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The Bible is the story of God defeating 
evil, and our desire to cover it up. It is 
the story of God bringing light into the 
darkness. God does this through Jesus 
– the one who holds all things together 
experiencing the ultimate evil, the 
ultimate abuse, as he lays down his life 
to defeat evil for eternity.

In the beginning…
We’ve seen in the last few weeks that 
God created humans to rule his world, 
to use power, authority, and creativity, 
to “rule over” the things he made, to 
“be fruitful, fill the earth and subdue it” 
(Genesis 1:26-30) – humanity is created 
to wield power, just like God did in 
creating the world, and in creating life, 
but to do it in his service. 

We’ve seen in the last few weeks that 
God created humans to rule his world, 
to use power, authority, and creativity, 
to “rule over” the things he made, to 
“be fruitful, fill the earth and subdue it” 
(Genesis 1:26-30) – humanity is created 
to wield power, just like God did in 
creating the world, and in creating life, 
but to do it in his service. 

Things get messy almost as soon as the 
Serpent enters the garden, wielding 
power in an insidious way to corrupt 
Adam and Eve’s rule of God’s word. The 
serpent lies to them, offering something 
Adam and Eve already enjoy as the fruit 
of their relationship with God (Genesis 
3:5), Adam and Eve are already “like God” 
– but the serpent invites them to grasp 
for more power. And they do. 

What The Church 
Gets Wrong 
About Abuse, 
But Jesus Makes 
Right...

Abuse is the strong 
preying on the weak, be 
it domestic violence, child 
abuse, elder abuse, or 
abuse in the workplace. 
There is no place for abuse 
in the Church. The Church 
gets abuse wrong when it 
does not use its power to 
protect the abused, when 
it allows abuse to stay in 
darkness, or worse, tries to 
cover it up. 

Jesus shows that there 
is no place for abuse, or 
cover-ups, in the church, he 
is strong, but suffers abuse 
for the sake of the weak. 

“When the woman saw that the 
fruit of the tree was good for 
food and pleasing to the eye, 
and also desirable for gaining 
wisdom, she took some and ate 
it. She also gave some to her 
husband, who was with her, and 
he ate it.” – Genesis 3:6

This sets a pattern for human behaviour 
that occurs over and over again in the 
Old Testament – people grasping for 
power, and abusing others to get it. It 
happens again in the very next chapter 
as Cain kills Abel. Cain gets angry with 
God (and Abel) after God accepts Abel’s 
offering, but not his, and, God speaks to 
him in his anger, saying “sin is crouching 
at your door; it desires to have you, but 
you must rule over it” (Genesis 4:7) This is 
Cain’s chance to decide to ‘rule’ the way 
God wants us to rule, but he chooses, 
instead, to kill his brother (Genesis 4:8). 
Just like Adam and Eve before him, Cain 
tries to cover up his behaviour (Genesis 
3:8-13, 4:9-10). 

God’s plan to fix 
things
This pattern of grasping, abuse, and 
cover up becomes default human 
behaviour – a default use of power - but 
this behaviour is a perversion of what we 
were created to do. The final five laws of 
the Ten Commandments, given by God to 
mark out his nation (Exodus 19:3-6), are 
designed to counteract this corrupted 
default human behaviour. 

When we think how the Old Testament 
law was meant to help Israel live, it’s 
worth remembering this idea, expressed 
best by Old Testament scholar Gordon 
Wenham that: 

“The law represents the floor 
below which human behaviour 
must not sink. The ethical ceiling 
is as high as heaven itself, for a 
key principle of biblical ethics is 
the imitation of God.” 

Imitating God leaves no room for abusing 
the weak. God’s Law is designed to fight 
this human tendency to abuse. Directing 
people to imitate and love God, and 
imitate God by loving their neighbours. 

When Moses restates the law in Leviticus, 
God tells him to introduce the law saying 
“Be holy because I the Lord your God, 
am holy” (Leviticus 19:2), and includes 
the command to “love your neighbour 
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as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18). These are 
words that Jesus will quote later as the 
summary of the Law that “all the Law 
and the Prophets hang off” (Matthew 
22:36-40) along with the command to 
“love the Lord your God with all your 
heart” (Deuteronomy 6:5). Paul sums up 
Commandments 6-10 as being summed 
up in the one command “love your 
neighbour as yourself” (Romans 13:8-
10). This is what the Godly life looks 
like – the life we were created to live, 
and that his people were called to live to 
mark them out as different to everyone 
else. As different to people who behave 
in the default, sinful, human way. The 
laws about how wrongdoers were to 
be punished were not simply assuming 
that wrongdoing would happen, they 
were designed to prevent Israel acting 
like the other nations, and when things 
went wrong, to ensure victims of abuse 
were looked after, rather than trampled, 
and, where possible, to encourage 
relationships to be restored. 

