DOMESTIC VIOLENCE IN THE CHURCH
AND REDEMPTIVE SUFFERING IN 1 PETER

Steven Tracy

Domestic violence is an enormous world wide social problem which warrants serious
attention by biblical scholars and ethicists. The etiology of domestic violence is complex, and
many different social, familial, interpersonal, and religious influences have been put forth as
causal factors of domestic violence.! One of the more common assertions made by feminist
scholars is that Christian theology contributes to the physical abuse of women. Texts in 1 Peter
that deal with redemptive suffering (esp. 2:23—-24) and submission of slaves and females (2:18,
3:1) are frequently used to bolster this assertion. The misuse of these same texts by conservatives
has also given credence to the feminist assertion that evangelical theology contributes to the
abuse of women. In this article I contend that liberal feminists and evangelical traditionalists
have both failed to read these texts in their proper social context. Instead of contributing to the
abuse of women in Christian homes, these texts give very helpful principles to correct the abuse

of Christian women by their spouses.

L. THE REALITY OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE
Domestic violence is such an ugly concept to modern westerners that it is typically
minimized and under reported.? It is particularly difficult for evangelicals, who view marriage as
sacred, and place great emphasis on the significance and beauty of the family, to acknowledge
and address domestic violence. To put it more starkly, “Denial of abuse in the family is

widespread; people prefer to cling to the image of the family as an institution representing the
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best of human interaction: nurturance, love, support, protection, and comfort among family
members. It is painful to admit that the home is a dangerous place.”

Like many blessed to grow up in a loving home, I have had a very difficult time
accepting the reality of domestic violence in Christian homes. Years ago when I was a young
pastor in a vibrant church, I was deeply offended when I heard the women’s ministry was having
a special speaker address the topic of domestic violence. Little did I (or anyone else) realize that
one of our elders had been beating his wife for years, having put her in the hospital several times.
At this same time, one of our ministers was facing arrest for felony child abuse. Pastoral ministry
as well as academic research have forcefully shown me the evangelical church must be much
more zealous in addressing domestic violence.

Domestic violence is an enormous problem world-wide. The World Health Organization
notes that research results from every country where reliable, large-scale studies have been
conducted reveal that 16-52% of women have been assaulted by an intimate partner, and
violence against women (which often takes place in the home) is as serious a cause of death and
incapacity among women of reproductive age as cancer.* In the United States, the Surgeon
General has reported that domestic violence perpetrated by males accounts for more adult female
emergency room visits than traffic accidents, muggings, and rapes combined, and is the greatest
single cause of injury to American women.®> The U.S. Department of Justice reports that
approximately 1/3 of murdered women are killed by an intimate (husband, ex-husband, or
boyfriend), and most victims of intimate partner homicide are killed by their husbands.® In 1998
women experienced about 900,000 violent offenses at the hands of an intimate partner, a rate
five times higher than the violence men experience from women.” Various studies show that

22%-33% of North American women will be assaulted by an intimate partner in their lifetime.®
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Tragically, domestic violence in Christian homes appears to mirror the high rates of the general
society. For example, Lee Bowker’s survey of 1000 battered women from all sections of the
United States revealed that most of the battered women and their husbands were part of
“mainstream American religious bodies,” and denominational preference did not significantly
differ between the violent and the non-violent families. * Abused women were shown to be quite
active in the local church (much more so than their abusive husbands), with 26% of battered
wives attending church weekly, and 24% of battered wives attending one to three times a

month.!°

I1. DOMESTIC VIOLENCE AND CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY

1. Feminist assertions

Since the 1970s feminists have vigorously addressed the issue of domestic violence and
have provided a very helpful expose| of this entrenched evil.'! Most explicitly attribute
domestic violence to patriarchy, and often assert that the church is ultimately responsible for
much domestic violence due to its long-standing insistence on female submissiveness. For
example, E. Emerson Dobash and Russell Dobash in their seminal work on domestic violence
argue “the seeds of wife beating lie in the subordination of females and in their subjection to
male authority and control.”!? They furthermore explain that female subjugation and male
control has been institutionalized in the patriarchal family through Roman political and Christian
religious institutions. Carolyn Holderread Heggen argues that a specific aspect of patriarchy,
namely the “control-over component,” makes it particularly vulnerable to violence and abuse.!?
Other feminists such as Rosemary Radford Reuther and Mary Potter Engel argue that the church

has long been complicit in wife beating by teaching the inequality of women.'# In a similar vein,
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Pamela Cooper White argues that in cultures such as those reflected in Scripture (and many
modern churches) in which women are regarded as property, physical and sexual abuse of
women will be a commonplace occurrence. '

