eve when the serpent spoke to her.  What if they would have handled it more like this: 

“Adam, this serpent is saying something different than what God has told us.” 
“Eve, how about we go talk to God and see what he says.” 
“I agree, Adam.” 

Instead of this mutual processing and decision making, Eve ignored Adam and made an important decision without 
consulting him, and Adam failed to speak up and take responsibility for his part in the decision. He could have said 
something like, “Wait a minute, Eve.  Let’s talk about this.”  Adam could have also refused the fruit when Eve passed it 
to him to take a bite.  Their relationship seemed to lack the maturity to openly communicate and treat each other with 
mutual respect.  They both failed to seek God and trust what he said over the lies of the serpent. 
 
Sin Changed the Original Plan 

 Genesis 3:16-19 – In their sinful state, God pronounced curses on the serpent, the woman and the man.  To Eve 
he said in part, “Your desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over you.”  This was not God’s original 
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intention, nor his long term solution.  This is part of a curse, a consequence of sin.  This changed the balance of 
equal authority and responsibility in the relationship.  It forced Eve to consult her husband before making such 
an important decision and it forced Adam to step up and take responsibility for his part in the relationship 
instead of thinking he could hide behind Eve and blame her for his own self-indulgent sin. 

 
Then came Jesus, fulfilling the law, breaking the curse and establishing a new covenant. 
 
The Original Plan Restored 

 Matthew 19:4-8 – In this passage, the Pharisees were trying to trip up Jesus by asking him about divorce and the 
law of Moses.  Jesus said their current practices were not God’s will and were only allowed by Moses because of 
the hardness of their hearts.  He said it was not that way from “the beginning”.  Jesus quotes Genesis 2:24, 
reinstituting God’s original design for equality in marriage prior to sin and the curse.  “He created them male and 
female” refers to the creation of each as equals in the image of God.   

 Ephesians 5:31 – Paul also quotes Genesis 2:24 in his discussion of husbands and wives.  Both Jesus and Paul 
could have quoted the curse in Genesis 3:16 to support and justify a man’s domination and superior rights over 
his wife, but they don’t repeat the curse as the God-endorsed standard for the present day.  They quote Genesis 
2:24 as the radical new standard for the new covenant, re-establishing the original plan God intended from the 
beginning of time. 

 Galatians 3:13, 28 – This verse, “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us” 
indicates that we are no longer under the requirements of the Old Testament law and we are not subject to its 
curses.  In Christ, we are no longer under the curses God put on Adam and Eve in Genesis 3.  Galatians 3:28 says, 
“There is no longer Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus” which 
further removes cultural preferences, socioeconomic status, and gender differences as any basis for superiority.  
We are all equal.  Husbands are not better than or more powerful than wives, and vice versa. 

 Matthew 6:10 – Jesus taught his followers to pray “Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in 
heaven.”  Since Jesus removed the Old Testament curse and established a New Covenant, it is possible to live 
here on earth under the same original plan for people that God had in the Garden, before sin entered the world.  
God gave equal authority and responsibility to both husband and wife originally.  That is his will which he 
established on earth at the beginning of time.  “Thy will be done, on earth” is possible now because of Christ and 
we are to pray for it to be established. 

 
Is domestic violence God’s fault?  When he said Adam would rule over Eve, did he mean Adam had the right to verbally 
and physically abuse her to keep her in her place?  No.  God’s character is consistent throughout the Old and New 
Testaments.  He does not encourage, condone or dismiss a man’s violence in general, and he is especially opposed to 
those who abuse their wives or children.  Here’s a sampling of Old Testament verses. 

 
Violence and Abuse in the Old Testament 

 Genesis 4:1-16 – Cain brought the wrong kind of sacrifice to God, but Abel’s was accepted.  God saw Cain’s 
resentment toward his brother and gave him a chance to repent.  But Cain refused and secretly killed Abel.  It’s 
the first recorded instance of domestic violence.  Cain had the mindset of many abusers, believing he should be 
able to get away with disobedience, angry at the innocent person when it was his own sin that was the problem, 
trying to lie his way out of trouble when caught, then portraying himself as a victim to minimize consequences.  
(“Deny, minimize and blame” are all forms of lying). 

 I Samuel 25 – Abigail was married to a mean and wicked (abusive) husband, Nabal.  He was greedy and refused 
to give David and his men any food.  His sin endangered many lives, but Abigail did not submit to him and 
instead did the righteous thing and saved many lives. 

