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Preface

We start with a story from a very long time ago.

A downtrodden woman from an abusive domestic situation sees – 
beyond all hope – the fulfilment of her heart’s desire. Something she 
has longed for and prayed for over a very long time has come about. 
In response, she begins singing a song of worship. 

My heart rejoices in the Lord…
My mouth boasts over my enemies,

for I delight in your deliverance.

But then her song takes a surprising turn. First she addresses her 
erstwhile abuser:

Do not keep talking so proudly
or let your mouth speak such arrogance,

for the Lord is a God who knows,
and by him deeds are weighed.

Then she turns her attention more widely. Everything is being turned 
on its head:

The bows of the warriors are broken,
but those who stumbled are armed with strength.

Those who were full hire themselves out for food,
but those who were hungry are hungry no more.

She who was barren has borne seven children, 
but she who has had many sons pines away.

The Lord brings death and makes alive;
he brings down to the grave and raises up.
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The Lord sends poverty and wealth;
he humbles and he exalts.

He raises the poor from the dust
and lifts the needy from the ash heap;

he seats them with princes
and makes them inherit a throne of honour.

How can she speak so boldly about these great themes of reversal? 
Because she knows the character and power of God.

For the foundations of the earth are the Lord’s;
on them he has set the world…

It is not by strength that one prevails;
those who oppose the Lord will be broken.

The Most High will thunder from heaven;
the Lord will judge the ends of the earth.

1 SAMUEL 2:1–10

You may recognise the song and be familiar with the story behind it. 
The woman is Hannah, one of two wives of a man named Elkanah. 
The abuse she has been subjected to is the mockery and disdain of 
the other wife, because Hannah was childless.

You could describe this story as one of the hinges of the Bible. Hannah 
is singing because she has had a son. The son is Samuel, and he is 
going to change world history. 

*  *  *

The Bible has another hinge, even more significant than the birth of 
Samuel the kingmaker. It, too, is heralded by a childless woman – in 
fact, two childless women – giving birth. And Mary (for the two women 
are Mary, mother of Jesus, and Elizabeth, mother of John the Baptist) 
sings for wonder and joy, just as Hannah did. In a resounding echo of 
Hannah’s song from so many generations before, Mary anticipates a 
great reversal for rich and poor, proud and humble.
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My soul glorifies the Lord…
He has performed mighty deeds with his arm;

he has scattered those who are proud in their inmost 
thoughts.

He has brought down rulers from their thrones
but has lifted up the humble.

He has filled the hungry with good things
but has sent the rich away empty.

LUKE 1:46, 51–53

When I was preparing to write this book, I had a striking conversation 
with someone who had been subjected to abuse by a church leader. 
She made reference to a blog post I had written, where I had used the 
phrase ‘reading the Bible to hear the voice of God’. 

‘It was wonderful to read those words,’ she told me, ‘because for so 
long, whenever I have opened my Bible, all I have been able to hear 
is the voice of my abuser.’

And this is why I begin with Hannah and Mary, with these two brave 
women who found their place in the great plans of God. These are 
strong women who formed the turning points of the biblical narrative. 
These are prophetic women, who could see with the eyes of faith the 
plan the Father is working on: the elevation of the downtrodden and 
the toppling of the mighty.

Was it Mary who first taught Jesus the words of Isaiah the prophet? 
For it is just this theme that Jesus chooses when he makes his great 
pronouncement in Nazareth at the beginning of his ministry:

The Spirit of the Lord is on me,
because he has anointed me 
to proclaim good news to the poor.

He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners
and recovery of sight for the blind,
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to set the oppressed free,
to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour.

LUKE 4:18–19

And just a little while later, in his famous sermon on the plain, he 
emphasises the same thing:

Blessed are you who are poor,
for yours is the kingdom of God.

Blessed are you who hunger now,
for you will be satisfied.

Blessed are you who weep now,
for you will laugh… 

But woe to you who are rich,
for you have already received your comfort.