Feminists also blame the church for domestic violence through its teaching on the
redemptive value of suffering. Joanne Carlson Brown and Rebecca Parker make this bold

indictment;:

Women are acculturated to accept abuse. We come to believe that it is our place to
suffer...Christianity has been a primary—in many women’s lives the primary—force in shaping
our acceptance of abuse. The central image of Christ on the cross as the savior of the world
communicates the message that suffering is redemptive. If the best person who ever lived gave his
life for others, then, to be of value we should likewise sacrifice ourselves. Any sense that we have
a right to care for our own needs is in conflict with being a faithful follower of Jesus...Divine
child abuse is paraded as salvific and the child who suffers ‘without even raising a voice’ is lauded

as the hope of the world.'®

Rita Nakashima Brock and Rebecca Ann Parker illustrate the way Christianity can foster
abuse by teaching women to accept suffering as “redemptive.” They tell the story of a battered
wife named Anola who believed God expected her to risk being battered like Jesus. Anola’s
husband eventually beat her to death. They also recount the experience of Lucia, a repeatedly
battered wife who finally went to her priest after her husband had severely beaten her and broken
her arm. Her priest said she should rejoice in her sufferings because they would bring her closer
to Jesus. He admonished her “if you love Jesus, accept the beatings and bear them gladly, as

Jesus bore the cross."!’
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This brings us to the relevance of 1 Peter to the issue of domestic violence. Since 1 Peter
does admonish believers to be submissive to abusive authority (2:18-20), to follow Christ’s
example of quiet suffering (2:21-22), and joyfully to share in Christ’s suffering (4:13), feminist
scholars might appear to have a solid point—Christianity in general and 1 Peter in particular may

indeed contribute to the physical and emotional abuse of women.

2. Conservative teaching

A typical conservative response to these feminist accusations is that feminists have
simply misunderstood Christian doctrine, which does not promote the abuse of women. But a
survey of some conservative literature on marriage strengthens these feminists’ accusations.
Dorothy McGuire, Carol Lewis, and Alvena Blatchley argue that a husband’s physical and
verbal abuse, even that which causes physical injury, is God’s “chastising sandpaper” and should
always be endured. They support this point by citing 1 Peter 2:21-22.'3 To illustrate, they tell the
story of Lila whose philanderous husband attempted to murder her, and yet because Lila was, in
their opinion, obedient to Scripture, she kept submitting to her husband, and refused to leave
him.!® John MacArthur also argues that 1 Peter teaches wives to submit, even to abusive
husbands. In the context of women fearing to submit because the husband might take advantage
of her, he argues that the godly woman, like Sarah, should simply trust God. “If there was an
abuse, they knew God would take care of the results.”?* Ed Wheat states that in a “severely
troubled marriage” in which the husband comes and goes to his mistress, the wife should quietly
accept the sinful husband the way he is. Furthermore, the wife is apparently responsible to
mollify an abusive husband: “you have to be perfect in your behavior toward your partner...and

you must be very sensitive to avoid anything that will set your partner off.” He also cites 1 Peter
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to support his model.?! Bill Gothard responds to the question of how a wife should respond if she
is the victim of her husband’s hostility. He replies, “There is no ‘victim’ if we understand that we
are called to suffer for righteousness.” He then cites 1 Pet 2:21 and 3:1 in exhorting abused wives
to suffer like to Jesus.??

Elizabeth Rice Handford similarly places great emphasis on female submission, stating
repeatedly that wives are to obey their husbands in absolutely everything, without qualification,
even if a woman believes her husband’s command goes against the will of God.?* She states that
women are to submit passively to harsh and mean [abusive] husbands based on the example of
Christ’s suffering given in 1 Pet 2:21-23. She furthermore argues that a wife must submit to an
abusive husband even when the husband is beating her child, orders her to get an abortion, or
demands that she participate in sex orgies.>* The point here is not that these conservative authors
believe that domestic violence is acceptable male behavior.?® Rather, the problem is that these
authors explain female submission in such a manner that for the woman it functionally

legitimizes and perpetuates abuse.