 Psalm 10 – In this psalm, the violent abuser is described as wicked, one who hunts down the weak.  “His mouth 
is full of curses and lies and threats…” (vs. 7).  “His victims are crushed, they collapse and fall under his 
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strength…..” (vs.10). But God hears the cries of the victims.  He defends the fatherless and oppressed against 
those who would terrify them. 

 Psalm 11:5 – “The Lord examines the righteous, but the wicked and those who love violence his soul hates.” 

 Psalm 55 – This psalm is sometimes referred to as the Psalm of Abuse.  “His companion attacks his friends; he 
violates his covenant” (vs. 20).  It is the writer’s companion, his close friend that is committing the violence and 
abuse.  It is the abuser who is responsible for breaking the covenant between them by being violent. 

 Psalm 72:12-14 – God will rescue victims from oppression and violence. 

 Psalm 73 – In summary, this psalm says it may seem as though the wicked and violent are prospering by being 
abusive toward others, but God will hold and strengthen the victim while dealing with the abuser. 

 Isaiah 1:15-17 – “When you spread out your hands in prayer, I will hide my eyes from you; even if you offer 
many prayers, I will not listen.  Your hands are full of blood” (vs. 15).  This is written to the religious people of 
the day, and it says God doesn’t listen to the prayers of the violent.  He tells them to encourage the oppressed, 
and defend the fatherless and widows. 

 Isaiah 58:4, 6-7 – Those who appear to be religious by fasting and praying, but are also violent, cannot expect 
their prayers to be heard.   

 Isaiah 59 – “Surely the arm of the Lord is not too short to save, nor his ear too dull to hear.  But your iniquities 
have separated you from your God; your sins have hidden his face from you, so that he will not hear” (vs. 1-2).  
Violence, lies, injustice, and oppression are described in this chapter as sins that separate people from God; He 
does not watch over people who do these things or hear their prayers.  If no one else stands up on behalf of 
justice, God himself will bring justice for the victims.   

 Malachi 2:13-16 – Verse 16 is often quoted as saying that God hates divorce, and that’s why a woman can’t 
divorce her husband even if he is abusive.  The truth is it’s the reasons explained in the context that really 
matter.  This whole passage in Malachi is addressed to the religious men.  Verse 14 says, “You have broken faith 
with the wife of your youth, though she is your partner, the wife of your marriage covenant.”  Marriage is a 
covenant but it wasn’t the women who were breaking the covenant, it was the men.  How?  In verse 16, God 
says “I hate divorce, and I hate a man’s covering himself with violence as well as with his garment.”  His real life 
is full of violence but he is trying to cover it up with a garment, an external façade that looks more acceptable.  
2:16 in the Amplified says: “For the Lord, the God of Israel, says: I hate divorce and marital separation and him 
who covers his garment [his wife] with violence.” “Garment” could also be translated as “wife”.  God hates it 
when a man covers his wife with violence.  Mal. 2 was written to the religious men who were abusing their 
wives and divorcing them while trying to cover it up with a form of godliness.  It’s a man’s mistreatment of his 
wife and his violence toward her that breaks the covenant.  That’s what God hates. 

 

Domestic Abuse in the New Testament 
Passages in the New Testament make it very clear that abuse is sin.  

 Gal. 5:19-21 – The “acts of the sinful nature” are listed, and many of them are behaviors associated with 
domestic violence and abuse.  “ …. hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions, 
envy, drunkenness ……..”  

 Eph. 4:25-31 –  The behaviors associated with the “old self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires” (vs. 
22) are described in verses 25-31: lying, unresolved anger, stealing, unwholesome talk, bitterness, rage and 
anger, brawling and slander, and every form of malice (cruelty, hatred, meanness) 

 Col. 3:8-9 – “But now you must rid yourselves of all such things as these: anger, rage, malice, slander, and filthy 
language from your lips.  Do not lie to each other …….”  In this passage and the one from Ephesians, note the 
forms of verbal abuse also listed. 

 II Tim. 3:1-5 – “But mark this: There will be terrible times in the last days.  People will be lovers of themselves, 
lovers of money, boastful, proud, abusive, disobedient to their parents, ungrateful, unholy,  without love, 
unforgiving, slanderous, without self-control, brutal, not lovers of the good,  treacherous, rash, conceited, lovers 
of pleasure rather than lovers of God—  having a form of godliness but denying its power. Have nothing to do 
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with such people.”  Just as in the Malachi passage, trying to cover abuse and violence with a form of godliness is 
not acceptable.  It’s sin. 

Nowhere in scripture does it say this is sin except when a husband does it to his wife.  These behaviors are sin, 
regardless of the circumstance or relationship.  
 