Woe to you who are well fed now,
for you will go hungry.

Woe to you who laugh now,
for you will mourn and weep.

LUKE 6:20–26

*  *  *

The Bible does not belong to abusers. And though you may hear 
echoes of their voices there occasionally, they are only found there 
to be contradicted, subverted and humbled. 

The Bible was written for people like you.
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Introduction

In February 2019, I received an email from someone I had never met. 
We’ll call her Jenny. Jenny had heard me speaking on a series of pod-
casts produced by Bible Society, talking about some of the stories of 
sexually violent men in the Old Testament.1 As a result, she contacted 
me to tell me something of her story and to ask me some questions.

Jenny has been married for decades to a man who for a long time 
served as a lay preacher with a major denomination in the UK. During 
their marriage he consistently emotionally abused her, undermining 
her confidence and self-worth. He also physically abused her, sexually 
abused her and raped her.

Jenny is now living apart from her husband, although they are still 
married. She is gradually healing, in body and soul. But she had some 
major questions, and many of these centred around what the Bible 
says to people like her. With her permission I quote from her email:

I would like to understand what happened. How could a 
Christian marriage end like this? 
What does God think of it? 
What was the church doing? 
I know the Bible very well – we read a chapter aloud each night 
for 38 years, so I know all the hard parts. 
I know that Hagar escaped and God sent her back. Why? 
I know that the Levite abandoned his concubine to save a man 
and she died at the hands of men. Who cares? 
I know it says wives should keep silent in church and ask their 
husbands at home. Huh! 
If you can make any sense of all this and help the churches to 
do so, I shall be glad.
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The issue for Jenny was particularly acute because for her, married to 
a preacher, scripture had been interpreted to her by her husband for 
decades. He had told her many times that Esther was an exemplary 
wife, a model of beauty and availability. Each time he said it, it made 
her feel more unattractive, more ashamed. He told her, again and 
again, that her role as a wife was to obey him. When she didn’t, she 
was being a terrible wife. Or so he said.

Jenny knew her Bible well, but because of the way her husband 
had interpreted it to her, she could now only find in it themes which 
appeared to validate his treatment of her. Scripture had been weap-
onised against her. It had been shaped into something that could 
only hurt, not heal.

*  *  *

Jenny’s email arrived in my inbox at just the right moment. As found-
ing director of the brand-new Centre for the Study of Bible and Vio-
lence at Bristol Baptist College, I had been starting to think about the 
ways that the Bible speaks into situations of modern violence. I had 
also been starting to investigate ways in which the Bible is being used 
to endorse violence. When Jenny’s message arrived, we began an 
email correspondence and then met in person. She helped me to see 
that there would be value in a book that debunks some of the dread-
ful ways that the Bible has been used by abusers. I hope I helped her 
to see that the use of the Bible in this way is an appalling distortion 
of God’s word.

Since then I have done a lot of research, speaking with survivors of 
domestic abuse and coercive control, and also with those who work 
with them, through personal friendship or in a professional capacity. 
I offer this book as the fruit of that research, brought into dialogue 
with my study of the scriptures. 

*  *  *
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At this stage we should probably offer a definition of domestic abuse 
and coercive control. As well as physical hurting and sexual coercion, 
abuse can take a number of other forms, including emotional manipu-
lation, bullying and financial control. The UK government website 
has a helpful checklist, which I reproduce below.2 Notice that your 
partner does not have to physically hurt you for your relationship to 
be abusive.

If you answer yes to any of the following questions, you might 
be in an abusive relationship.

Emotional abuse 
Does your partner ever:
•	 belittle you, or put you down?
•	 blame you for the abuse or arguments?
•	 deny that abuse is happening, or play it down?
•	 isolate you from your family and friends?
•	 stop you going to college or work?
•	 make unreasonable demands for your attention?
•	 accuse you of flirting or having affairs?
•	 tell you what to wear, who to see, where to go and what to 

think?
•	 control your money, or not give you enough to buy food or 

other essential things?