IlI.  HERMENEUTICAL DIFFICULTIES: THE UNIQUE NATURE OF PERSECUTION
IN 1 PETER
Both liberal feminists and conservative traditionalists often base their arguments on an
unsupported assertion, namely, that if the biblical text is accepted as authoritative, then Peter’s
advice to abused slaves must be applied in a straightforward manner to abused women in the
modern western world. Yet discussion of how to apply 1 Peter to modern abused women rarely

addresses the specific social setting of Peter’s audience. Thus, an extended analysis of the precise
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social context of 1 Peter is in order. In particular, we need to assess what, if anything lies behind
the passive response Peter recommends to the particular abuse victims in his audience.

The present consensus among those who affirm Petrine authorship of 1 Peter is that the
letter was written in A.D. 62-64, shortly before the Neronian persecution.?® Several solid
arguments can be made for this date, particularly the strong ancient tradition that Peter died in
Rome under Neronian persecution.?’ Internal evidence also suggests that the recipients of 1 Peter
were experiencing local persecution shortly before the intense persecution initiated by Nero in
the summer of A.D. 64. First of all, the technical term for religious persecution, [10J[1CTIEIIT,
is absent from 1 Peter, as are any clear references to formal accusations (/[T or
imprisonments.?® Further, it appears that while some Christians were actually suffering painful
persecution (1:6; 4:12), others had not yet experienced it, but faced the real threat of it (3:14, 17).
Thus, the persecution appears to have been limited in scope, but had the potential for rapid
expansion, particularly through slander and misunderstandings by the pagans (2:12; 3:16; 4:4,
14). Cranfield argues that the martyrdom of the Apostle James in A.D. 62 set the stage for this
persecution, and marked a major transition in Roman Christian relations.?’ Up to this point, the
Romans considered the Christians a Jewish sect, and granted them special privileges such as
exemption from sacrifice to the Emperor.>* With the death of James at the hands of the Jewish
authorities, the termination of this exemption was imminent. Peter’s Christian readers stood at
the verge of dangerous persecution, because popular prejudice and malice was liable to erupt at
any time into more wide spread violence.?!

The specific offense of these early Christians that provoked Roman persecution is
reflected in pagan writings of this period. For instance, when Tacitus recounts Nero’s reign he

acknowledges that Nero made the Christians scapegoats, and persecuted them savagely for the
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fire in Rome they probably did not set. Yet he still believed they were worthy of torture and
execution, albeit deserving a measure of pity. He states, “despite their guilt as Christians, and the
ruthless punishment it deserved, the victims were pitied.”3? Earlier in this passage Tacitus reveals
the nature of the Christians’ guilt. Large numbers of Christians were condemned and executed
“not so much for their incendiarism as for their anti-social tendencies” (odio humani generis).
For the Romans, religious life and social/community life were inextricably linked. Hence, new
religions that did not honor the old traditions and social practices were seen as a threat to the
social order and as such were deserving of hatred and punishment.3?

Pliny’s letter to the Emperor Trajan is also relevant to the persecution experienced by the
recipients of 1 Peter is, since Pliny is describing his problem with Christians in Pontus and
Bithynia, the region in which the recipients of 1 Peter lived. While this correspondence takes
place in A.D. 112, it appears to reflect conditions similar to those faced by Christians in the early
60s. Much like the situation reflected in 1 Peter, the cause of hostility against Christians was not
known, but apparently some of the locals had lodged complaints against the Christians (cp. 1 Pet
2:12). Pliny determined not to seek out Christians, but to question those accused and to execute
immediately those who refused to make an offering to the gods and revile the name of Christ.
Upon investigation, Pliny discovered no specific Christian crimes and found the Christian

religious rites innocuous. Pliny recounts the Christians he interrogated:

They declared that the sum total of their guilt or error amounted to no more than this: they had met
regularly before dawn on a fixed day to chant verses alternately amongst themselves in honour of
Christ as if to a god, and also to bind themselves by oath, not for any criminal purpose, but to

abstain from theft, robbery, and adultery, to commit no breach of trust and not to deny a deposit
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when called upon to restore it. After this ceremony it had been their custom to disperse and

reassemble later to take food of an ordinary, harmless kind. 34

What was the basis for executing people with such innocuous beliefs? Pliny states that
whatever the nature of the Christians’ confession “their stubbornness and unshakeable obstinacy
ought not to go unpunished.” Of even greater threat was the fact that Pliny considered the
Christian meetings to be “political societies” (hetaeria).>® Pliny’s response indicates again that
the Romans were deeply threatened by the Christians’ failure to follow the social order, and such
failure was seen as deeply treasonous to the Rome Empire.