How are we to deal with this sin?   
First of all we must be careful not to risk the safety of a victim by confronting her abuser.  She needs to agree to any 
intervention, possibly after she is somewhere safe.  Silence, keeping the secret of what is really going on at home, makes 
it possible for the sin to continue and even increase.  Secrets have power.  Telling the secret dispels its power, as long as 
the timing is right and the interventions that follow are appropriate. 

 Matt. 18:15-17 – These verses in Matthew are sometimes referred to as the church discipline policy.  We are 
told to go to the person who has sinned one on one first, but this may be too dangerous for a victim to do alone 
or at all.  In many instances she has already communicated to him that what he’s doing is hurting her and it is 
wrong.  If the offender has refused to listen to her, which is usually the case, then others might need to get 
involved – two or three who understand the issue and are able to protect the victim from further harm and only 
if this is what she is asking for.  The ultimate concern in applying the Matthew 18 passage is for the safety of the 
victim and any children that may be involved.  I know from personal experience that this passage, appropriately 
applied, can be very effective. 

The issue of domestic abuse in general and how to have healthy relationships needs to be brought to the attention of 
the whole congregation.  With the prevalence of abuse in every community, congregations need to understand it and be 
equipped with effective ways to help.  Marriage counseling is not recommended, and classes on communication skills or 
anger management typically have limited impact on addressing the underlying beliefs that perpetuate the cycle of 
violence.  Men who batter need specialized groups for men to address the deeper issues.  Women who are victims can 
benefit from individual counseling and support groups.  The church can help by standing for truth – abuse is sin and 
needs to be dealt with as such. 

 Eph. 4:15 – We are to speak the truth in love.  Truth brings freedom, and if there is any hope of salvaging a 
relationship, there has to be truth spoken and applied out of love for both the victim and the abuser. 

 Eph. 5:11 – “Have nothing to do with fruitless deeds of darkness, but rather expose them.” 
Abuse is sin, one of the deeds of darkness, and it needs to be brought out into the light.  Telling the victim she is 
somehow to blame for the abuse, or she has to put up with the abuse only enables and perpetuates his sin, relieving 
him of taking responsibility for his own behavior.  An abuser is 100% responsible for his actions and reactions and 
should not be allowed to deny, minimize, or blame his way out of taking responsibility for his sin.  The church should 
not be complicit in anyone’s sin.  Bank robbery, drug dealing, child sexual abuse, are obviously illegal and sinful, and 
so is domestic violence.  When we really love someone, we will not submit to or enable their sin, but instead, expose 
it to the light so both the victim and the abuser can be offered help and healing.   
 
Paul had personal experience with this.  Jesus did it for him. 
 
Hope and Help for Abusers 
So who was Paul?  He started out as Saul and he was an abuser. 

 Acts 8:3 - “But Saul began to destroy the church.  Going from house to house, he dragged off men and women 
and put them in prison.”   

Saul thought it was his right as a Pharisee to exercise his power and control.  He used scripture like a weapon, accusing 
Christians of blasphemy.  He used threats, intimidation and rage to get them to capitulate. He physically dragged them 
to prison and isolated them there away from any support system they had.  The Pharisees, like other abusers, were 
afraid of rejection and abandonment – afraid all the people would leave them and follow Jesus.  They were jealous of 
Jesus and tried to rule over the people with verbal and physical abuse, and even murder, to somehow force their loyalty.  
These are all violent and abusive behaviors directed toward the early church. 
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Saul was on his way to Damascus to abuse more Christians when he was “arrested” by Jesus. 

 Acts 9:3-5 – “As he neared Damascus on his journey, suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him.  He fell 
to the ground and heard a voice say to him, ‘Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?’  ‘Who are you, Lord?’ Saul 
asked.  ‘I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting,’ he replied.”   

Saul attacked the church, the Bride of Christ, which was the same as attacking Jesus himself.  Jesus intervened to stop 
the abuse.  Saul was struck blind but not struck dead.  That’s grace.  The consequences for his abusive behavior got his 
attention and deflated his puffed up sense of power and control.   
Paul’s blindness was a physical manifestation of his spiritual condition – he was spiritually blind to the truth that Jesus 
really was the Messiah and the church was now his Bride, his chosen people.  His abusive behavior was based on 
religious false teaching and lies.  His physical blindness forced him to “see” his spiritual blindness. 
 