Threats and intimidation 
Does your partner ever:
•	 threaten to hurt or kill you?
•	 destroy things that belong to you?
•	 stand over you, invade your personal space?
•	 threaten to kill themselves or the children?
•	 read your emails, texts or letters?
•	 harass or follow you?
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Physical abuse 
The person abusing you may hurt you in a number of ways. 
Does your partner ever:
•	 slap, hit or punch you?
•	 push or shove you?
•	 bite or kick you?
•	 burn you?
•	 choke you or hold you down?
•	 throw things?

Sexual abuse 
Sexual abuse can happen to anyone, whether they’re male or 
female. Does your partner ever:
•	 touch you in a way you don’t want to be touched?
•	 make unwanted sexual demands?
•	 hurt you during sex?
•	 pressure you to have unsafe sex – for example, not using 

a condom?
•	 pressure you to have sex?
•	 If your partner has sex with you when you don’t want to, 

this is rape.

Have you ever felt afraid of your partner? 
Have you ever changed your behaviour because you’re afraid of 
what your partner might do?

*  *  *

It won’t surprise readers of this book, I guess, that there are domestic 
abusers within church. But it does surprise many in the churches. In 
fact, rates of abuse perpetration within church are about the same as 
rates in the general population.3 It’s just that it’s often brushed under 
the carpet, overlooked or smoothed away. People put their ‘church 
faces’ on and pretend that all is well. 
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Churches ought to be safe places for people who are abused to come 
and find solace, help and restoration. Sadly, the situation is often 
the exact opposite, because the abuse of scripture to manipulate 
a woman into tolerating harm is not confined to abusers. Perhaps 
with the best of intentions and often in entirely well-meaning ways, 
churches sometimes use the Bible to make the situation worse for 
the woman, when she plucks up the courage finally to disclose her 
situation. 

Women I have spoken with describe how the church has told them it 
is their duty to win their husbands back by their meekness and com-
pliant spirit (using 1 Peter 3:1–2). Or that because their husband has 
not been sexually unfaithful, she has no biblical grounds for divorce 
(using Malachi 2:16 and Matthew 5:32). Or that it is their Christian duty 
to forgive (and that forgiveness means allowing him to continue to 
abuse her and any children they have).

As I say, often the people giving advice in this way are trying their best 
to live faithfully and to mend a marriage. But they are frequently doing 
more harm than good. 

*  *  *

There is another way in which the Bible can be brought to play where 
someone is abusing their partner. This is where the culture of the 
church provides the right conditions for abusers to develop and flour-
ish. When this happens, the abusers may not even need to use the 
Bible at home. The church culture already appears to support what 
they are doing.

I have heard stories like this as I have interviewed those who have 
been subjected to abuse by a partner. Representative quotations 
would be as follows:
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•	 The church taught me a passive way of being a Christian 
woman.

•	 We were taught that women should be meek and stay in the 
background.

•	 There was no framework or mechanism that would enable 
me to complain or raise concerns.

•	 There was such an emphasis on sin and guilt that I felt 
continually dirty and ashamed.

•	 I knew that divorce wasn’t an option. Once you’ve made your 
bed, you have to lie in it.

•	 I was groomed for abuse, and the church played a part in 
that grooming.

Let’s just let that last quotation linger in our minds for a moment: 
‘I was groomed, and the church played a part in that.’

Of course, the church wasn’t trying to do that. It wasn’t aiming to 
set itself up in such a way that women felt crushed, worthless and 
useless. It wasn’t intending to establish a culture of male dominance 
that would give an abuser permission to cause harm.

But that is what happened. That is what many of the women I spoke 
with have had to contend with. The Bible was used in a way that 
established a church culture of male dominance and female subservi-
ence. And women were groomed to endure abuse.

God forgive us.