It appears that a similar occasional setting (pagan authorities being threatened by the
Christians’ failure to follow the social order) is the background to Peter’s admonitions regarding
passive submission to "the authorities" (2:13-3:1-7). Specifically, this setting is suggested by
Peter’s affirmation that even pagan civil authorities are ordained of God (2:13-14) and that by
doing good, including showing proper respect to everyone and honoring the king, one can
sometimes silence the slander of unbelievers (2:15, 17).

In other words, in 1 Peter the Christians’ failure to observe the pagan social practices was
highly offensive and considered treacherous. In this context, then, Peter urges these believers to
let their upright behavior answer the pagan slander. They were not to resist abusive authorities,
for such resistance would have confirmed Roman fears that Christianity harmed the social
order.® This could easily have led to large scale, immediate persecution. Given this very specific
occasional setting, we must be extremely careful when applying Peter’s statements regarding
submission to abusive authorities to a modern situation of domestic violence. Peter’s audience
faced a completely different context for abuse than that faced by most modern western women,

and hence Peter’s admonitions simply cannot be taken as a straightforward response paradigm
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for abuse victims.>’ For example, just because Peter does not instruct those abused by their
fathers or husbands to flee and call the civil authorities does not mean that abuse victims today
should not do so. Peter was addressing a very culturally specific type of violence in the context

of a household code.?®

V. 1 PETER AND DOMESTIC VIOLENCE: RELEVANT PRINCIPLES
We now come to the crux of this study. If Christianity in general and 1 Peter in particular
does not contribute to the abuse of women, then how is 1 Peter relevant to domestic violence?
More specifically, what principles can be drawn from 1 Peter (with its emphasis on suffering,
submission, and unjust authority) and applied to contemporary domestic violence? I have

arranged these principles in textual, not necessarily logical order.

1. The manner in which victims respond to abuse

In 2:20 Peter admonishes slaves who are beaten by their morally corrupt masters simply
to endure passively their unjust treatment (“patiently endure it”). The NASV somewhat
euphemistically renders (1[0 CIL 0D in v, 20 as “harshly treated.” This verb can be used
figuratively of being buffeted (2 Cor 12:7), but is most often used of literal physical
mistreatment, i.e., of striking with the fist or beating (Matt 26:67; Mark 14:65). In 2:18 these
masters are labeled [T, which applied literally means “crooked ““ (Luke 3:5), and
metaphorically (as here) morally evil or corrupt (Acts 2:40; Phil 2:15). Thus, slaves who were
being beaten by evil masters are admonished by Peter to submit passively to the abuse.

If we analyze the legal status of first century slaves, the following principle emerges from

this passage: the assertiveness or passivity of abuse victims’ response to sinful violence is largely
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governed by the social order of their culture. Scripture emphatically indicts abusive physical
violence as a great evil (Prov 6:17; Is 10:1-2; Ezek 45:8-9; Mic 2:1-2) which should be
confronted (Is 1:17; Jer 22:3-4; Ezek 22:2),* but the first century Roman social order prevented
slaves from challenging abuse they (or anyone else) received from their masters.*® The fact that
in verse eighteen Peter addresses household slaves ([ 1 CICC 0 Cinstead of CICICICICITIC)
1s significant, for household slaves by virtue of their proximity to their masters were often more
susceptible to physical and sexual abuse by the master and other family members.*!