In the days of the early church, Christians were not able to call the police to stop the abuse.  Saul had the permission and 
encouragement of the authorities to persecute and kill Christians.  Jesus stepped in personally to stop Saul in his tracks.  
Today, at least in the U.S., we have laws against abuse, assault and murder, and we can call the authorities who are 
responsible for enforcing those laws.  Involving the police in a case of domestic violence is no guarantee that it will be 
handled appropriately by them or that the abuser will change even if he is arrested.  But the victim has every right to call 
the police in an effort to stop the abuse.  Setting a clear boundary that does not allow him to continue the abuse is the 
best hope of ever being able to reconcile.   
 
An abuser’s time in jail can also be a physical manifestation of a spiritual condition – he’s in bondage to his beliefs that 
his abuse is justified and somehow necessary to maintain the relationship.  Facing consequences that include separation 
from his victim can serve to make him more aware that his own behavior has caused the separation.  The one thing he 
feared the most – losing her – becomes the very thing he causes by abusing her.  He is then faced with the choice to 
accept truth and change or remain in bondage.   
 
Saul’s encounter with Jesus led to his identity change.  He was presented with the choice to continue on “blindly” 
abusing the Bride of Christ, or to repent and change.  He chose repentance, which took him on a three year journey 
through the process of change before he attempted to reconcile with the Christians he had persecuted (see Galatians 
1:13-24).  This process also resulted in a name change.  He was no longer Saul the abuser.  He became the Apostle Paul. 
 
Paul gives us more insight into his transformation in I Tim. 1:12-16.   

 I Tim. 1:12-13 - “I thank Christ Jesus our Lord, who has given me strength, that he considered me trustworthy, 
appointing me to his service. Even though I was once a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent man, I was 
shown mercy because I acted in ignorance and unbelief.”  

Here Paul is confessing his sin and taking 100% responsibility for his actions.  A blasphemer is one who speaks with 
contempt, hostility, makes false accusations – all forms of verbal abuse.  He was a persecutor which means to treat 
badly, oppress, do harm to again and again – including forms of physical abuse.  And he was a violent man – he killed 
Christians.  He admits his abusive behaviors took him to the extreme of murder. 
 
Paul goes on to say more about His transformation process. 

 I Tim. 1:14-16 - “The grace of our Lord was poured out on me abundantly, along with the faith and love that are 
in Christ Jesus.  Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to 
save sinners—of whom I am the worst. But for that very reason I was shown mercy so that in me, the worst of 
sinners, Christ Jesus might display his immense patience as an example for those who would believe in him and 
receive eternal life.” 

Paul’s life is an example for other abusers.  Jesus loves abusers too, and wants them to be free.  The process of change 
first requires an honest and humble admission of guilt, taking full responsibility for the destruction of relationships.  
From there, the journey requires commitment, hard work, and lots of time to make fundamental changes in the 
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underlying beliefs that perpetuated the abuse.  This process is critical to remaining in a right relationship with God and 
needs to be done for that purpose, not as a manipulation to get his victim back.   
 
What changed this man from Saul to Paul?  Grace, faith, love, mercy and immense patience.  His sin of abusing the Bride 
of Christ was literally exposed to the light of Jesus, a light so bright it left him blind.  Because of his decision to repent 
and change, God used him in powerful ways to save many lives, and the Spirit through him wrote much of the New 
Testament.   
 
So what happened to him after his sin was exposed to the light of Jesus? 

 Acts 18:6 – “But when they [the Jews] opposed Paul and became abusive, he shook out his clothes in 
protest and said to them, “Your blood be on your own heads! I am innocent of it. From now on I will go to the 
Gentiles.”  

The Jews became abusive so Paul separated from them.  Paul went from being the abuser to being the one who was 
abused.  What he had done to others ended up being done to him.  Paul was abused but he was never a victim.  The first 
thing a victim loses is their voice.  Paul was never silenced, no matter what they did to him.  Acts 18:6 is an example of 
how outspoken he was in confronting their sin of abuse. 
 
Paul’s example makes it clear that abusers can change.  God has immense patience and it’s his kindness that leads to 
repentance.  Paul didn’t waste his chance.  He confessed his sin, changed, and lived it out long enough to earn the trust 
of the Christians he had abused.  It was a process that took time to live out. 
 
This man, who knew what it was like to be both the abuser and the abused, wrote Ephesians from prison.  He had 
unique insight into the dynamics of relationships, even though it is believed he was never married.  Ephesians 5:22-33 
has often been used as justification for telling women that they are required to submit to and respect their husbands 
even if they are abusive.  Paul’s statement that the husband is the head of the wife has been used by some to support 
their use of power and control tactics as being within a husband’s realm of God-given authority.  This has been a 
convenient and comfortable interpretation for those who enjoy the benefits of male privilege.  This interpretation has 
also led some women to believe it is their lot in life to be the only servant or even the martyr in marriage.  Is this what 
Paul intended?  If he was divinely inspired in writing this, is this really how God wants it to be?  If we draw conclusions 
based on what we see on the surface, we could end up drowning in a river that looks calm at first glance but has a 
powerful current just underneath.  This passage has deep meaning that has been missed by some and led to many failed 
marriages because the truth was never dealt with. 
 