The Old Testament story shows us that 
Israel didn’t keep these laws very well. 
They didn’t imitate God very well. Adam 
and Eve’s pattern of behaviour - where 
someone sees something, desires it, 
grasps for it, and abuses others to fulfil 
their own desire, before attempting 
a cover up – is exactly what happens 
when King David commits adultery 
with Bathsheba. This is the man God 
anoints to rule over his people at the 
moment Israel comes closest to living 
the way they should, as God’s promises 
from Genesis 12 come closest to finding 
fulfilment in the Old Testament. And 
just as he settles into the throne, David 
repeats Adam and Eve’s mistake. David 
sees Bathsheba and desires her (2 
Samuel 11:2-3), takes her and sleeps with 
her even though she is Uriah’s wife (2 
Samuel 11:3-4), and then, when she falls 
pregnant, he seeks to cover up his sin by 
orchestrating Uriah’s death (2 Samuel 
11:5-17). He doesn’t just follow the 
pattern of Adam and Eve, and Cain, he 
breaks those final five commandments 
– he literally covets his neighbour’s 
wife, he steals her away from her home, 
commits adultery with her, attempts 
to deceive Uriah into thinking the baby 
belongs to him, and when that doesn’t 
work, he murders him to keep people in 
the dark. 

God’s people were not made to abuse, 
to wield power to oppress people, for 
the sake of our own desires. Rather, 
people were designed imitate God, to 
represent him as his image bearers. God 
is a refuge for the oppressed, a God of 
justice who does not forget the afflicted 

(Psalm 9), he sees the trouble of the 
afflicted and considers their grief (Psalm 
10). God loves the vulnerable and the 
oppressed – the widows, the fatherless, 
the foreigner seeking refuge – and he 
wants Israel to love the vulnerable too, 
remembering that without him they 
would be vulnerable (Deuteronomy 
10:12-22, Deuteronomy 24:14-22). But 
Israel is judged and condemned for 
becoming exactly like the abusive 
nations who oppressed them. They don’t 
protect the vulnerable, the widows, the 
fatherless, or those seeking refuge (e.g. 
Isaiah 1:16-30). They try to grab hold of 
the things they want – which is, above 
all else, to be just like the other nations. 
And, just as God uncovered and judged 
the sin of Adam and Eve, Cain, and David, 
just as he banished and cursed Adam and 
Eve (Genesis 3:17-23), and Cain (Genesis 
4:10-16), and cursed David (2 Samuel 
12:7-14), he curses and banishes Israel for 
their failures. This is what he promised 
he’d do (Leviticus 18, Deuteronomy 30). 
Every one of the prophets who warns 
Israel about their pending exile links this 
punishment to a failure to care for the 
widow, the fatherless, and the oppressed 
(Isaiah 5, Jeremiah 5:26-31, Jeremiah 7, 
Jeremiah 22:1-10, Ezekiel 22:1-6). Israel is 
punished because they do not use their 
power to live, and love, like God. Israel is 
punished because the leaders of Israel – 
who are meant to shepherd God’s people 
– have become abusers. 

“‘This is what the Sovereign 
Lord says: Woe to you shepherds 
of Israel who only take care 
of yourselves! Should not 
shepherds take care of the 
flock? You eat the curds, clothe 
yourselves with the wool and 
slaughter the choice animals, 
but you do not take care of the 
flock. You have not strengthened 
the weak or healed the sick or 
bound up the injured. You have 
not brought back the strays or 
searched for the lost. You have 
ruled them harshly and brutally” 
– Ezekiel 34:2-4 

The solution God offers to this failure is 
that he himself will be a shepherd to his 
sheep, through one like his servant David 
(Ezekiel 34:20-24), searching for them 
in the places they’ve fled in the face of 
abuse, restoring them to health, and 
destroying the abusers (Ezekiel 34:11-16, 
see also Psalm 23). 

Even though Israel is sent into exile for 

turning their backs on God and on the 
abused, there’s a hope expressed in the 
Psalms and by the prophets, that God 
will step in to defend those whom Israel 
has forgotten – defending the weak 
and fatherless, upholding the poor and 
oppressed, rescuing the needy (Psalm 
82), and that while human princes cannot 
build the sort of kingdom required, he 
can (Psalm 146). Isaiah says eventually 
faithful Israel will share their food with 
the hungry, provide the poor wanderer 
with shelter, clothe the naked, spend 
themselves to satisfy the needs of the 
oppressed, then their “light will rise 
in the darkness” (Isaiah 58) and their 
relationship with God would be restored. 