Under the rule of patria potestas the master had almost unlimited, even tyrannical power
over his slaves.*> Masters had every legal right to sexually abuse their slaves, either personally or
by selling them into prostitution.** Furthermore, masters had the power of life and death over
their slaves, and crucifixion was the typical punishment for slaves.** The Romans considered
fear a necessary element in maintaining control over their slaves, so severe physical punishment,
even for accidents, was essential to maintain the social order.*> Masters often employed
professional torturers who were particularly adept at inducing pain and creating fear. Pliny
warned of the constant danger of slave revolt that created a need to keep slaves in constant fear,
for “no master can feel safe because he is kind and considerate.”*® Bradley summarizes the

slaves’ plight:

The point is that there was no real restraint on the slave-owner, other than his own temperament or
conscience, to prevent outrage or extremity if circumstances led to it: any slave who offended his
owner could expect not only punishment but severe punishment, the penalty often exceeding the
transgression, especially in cases of sheer accidents. The threat of punishment always overhung
servile activities... While it should not be thought that all slaves in Roman society were being

physically violated all the time, it is nevertheless true that all slaves were under the constant
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pressure of exposure to punishment and that such pressure formed another aspect of the servile

mentality.*’

What then could Christian slaves (who had no legal rights regarding their masters’ abuse)
and Christian citizens (who stood on the cusp of legal prosecution for their faith) do when
experiencing abuse? Their best response was to let their godly behavior challenge unjust
treatment and unjust slander, which is precisely what Peter repeatedly prescribes (2:12, 19-20;
3:16). Peter’s admonition for those abused to submit passively and entrust themselves to God
would probably be very appropriate today in fundamentalistic Muslim cultures governed by strict
Islamic law (Sharia). In these settings, abused women have few legal rights or protections, so a
passive response and faith in God might well be the best response. In other cultural settings,
particularly in the west, various options for challenging the evil of physical abuse would be

available and quite appropriate for abused believers.

2. The abuse victim’s goal: to give a blessing—2:11-12; 3:8-9

While any kind of abuse is a terrible evil to be condemned, Peter gives abuse victims a
unique goal, viz., that they seek to bless their abusers. But this does not necessarily preclude
modern abuse victims from assertively responding to their abusers and seeking to stop the abuse.
In 2:12 Peter states that a mistreated believer (in this case one slandered) should maintain
excellent behavior so that the persecutors might "continuously observe" the good deeds
(DoooooooHooooo--present tense) and “glorify God in the day of visitation.” While “day
of visitation” (L1 LI OO DO OO IO CIE DT T His a rare phrase in Scripture (only Luke
19:44 and LXX Is 10:3), these two references along with other passages using similar language*®

strongly suggest it is eschatological, though the context must determine whether the divine
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visitation brings condemnation (Is 10:3; Jer 11:23) or blessing (Wisd 3:7; Luke 1:68; 19:44). The
vast majority of commentators rightly assert that Peter is referring to unbelievers converted by
witnessing the good works of slandered believers.*

This radical, counter-intuitive response to what modern individuals might call "verbal
abuse" is ultimately based on Jesus’ command for believers to love their enemies and bless those
who curse them (Matt 5:44; Luke 6:27-28).%° In 3:8-9 Peter strongly reiterates this theme of
mistreated believers seeking to be a source of blessing upon those who mistreat them. In 3:8,
summing up the paraenesis he has just given (UL OO DO CICOT), Peter specifically
reminds these believers that they should not return evil for evil or insult for insult but rather
should give a blessing. The irony here is that God has called believers to inherit a blessing, but
this blessing in part comes by believers being a blessing to the very ones who want to harm them
(3:9).

Abuse victims can be a blessing by not personally seeking revenge against their abuser (1
Pet 3:9; Rom 12:14, 17-21) and by praying for the abuser (Matt 5:44). But if the social order
permits it, there are other ways to bless one’s abuser which are often overlooked. Boldly
confronting the sin of abuse (Luke 17:3), physically separating from an abuser (1 Sam 19:12—
30:31), and notifying ecclesiastical (1 Cor 5:1-13; 1 Tim 5:19-20) and civic (Acts 23:12-22;
Rom 13:1-4) authorities of the abuse are all biblically sanctioned safeguards for wives. Each of
these responses can contribute to the abuser being convicted of his sin, repenting, and receiving
divine blessing instead of divine judgment.’' Similarly, Carol J. Adams argues that ministers as
well as wives should not allow abusive husbands to escape negative consequences for their
behavior. Her rationale is that “men batter because it works, producing the desired results

without penalty.”>? Hence, abused wives as well as their ministers can extend grace to abusive
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husbands by implementing negative consequences for the abuse, and thus not allow the abuse to
work. It is notable that secular social science literature on the treatment of abusive men strongly
notes the need for abused wives as well as the broader community to confront abusive behavior

and create costly consequences if abusive men are ever going to recognize the destructive nature

of their of abuse and change.>?