Submission and Respect in Ephesians 5 
Many versions of the Bible have a break after Ephesians 5:21 as if the official passage on husbands and wives starts at 
verse 22.  This is not accurate according to the original letter that Paul wrote to the church in Ephesus.  There is no break 
between verses 21 and 22.  Skipping verse 21 skews the interpretation of the rest of the passage.   

 Eph. 5:21 – “Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ.”   
It’s a short but powerful verse.  Since the letter to the Ephesians was written to all the saints in the church in Ephesus, it 
applies to both men and women.  Men and women are both told to submit to one another.  Submission has to be a 
choice; an act of our free will, out of reverence and love for Christ.  People can’t be forced to submit.  That’s called 
bondage or slavery.  Slaves are forced to submit.  They may comply but not out of love. 

 Eph. 5:22-24 “Wives, submit yourselves to your own husbands as you do to the Lord.  For the husband is the 
head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the Savior.  Now as the church 
submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their husbands in everything.” 

It’s very possible Paul emphasized this to make it clear that this included the women in Ephesus, just in case they missed 
verse 21.  In the Ephesian culture, the most powerful deity they worshiped was the goddess Diana, the goddess of 
virginity and fertility.  Women had more power and control than men and were not accustomed to submitting to any 
man.  It was a foreign concept for them to think about submitting.  There was no equality in their relationships in 
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authority and responsibility.  Paul first said, “Submit to one another” and then the next verse is as if to say, “Ladies, did 
you get that?  Submission includes you even though you’re not used to that idea.”  Perhaps if it would have been a male 
dominated, patriarchal society, he may have needed to say, “Just in case you missed it guys, this applies to men too.“  
When one race dominates another, we can end up with slavery.  If one gender dominates another, the same thing can 
happen.  Submission is meant to be mutual and equal.  The concept of headship will be addressed below. 
 
Paul goes on to say, 

 Eph. 5:25-27 “Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her to make her 
holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word, and to present her to himself as a radiant 
church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless.“ 

We could add “without bruises and broken bones” here.  This kind of love cannot conceive of being abusive. 
Notice the reference to washing.  It will come up again later. 

 Eph. 5:28-30 “In this same way, husbands ought to love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife 
loves himself.  After all, no one ever hated their own body, but they feed and care for their body, just as Christ 
does the church— for we are members of his body.”   

We have learned over the years that bullies have fragile egos.  Under the external bravado are low self-esteem, fear, 
jealousy and resentment of those whom they perceive as better than themselves.  When a man abuses his wife, it could 
be revealing what he really feels about himself – hatred. 

 Eph. 5:31-32 “‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will 
become one flesh.’  This is a profound mystery—but I am talking about Christ and the church.”  

Paul quotes the same passage Jesus quoted from Genesis 2 when he affirmed God’s original plan in the Garden of Eden 
before sin entered the world – man and woman were created as equals in the image of God, with equal authority and 
responsibility.  This is a profound mystery and also applies to the relationship between Jesus and his Bride, the Church.  
Sin brought the curse of inequality but Jesus and Paul both reinstate the original plan as the goal of our relationships. 

 Eph. 5:33 “However, each one of you also must love his wife as he loves himself, and the wife must respect her 
husband.” 

Paul puts love and respect in the same sentence because respect is a natural result of a loving relationship.  Abusers may 
demand respect, but they are not worthy of it.  And, just as submission is meant to be mutual, so is respect, as we see in 
I Peter 3:7. 

 I Peter 3:7 – “Husbands, in the same way be considerate as you live with your wives, and treat them with 
respect as the weaker partner and as [equal] heirs with you of the gracious gift of life, so that nothing will hinder 
your prayers.” 

Husbands are to respect their wives too.  It’s not just a one way street.  “Weaker” in this verse refers to physical 
strength, not weak minded, inferior or subservient.  According to this verse and others in the Bible God will not listen 
to or answer the prayers of a man who abuses his wife or treats her disrespectfully.  Abusive behavior not only causes 
division and separation in marriage, it also separates the abuser from God, just as we saw in Mal. 2 and other Old 
Testament verses. 
 