*  *  *

The Bible can be made to say just about anything, if it is taken out 
of context. It can be made to say that the earth stands on pillars 
(1 Samuel 2:8, NRSV), that certain men should castrate themselves 
(Galatians 5:12) or that we need to fetch Paul’s cloak and scrolls from 
Troas (2 Timothy 4:13). In actual fact, of course, it is saying none of 
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those things to us. Here we have examples of imagery, rhetoric and 
comments made about particular situations. We need to read care-
fully, to think about what the writer is saying in the larger context and 
to piece together what that means for us. 

A good minister will help train their congregation to do this well. She 
or he will encourage their congregation to learn to interpret scripture 
for themselves, while always valuing the insight of those who have 
studied the Bible long and hard. Sadly, and for a variety of reasons, 
people in the churches are sometimes not equipped to handle the 
Bible well.

And an abuser will not open up interpretive possibilities. He will shut 
them down. He will not invite discussion about context and inter-
pretation. He will tell you what the Bible means and use it to beat 
you with. He may genuinely believe what he is saying, or he may be 
deliberately manipulating it. But what he is doing is using the Bible 
to control, to oppress, to harm. He is weaponising the Bible.

But the Bible does not support the abuse of anyone. It can only appear 
to do so if it is manipulated and twisted. 

*  *  *

So what I am writing here is the book I wish Jenny had had 20 years 
ago. It is for all the Jennies who are still out there, being told that the 
Bible says they must tolerate the intolerable.

As I write this book, I have four types of reader in mind.

First, I am writing to women who are being subjected to domestic 
abuse or coercive control within a Christian setting, and who have 
scripture weaponised against them by the abuser or by their church. 
We are going to take a good hard look at the passages that abusers 
and churches use and investigate whether or not the Bible really is 
telling you that you have to endure your abuse. Spoiler alert – it isn’t!
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What I’m not suggesting is that you take any of the things we look 
at and use them to contradict your abuser. Often this will be unsafe. 
Only you can decide whether that is likely to be helpful or to put you 
at risk of further harm. 

The person I most want to persuade is you.

There are many things arrayed against you, as someone with an 
abusive husband. He has probably whittled away your self-worth and 
self-confidence. He may have threatened to take your children away 
or hurt you. You may be concerned about the financial implications 
of leaving. You may be feeling a sense of guilt and shame (we’ll talk 
about this in chapter 8). You may have tried to tell friends, or your 
minister, and found they have ignored or disbelieved you.

You may also be feeling confused and conflicted. Perhaps you are 
wondering why things are so difficult. Perhaps you are wondering if 
it is somehow your fault. Maybe you aren’t even sure if what you are 
experiencing really amounts to abuse.

I’m sorry that there are so many things stacked up to make it hard for 
you to find safety and freedom. But please know this: the Bible is not 
one of them. The Bible is on your side.

It is my fervent hope and prayer that you will read this book and find 
it helpful. But first, make sure you’re safe. Is it safe to take this book 
to your house? Do you need to disguise it somehow? Do you need to 
leave it in the home of a trusted friend? Don’t let reading it put you 
in danger.

*  *  *

Second, I am writing to people who are supporting women being 
abused. You might be friends with someone who needs to read this 
book. It may be that she isn’t ready to read it yet, but you might be 
able to discuss the ideas with her.
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This won’t be the only book you need to help your friend effectively. 
It’s not a how-to guide for those who are supporting women in abusive 
situations. There are some excellent books like that around, and 
I suggest some of these at the end. 

What’s distinctive about this book is that it is intended to help your 
friend understand that God is on her side. That God is not – whatever 
she may have been told – demanding that she put up with it. That it 
is fine to leave her partner – to divorce him, even. That she should 
prioritise her own safety and the safety of any children involved.

*  *  *

Third, I’m writing to church leaders. 

Friends, I’m a local church minister myself. I know that you have many 
calls on your time and many priorities. I wish I didn’t have to press 
another one on you.

But domestic abuse and coercive control are common in churches. If 
you have a congregation above about 30 people, then it is more likely 
than not that someone in your church is experiencing it.