3. The abuse victim’s example—2:21-25

In view of the feminist assertion that the theology of 1 Peter contributes to domestic
violence, 2:21 is the most problematic verse of the entire letter. In the context of unjust physical
abuse, Peter says believers have been called “for this purpose.” For Peter to posit suffering as the

on

believers’ "call" is particularly problematic, since [1[11[17][] has special significance in the NT
and may be an early Christian technical term indicating the sovereign, elective summons of God
to eschatological salvation.>* Thus, a facile reading of this text might suggest that Peter is
sanctifying all abuse suffered by a believer. If the believer is called for the purpose of abusive
suffering, and Christ our example suffered the most extreme abuse with quiet resignation, then
does it not follow that an abused wife should passively accept all abuse, knowing that it will
ultimately be redemptive?

First of all, we should note that the manner in which Christ serves as an example for
abuse victims must be carefully nuanced. Believers cannot follow Christ’s example in every
way, since his suffering was unique.> He suffered for sin, whereas abuse victims suffer because
of sin. Furthermore, Peter does not teach that all abuse is redemptive. The only kind of abuse

Peter recognizes as redemptive (having transforming spiritual value) is that which (1) is

unavoidable and (2) is based on the victim’s godly character. We will first look at the latter.
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Peter explicitly states that redemptive suffering is based on the victim’s godly character.
The use of the pronoun [0 in 1 Pet 2:21 to indicate that believers were called for this
purpose (LD DO COCOT) 1s best understood retrospectively, pointing back to the
two uses of [1[J[1[1[1[] in 2:19a and 2:20b, where God is said to bless ([ 1[1[1]11T) godly
believers who experience unjust suffering.’® While abuse can never be justified, and God will
harshly judge abusers, Peter argues that the personal redemptive nature of suffering is seriously
compromised when one’s own sinfulness precipitates the abuse. For example, when a belligerent
verbally obnoxious drunk is physically beaten by three large police officers, we would consider
the officer’s behavior reprehensively abusive. But by virtue of the abused drunk’s sinful
behavior, one cannot consider this "redemptive suffering." Without in any manner softening our
commitment to hold abusive men fully responsible for their evil behavior, this section of 1 Peter
suggests that we also need to help abused wives follow the example of Christ in terms by
cultivating godly moral character.

This leads us to clarify the manner in which Christ serves as an example for abused
believers. Peter uses the example of Christ ([1LILC T CICICIECTT) to strengthen his argument
that believers are called to endure unjust suffering in a godly manner, for he quotes from Is 53:9
(“who committed no sin, nor was any deceit found in his mouth”) to highlight the fact that when
Christ suffered, he was innocent and pleasing to God, in spite of the condemnation and injury he
received from his abusers. The basis for Christ’s suffering being redemptive was not actually his
silence, but his innocence and his godliness. In this case, the former evidenced the latter. Silence
in and of itself can make even a fool appear virtuous (Prov 17:28). What made Christ’s silence
virtuous and imitable for abused believers was his refusal to use his speech to revile or threaten

his abusers, something the Maccabean and early Christian martyrs at times struggled with.>” A
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threatening response to one’s abusers could certainly undermine the goal of being a blessing.
Peter may be drawing upon other Jewish tradition that viewed silence in the face of persecution
as an act of mercy.’® Again, the point here for abused wives is not that they must accept their
abuse with passive silence, but that they must follow Christ’s example of responding to abuse in
a godly manner.