Headship According to Jesus 
A major concept in the Ephesians 5 passage is the statement that the husband is the head of the wife.  Paul compares it 
to the way in which Christ is the Head of the church.  If husbands are to do this like Jesus, we need to ask then, “How did 
Jesus demonstrate how to be the head?” Paul also said that husbands are to love their wives as Christ loves the church.  
What does that look like? 
 
There’s a verse in the New Testament that says, “Having loved his own who were in the world he now showed them the 
full extent of his love” (or he loved them to the end, to the ultimate degree, or to the extreme).  What did Jesus do to 
show the full extent of his love?  For most Christians, the first thing that pops into our heads is that he died for us on the 
cross.  This was certainly an extreme sacrifice, but it’s not what this verse is referring to. 
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This verse is found in John 13:1 and it’s referring to Jesus washing the disciples’ feet.  This was an act of humble 
submission that the disciples would have known needed to take place before dinner, which is why the basin of water 
and towel were there ready for this purpose.  Jesus was actually the visiting dignitary who should have been greeted 
with the customary anointing with perfume and foot washing by a servant, but none of them were willing to take on this 
role.  Jesus knew his power and authority were not dependent on his followers’ acknowledgement of his status.  His 
identity was not threatened by looking like a slave.  This single act elevated these uneducated commoners to the level of 
importance that Jesus alone deserved.  He treated them like royalty when he was actually the King of Kings.   
 
Keep in mind that Judas was there too.   An abuser will often use the excuse that he abused her because she deserved it, 
she had it coming.  If anyone deserved to be restrained from leaving or “knocked upside the head” it was Judas.  Jesus 
knew what Judas was about to do but he didn’t use it as an excuse to hurt him or even exclude him.  Jesus washed his 
feet too.    
 
John 13:3 tells us that Jesus knew his true identity and how powerful he was.  He knew where he came from and where 
he was going.  Unlike abusers, he had no insecurity, or fear of rejection or abandonment.  In fact he knew all of his 
closest friends would soon do this very thing to him, but he didn’t become angry or controlling and try to prevent them 
from leaving as an abuser would do. 
 
As Jesus went around the room washing the disciples’ feet he came to Peter.  But Peter did not want to submit to this. 
Jesus submitted to the servant role of washing feet, but also asked for their submission to this act of love, demonstrating 
that true submission must be mutual.  Then John tells us, 
 

John 13:12-17 – “When he had finished washing their feet, he put on his clothes and returned to his place. “Do 
you understand what I have done for you?” he asked them.  “You call me ‘Teacher’ and ‘Lord’ [Head] and rightly 
so, for that is what I am.  Now that I, your Lord and Teacher [Head], have washed your feet, you also should 
wash one another’s feet.  I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you.  Very truly I tell 
you, no servant is greater than his master, nor is a messenger greater than the one who sent him.  Now that you 
know these things, you will be blessed if you do them.” 

 
The one who truly deserved to be in the position of “Headship” showed the full extent of his love by kneeling before 
them and washing their dirty feet.  This was a symbolic act that demonstrates what Paul was talking about in Eph. 5:26 – 
Jesus washed the church to make her radiant, holy and blameless.  Jesus told these men to love like this and they would 
be blessed.  These men learned how to submit from watching Jesus.  It wasn’t a competition anymore for headship or 
who would be first in the kingdom, or who would sit at his right or his left on the throne.  It became a relationship of 
self-sacrifice; of mutual honor and respect.   
 
Headship is not about who has the most power and control in the relationship.  It’s not about who gets to be the 
leader and decision maker, or who gets the last word, and who is relegated to the lowly position of the powerless 
follower.  Headship is about the power of sacrificial love; it’s about high self-esteem revealed in a servant’s heart and 
an attitude of humility; it’s strength demonstrated in meekness; it’s about self-control instead of controlling others.  
True headship elevates the other to a higher status.  That’s what it means to be the head in a relationship.  Paul tells 
husbands to love like this in Eph. 5.  He knows the power of love because it transformed his life too. 
 
How Does Jesus Love His Bride? 
Eph. 5:21-33 should never be used as ammunition to keep women in submission to abusive men or to demand that they 
respect someone who is disrespectful. Using scripture in that way is spiritual abuse. This passage is about mutual, life-
changing, empowering love. 

 Jesus did not use verbal and emotional abuse to destroy his bride’s self-esteem.  He bestowed on her great 
value by coming to be her servant and giving his life to save her. 
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 Jesus did not tear down his bride to make her feel weak and powerless.  On Pentecost he filled her with his own 
power. 

 Jesus did not isolate his bride out of fear she would fall in love with someone else.  He wants to give her his love 
so she can love others.  He sent her into the world to live her destiny and promised to walk with her, giving her 
support and encouragement, even to the end of the age. 