How Jesus makes 
things right
Throughout the Gospels the Pharisees 
and “Teachers of the Law” show over and 
over again that they’ve misunderstood the 
law (Matthew 15:1-20, 22:34-40, 23:23-24), 
the Kingdom of God, and the nature of 
God’s promised king. Jesus came as God’s 
good king, to proclaim good news to the 
poor, and to set the oppressed free (Luke 
4:18-19). He is God arriving on the scene as 
king. He came to win the war against sin (1 
John 3:8). He came as the light of the world 
(John 1), who came to shine light into 
darkness, ending the culture of cover ups 
(John 1:5, 3:19-21). The light he brings is a 
light that exposes sin. 

“This is the verdict: Light has 
come into the world, but people 
loved darkness instead of light 
because their deeds were evil. 
Everyone who does evil hates the 
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light, and will not come into the 
light for fear that their deeds will 
be exposed. But whoever lives by 
the truth comes into the light, so 
that it may be seen plainly that 
what they have done has been 
done in the sight of God.” – John 
3:19-21

Jesus did not reaching out and grasping 
things like those who came before him 
(Luke 4:1-13), but would ultimately lay 
down his life, on the Cross, to defeat sin 
as part of God’s plans for the world, in a 
display of God’s power (Luke 22:39-44, 1 
Corinthians 1:18-31). 

Jesus resisted Satan when he tempted 
him with the promise to be ‘like God’ 
– promising something that already 
belonged to Jesus, just as it belonged to 
Adam and Eve. Jesus did not reach out and 
grasp hold of Satan’s offer. 

The devil led him up to a high 
place and showed him in an 
instant all the kingdoms of the 
world. And he said to him, “I will 
give you all their authority and 
splendour; it has been given to 
me, and I can give it to anyone I 
want to. If you worship me, it will 
all be yours.”

Jesus answered, “It is written: 
‘Worship the Lord your God and 
serve him only.’” – Luke 4:5-8

In the Old Testament, Israel is condemned 
because the abusers aren’t just wolves in 
sheep’s clothing, but are wolves disguised 
as shepherds (Ezekiel 34).  This is often 
the case in the church, when we get 
abuse wrong. Wolves love the access to 
the vulnerable sheep that they get if they 
become shepherds of the flock. Just like 
the religious leaders of Jesus day – those 
responsible for his death. Jesus is the good 
shepherd, and he shows what it looks like 

for us to look after sheep like he does, in 
the face of those who are wolves, or false 
shepherds.

“I am the good shepherd. The 
good shepherd lays down his life 
for the sheep. The hired hand is 
not the shepherd and does not 
own the sheep. So when he sees 
the wolf coming, he abandons the 
sheep and runs away. Then the 
wolf attacks the flock and scatters 
it. The man runs away because he 
is a hired hand and cares nothing 
for the sheep.” – John 10:11-13

Jesus says his people, the Church, will be 
known because they don’t behave like 
abusers or let abuse happen, but imitate 
him, acting with love for vulnerable, the 
sort of people Israel was condemned 
for not protecting (Matthew 25:31-46). 
The warning in this passage is an echo 
of the words of the prophets in the 
Old Testament. The exile promised for 
those who don’t follow King Jesus, the 
punishment for those who abuse, is eternal 
(Matthew 25:41).

Jesus comes to end the abuse, but instead, 
is abused by the very people who should 
have been welcoming him – the priests 
and teachers of the law (Matthew 26:59-
68), and the crowd, who represent Israel 
(Matthew 27:20-27), even his disciples 
abandon him (Matthew 26:56, 69-75). He 
is handed over to the soldiers who beat 
him, mock him, spit on him, and kill him 
(Matthew 27:27-31). This is Adam and Eve’s 
pattern of behaviour in blinking neon 
lights. 

Jesus shows that this is exactly what is 
going on when the world rejects him in the 
parable of the wicked tenants who work 
in a vineyard, and execute the visiting son 
of the vineyard owner - all in a tragically 
misguided attempt to steal his inheritance 
(Matthew 21:33-46). Jesus is targeted by 
those whose grip on power he threatens – 
the Jewish religious establishment and the 

Roman Empire – even though the power 
to rule over the whole world is rightfully 
his, and yet they kill him to hold on to 
their own power. It’s not just the rulers 
who are involved either. The crowd bays 
for his blood. But in this instance, there is 
no place for a cover up. There is nowhere 
to hide. The blood of Jesus is on their 
heads (Matthew 24-25)  – and ours – if we 
choose to follow this pattern of behaviour, 
rejecting the one person in history who 
did not desire that which was not his, who 
did not grasp, who did not abuse, who had 
no need for cover ups. Jesus came to be 
abused in order to end our capacity for 
abuse. While the Cross looks like defeat, 
it is victory. As they judge him, in order to 
execute him, Jesus tells his abusers “from 
now on you will see the Son of Man sitting 
at the right hand of the Mighty One and 
coming on the clouds of heaven.” Jesus is 
victorious as he is abused. 