An additional aspect of Christ’s example needs to be noted. Christ’s suffering was
redemptive because it was unavoidable. Peter strongly infers the necessity of Christ’s suffering
by stating that Christ bore our sins in his body (2:24). This language, drawn from Is 53:5, 12
pictures the suffering servant as the sacrificial sin bearer. Thus, Christ accepted abuse with godly
resignation because it was the only way he could secure human salvation. He was necessarily
wounded that sinners might be healed.> If there had been a way to save humans other than the
abuse of the cross, he would surely have taken it (Luke 22:42). Scripture does not sanctify
avoidable suffering. Christ repeatedly avoided physical assault, most often from the Jewish
leaders (his authorities) by hiding (John 8:59), by maintaining physical separation from his
abusers (Matt 12:14—15; John 11:53-54), and by eluding them (John 10:31, 39). Other godly
individuals in Scripture, such as Paul and David, also repeatedly fled physically abusive
authorities (1 Sam 19:12; 27:1; Acts 9:22-25; 14:5-6; 17:8-10, 14). Jesus did not teach his
disciples simply to accept abuse (evil); instead he taught them to pray that God would deliver
them from it (Matt 6:13). Conversely, seeking avoidable suffering and expecting it to be a means
of gaining favor with God lay behind the proto-gnostic heresy of Paul’s opponents in Colossae
(Col 2:20-23).%° Thus, modern abused wives should follow Christ’s example by fleeing their

abusive husbands, and escape avoidable suffering.®!
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At this juncture we can note an ancillary principle related to abuse which flows from 1
Pet 2:23. This verse states that Christ “kept entrusting himself to Him who judges righteously.”
By way of application, this text suggests that godly victims of domestic violence must come to
accept God'’s view of their worth and character, not that of their abuser. Husbands who
repeatedly beat their wives typically have a pathological need to belittle and control their wives
to establish their wives’ inferiority and ultimately their worthiness of being beaten.®? Victims of
domestic violence must come to realize that their abusive husbands’ declaration of their
worthlessness is no more reliable than were the judgments of Christ’s accusers regarding his
character. Christ looked to the Father, not to his abusers to assess and vindicate him (1 Pet 2:23).

This leads to a final point regarding the nature of Christ’s example. Peter emphasizes the
importance of abuse victims focusing on God and maintaining godly character when
experiencing evil. Peter notes that while Christ was being abused, he did not revile or utter
threats (2:23). In other words, abuse victims must not allow the abuser’s evil to infect them, so
that they begin to give birth to the very malevolence they have suffered. The internalization of an
abuser’s sin can happen in many different ways. It is particularly tempting for many victims of
violence to in turn become perpetrators of verbal abuse or physical violence. For instance,
Edward Gondolf in a detailed survey of the female partners of men in batterer intervention
programs discovered that the majority of women admitted being physically aggressive toward
their partner prior to his arrest, and 15% of the women had been arrested for domestic violence
before their partner was initially arrested.®® Other studies support Gondolf’s findings that the
female partners of violent men often initiate violence themselves.®* In fact, Murray A. Straus
marshals considerable evidence to show that women initiate violence against their partners

almost as frequently as men do.%> Admittedly the contributory factors in female initiated
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domestic violence are very complex and male violence against women is a much greater problem
than female violence against women.®® But it is still important to highlight the danger abused
women face—they must not allow the abusers’ sinful violence to germinate violence in their own

heart.

IV.  CONCLUSION

Many liberal feminist scholars assert that evangelical theology contributes to the abuse of
women. Some evangelical literature sadly appears to confirm these accusations. Although the act
of domestic violence can never be justified, the evangelical church has at times rationalized it in
terms of redemptive suffering. Often texts in 1 Peter are appealed to in this context. However, a
close examination of the social context in which 1 Peter was written reveals principles to
preclude and correct the abuse of Christian women by their spouses. In particular, it teaches that
abused Christians should seek to bless their abusers. But due to the occasional setting of 1 Peter,
this principle does not preclude modern abuse victims from assertively responding to their
abusers and seeking to stop the abuse. Furthermore, abused wives should not simply accept their
abuse with passive silence, but they should follow Christ's example of responding to abuse in a
godly manner. This includes fleeing from abusive husbands and escaping avoidable suffering.
Finally, victims of domestic violence must follow Christ's example of allowing God, not their

abuser, to define them and establish their worth.

! Two of the most thorough discussions of the complex factors behind domestic violence are What Causes Men'’s
Violence against Women? ed. Michele Harway and James M. O’Neil (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1999) and Kurst-
Swanger and Petcosky, Violence in the Home: Multidisciplinary Perspectives (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2003), 30-53.
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2 Pamela Cooper-White notes that everyone has a reason, conscious or unconscious, to minimize domestic violence.
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