 Jesus didn’t treat his bride like a door mat, walking on her to prove his superiority.  He elevated her, even to be 
seated with him in the heavenly realm, in a place of authority. 

 Jesus doesn’t yell at his bride or call her names.  He calls her his Beloved and rejoices over her with singing. 

 Jesus doesn’t raise his voice to drown out what his bride is trying to say.  Instead, his ear is attentive to her 
prayer. 

 He doesn’t look at her with contempt or hate, or glare at her from a distance.  He smiles when he sees her 
because he sees her without spot or blemish.  He sees how beautiful she is and knows it’s his love that has 
washed over her and made her beautiful.   

 Jesus doesn’t use his strength to manhandle his bride.  His strong right arm lifts her up and defends her against 
aggressors.  He uses his strength and power to fight for her, not against her. 

 Jesus would never grab his bride aggressively, slap her to shut her up, or beat her into submission.  Instead he 
took the abuse for her; he was the one who was humiliated, spit on and beaten.  He submitted to death so she 
could live.  He offers healing and comfort to her when she’s in pain, he makes her strong when she feels weak, 
he weeps with her when she weeps, and he wipes away every tear from her eyes because he’s gentle and kind. 

 He doesn’t threaten to hurt her when he gets home.  Instead, his plan when he comes again is to sweep her off 
her feet, raise her up to meet him in the air, and forever be with him in the amazing mansion he is preparing for 
her in heaven.  

This is no fairy tale.  This is how a husband is to love his wife.  Mutual submission and respect naturally flow in the 
relationship that is focused on loving and serving one another.   
 
Telling a woman she has to submit to abuse only reinforces her victim identity and empowers an abuser to continue 
in sin.  Both are in bondage and there is a much greater chance the marriage will end in pain or even tragedy.  God has 
a different plan – one that sets both free to step into a new identity. 
 
Choosing Our True Identity 
Children growing up in a home where there is domestic abuse see two identities modeled for them – the victim and the 
abuser.  Without making a conscious choice, they often find they have become one or the other in adulthood, or a 
combination of both.  But there is a third choice, commonly referred to as a survivor.  A survivor is one who has 
overcome the victim or abuser identity and lives consistently as a mature Christian with healthy boundaries, good 
communication skills and stable emotions.  A survivor is secure in their identity in Christ and looks for the positive in 
others.  Survivors speak up and stand their ground but in a way that doesn’t harm anyone. They are confident and 
encouraging, self-controlled, quick to forgive while using wisdom in discerning who to trust.  Survivors give and serve by 
choice, because it pleases God.  They are strong and kind, loving and truthful.  Much more could be said about the 
survivor identity, but essentially, a survivor looks and acts like Jesus.  If a child did not see that modeled by someone 
while they were growing up, it’s hard to comprehend and become this.  It has to be a conscious choice, something we 
learn and grow in over time in the Word and with others.  It’s a transformation process that takes direct instruction and 
practice.  The good news is that abusers and victims can both be transformed by the power of the Holy Spirit and 
support from brothers and sisters in Christ.  If Paul can change, anyone can.  He who began a good work in you will see it 
to completion. 
 
A Deeper Look at the Bigger Picture 
On one level, domestic violence is seen in romantic relationships between a man and woman.  It’s a pattern of behavior 
used to instill fear and gain power and control over another.  There is no biblical foundation or justification for a 
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husband to abuse his wife.  Abuse is sin.  The good news is victims and abusers can both be transformed to live as 
survivors. 
 
On another level, some of the dynamics of abusive relationships can be seen in the life of the Church as she struggles to 
find her identity in the world and in our society.  Some people think this domestic violence issue doesn’t apply to them.  
But all of us collectively as the Church are the Bride of Christ, and the Church is being abused.  Jesus doesn’t abuse the 
Church of course, but the devil does.  Satan is attacking the Church all over the world.  Christians in many countries are 
persecuted or killed for their faith.  Even in the U.S., Christians are losing religious freedom as society’s morals change 
and laws are passed that threaten the Church into submission.  In some communities, Christians are bullied and 
intimidated into silence, losing their voice and right to dissent.    
 
What is happening in our marriages where there is domestic violence is a physical manifestation of what is happening 
spiritually to the Church, and both are caused by forces of evil as it says in Ephesians 6:12 – “Our struggle is not against 
flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the 
spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.”  The Church is fighting a spiritual war and Paul says this is OUR struggle.   
 