The heart of all the oppression and 
abuse in the world is sin. That pattern 
of not doing what God created us to do, 
but instead desiring and grasping at 
things that are not ours, at the expense 
of others, followed by a cover up.  Sin is 
an expression of the evil God set out to 
destroy. We were made to exercise power 
for good, fruitful, outcomes in God’s battle 
against sin, chaos, darkness, and death 
(a battle he ultimately wins at the Cross, 
where Jesus, “the lamb slain before the 
creation of the world” wins a decisive 
victory over the serpent (see Revelation 
12:9-12, 13:8). Instead, we naturally follow 
the serpent – just like Adam and Eve - 
sewing death and destruction, acting as 
abusers, oppressors, or manipulators in 
our relationships. Adam, Eve, Cain, and 
David, aren’t the only people who desire 
“forbidden fruit,” who’ll do whatever it 
takes to grasp hold of their desires – even if 
it costs others. They’re not the only people 
who try to cover things up. We naturally 
want to do that too. 

As he goes to the Cross, where he takes 
his throne, Jesus fulfils the Old Testament 
promise of a king who sides with the 
abused and frees the oppressed. He 
breaks the pattern for human behaviour 
established in the beginning by Adam 
and Eve, breaking the hold of the real 
oppressor, Satan, and of sin and death. 

When they came to the place 
called the Skull, they crucified him 
there, along with the criminals—
one on his right, the other on his 
left. Jesus said, “Father, forgive 
them, for they do not know what 
they are doing.” And they divided 
up his clothes by casting lots.
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The people stood watching, and 
the rulers even sneered at him. 
They said, “He saved others; let 
him save himself if he is God’s 
Messiah, the Chosen One.” – Luke 
23:33-35

He does not grasp hold of power, he lays it 
down, he does not abuse, he forgives those 
who abuse him, he does not cover up sin, 
but takes on the sin of the world, accepting 
the blame and punishment from God. He 
frees people to live as we were made to, 
living in a way that brings light and life, not 
darkness and death. 

In your relationships with one 
another, have the same mindset 
as Christ Jesus: Who, being in 
very nature God, did not consider 
equality with God something to 
be used to his own advantage; 
rather, he made himself nothing 
by taking the very nature of a 
servant, being made in human 
likeness. And being found in 
appearance as a man, he humbled 
himself by becoming obedient to 
death — even death on a cross! – 
Philippians 2:5-8

We are invited to imitate Jesus, the good 
shepherd. To live as a kingdom of priests 
(1 Peter 2:9). We’re invited to shepherd 
one another – and, as we imitate Jesus 
(Ephesians 5:1), we’re called to bring 
darkness into light. To love light. To end 
the culture of cover-ups. To break the 
power of the abuser by exposing them.

Follow God’s example, therefore, 
as dearly loved children and walk 
in the way of love, just as Christ 
loved us and gave himself up 
for us as a fragrant offering and 
sacrifice to God. – Ephesians 5:1-2

For you were once darkness, but 
now you are light in the Lord. Live 
as children of light (for the fruit of 
the light consists in all goodness, 
righteousness and truth) and find 
out what pleases the Lord. Have 
nothing to do with the fruitless 
deeds of darkness, but rather 
expose them. It is shameful even 
to mention what the disobedient 
do in secret. But everything 
exposed by the light becomes 
visible—and everything that is 
illuminated becomes a light. – 
Ephesians 5:8-13

The Gospel is good news to the abused, 
but it is also good news to the abuser, 
because it offers a genuine path to 
transformation and forgiveness. 

But this only happens as the abused – the 
vulnerable sheep – find protection and 
shelter in the strong, us, the church, as we 
shepherd them together fighting off the 
wolves, but ultimately in Jesus. The good 
shepherd, who knows his sheep by name.  
The church must act to provide safety to 
the vulnerable – pulling people out of the 
clutches of wolves, even if that clutch is a 
marriage, or family. In this sort of situation 
marriage vows and family bonds are not 

broken by divorce, they are broken by 
abuse. Christian marriage is a picture 
of the Gospel, the love Jesus has for his 
church (Ephesians 5:21-33). Jesus does 
not abuse his church, and we the church, 
do not abuse Jesus, we don’t participate 
in the Cross as the people who murder 
Jesus, but are united with him in his death, 
and now, called to follow him in giving 
our strength to stand with those who are 
vulnerable, those who are abused, against 
the abuser.