Many people only see two choices for how the Church should respond: either like a victim or an abuser.  The victim 
identity responds to attack by trying to appease the anger, getting quiet so as not to escalate the conflict, taking the 
abuse and accepting the blame for causing the turmoil, compromising truth out of fear.  All the while the Church as a 
victim knows this treatment is unjust but feels powerless and helpless to effect change.  Allowing the pendulum to swing 
to the opposite extreme and choosing to become abusive in response to intimidation or attack will not solve the 
problem.  The abuser identity tends to become angry, defensive and uses bully tactics to gain control, like assassinating 
abortionists or protesting against war at military funerals.  An eye for an eye didn’t work before and still doesn’t today.  
God’s plan for the Church is to become the radiant and confident Bride that will be equally yoked to his son, Jesus. 
 
Eph. 3:10-12 says, “His intent was that now, through the church, the manifold wisdom of God should be made known to 
the rulers and authorities in the heavenly realms, according to his eternal purpose which he accomplished in Christ Jesus 
our Lord.”  He intends for all of us collectively as the Church to engage in the spiritual warfare that will tell the enemy in 
no uncertain terms that we are NOT going to submit to the devil’s abuse, and we are not going to be bullied into 
stopping short of our destiny.  We, the Church, will not be silenced like a victim anymore.   And we will also not take on 
an abuser identity, becoming defensive, destructive or toxic in our attitudes and tactics used in the struggle against sin. 
 
Instead, we will step into our true identity. 

 We will overcome our perceived powerlessness and helplessness with the same power that raised Jesus from 
the dead promised to us in Eph. 1:19-20. 

 Jesus also promised in Matt. 16:18, “on this rock I will build my Church, and the gates of hell will not overcome 
it.”  The gate of a city was the location where the rulers gathered to make decisions and pass laws.  Biblical 
“gates” represent all the power and authority of a city, all the military power commanded into action against an 
invading army.  The “gates of hell” means that all the power and authority of the devil and the evil of hell itself 
will not defeat the Church.  That’s a promise that Jesus gives us because he knows his power and authority are 
far superior and surpass anything the devil can throw at us. 

 Rev. 12:11 says we overcome the devil by the blood of the lamb and the word of our testimony.  Giving a 
testimony requires one to speak.  Victims are bullied into silence, but as Overcomers we speak up! 

 Romans 8:37 says that no matter how we are abused in this life, we are “more than conquerors!” 
 
It’s time for all of us as the Church to step into our true identity as the Victorious Bride of Christ.  We are Overcomers 
and More Than Conquerors.  We WILL defeat the devil and domestic violence, but not as an abuser would demand 
control or as a victim would submit to sin and take the blame.  We will do it like Jesus did - with a servant’s heart, 
sacrificing whatever we have to on behalf of others, loving the Father and loving people with our whole heart, soul, 
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mind and strength.  We will step into difficult situations without fear, stand for truth and live in the power of the Holy 
Spirit.  We will be bold but gentle, empowered by love that sets the captives free.  We will walk in faith, confident in who 
Jesus is and who we are called to be. 
 
We are promised in Ephesians 3:17-19 that if we are rooted and grounded in his love, experiencing the height, the 
depth, and breadth of his love, if we are filled to overflowing with the power of his love, which is sometimes tough love, 
then there will be no abuse in our families and we will experience for ourselves this amazing promise: Eph. 3:20-21 – 
“Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work 
within us, to him be glory in the Church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, forever and ever! Amen!”  
 
Declaration: 
I am not a victim, nor an abuser.  I am the Bride of Christ, filled with the same power that raised Jesus from the dead.  
The power and authority of Christ in me guarantees my victory over the devil’s attack.  I will not be silenced like a victim, 
 nor try to seize control in my own strength out of fear as an abuser would.  I am an Overcomer and my confidence is in 
Jesus.  I will speak up and clearly share my testimony of what Christ has done in my life to set me free, and I will speak 
the truth in love so that others can find freedom.  Motivated and empowered by his love, I can enter enemy territory, 
set captives free, take possession of and redeem the land for his kingdom purposes.  Christ in me is victorious over the 
effects of abuse in my life.  I am free from the bondage of the victim and abuser identities, free from pain, lies, guilt and 
shame.  I am free to step into my destiny as the Bride of Christ, an Overcomer, More Than a Conqueror! 
 
 
 
Jody Cowdin is the Executive Director of The Dwelling Place, a Christian transitional shelter for battered women and 
their children in the Twin Cities area.  Her book, “A Kid’s Guide to Understanding Domestic Abuse” is used as the 
curriculum for children and teens at the shelter.  For more information or to order a book, please visit:  
www.thedwellingplaceshelter.org 
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