That means they are experiencing, or are at risk of, misery, suffering, 
danger and long-term trauma.

Tragically, churches have sometimes been complicit in abuse. They 
have made it harder for women to get out of abusive marriages. They 
have tried to fix things that are beyond their expertise and deal with 
matters that should have been referred to the police.

You and I might differ on some things. You might be the leader of a 
church that has traditional gender roles; I’m a female minister. But 
even if we do disagree on this, I believe this book is important, and 
I urge you to take it seriously, because I take the Bible very seriously 
indeed. Whatever our beliefs about women’s roles in church, I’m sure 
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we agree that they should never be subject to abuse in the home. I will 
speak to you directly in chapter 11 and try to offer some final com-
ments about using the Bible to build churches that are supportive of 
those who have been subjected to abuse.

So, church leaders, please read this book. Please make sure that you 
and your church are equipped to be part of the answer, not part of 
the problem. Please seek justice for those in your congregation, just 
as you do for those charities that your church supports. It is surely a 
core outworking of the gospel.

*  *  *

And finally, it is just possible that some abusers will choose to read the 
book. If that is you – welcome! I will address you directly in chapter 12, 
but please don’t skip over chapters 1 to 9.

*  *  *

Many readers will already have noticed the gendered language that 
I am using here and will continue to use throughout the book. Let me 
explain why I have made this decision.

In the UK, cis and trans men and women are subjected to domes-
tic abuse. Abuse is perpetrated in heterosexual and gay and lesbian 
relationships. I understand this. Nonetheless, the vast majority of 
abusers are male, and the vast majority of people who report abuse 
are female. The most up-to-date statistics from the Crown Prosecu-
tion Service show this:

2018–19 UK domestic abuse prosecution statistics
•	 78,624 defendants were prosecuted. 92% of them were male.
•	 81,035 complainants were recorded. Where the sex of the 

complainant was recorded, 82.5% of them were female.

CPS Violence against Women and Girls Report 2018–19, p. A13
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And if we consider coercive control, which has been a criminal offence 
in the UK since 29 December 2015, this is almost exclusively a male 
against female crime.4 17,069 offences of coercive control were 
recorded in the year ending March 2018.5

But this alone would not justify my using female language for victims 
and male language for perpetrators. My reason for doing so is because 
I am specifically addressing the use of the Bible in situations of domes-
tic abuse. And, as far as I can tell, the Bible is being used by husbands 
who abuse wives, not the other way around.

Likewise, I have chosen to use the language of husband and wife 
rather than partner, even though I am aware that domestic abuse is 
perpetrated within civil partnerships, cohabiting relationships and 
other forms of domestic set-up. My reason, again, is because in house-
holds where the Bible is viewed as authoritative, couples are usually 
heterosexual and married. I realise that this is a generalisation, so 
forgive me if you are an exception to this. I don’t intend to exclude 
anyone.

One final comment about the language I have chosen to use. I under-
stand that many people object to the language of ‘victim’, and I have 
tried to minimise it in favour of ‘survivor’ or some other expression. 
Sometimes, though, the ‘victim’ word is really the only one that will 
do. So, I honour those of you who have come out of the abuse strong 
and whole; I don’t know how you have managed it, and it moves me 
every time I hear such a story. And I also honour those of you who 
continue to live with brokenness, within a relationship or outside it. 
I do not seek to victimise you, but it is important to acknowledge that 
what has been done to you is utterly, utterly wrong.

*  *  *
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So let me finish this introductory chapter by explaining how the rest 
of the book is structured. It is split into three parts. In the first part, 
we will consider some of the falsehoods – misunderstandings and 
outright lies – that are used by abusers or churches to prevent women 
from getting free from the abuser. I group these together under the 
broad title ‘The weaponisation of scripture’. We will look at each one 
in turn and seek to understand it properly. 

Then we will look at some more positive things that the Bible has to 
say to women and victims of violence. I find it interesting that in the 
days of American slavery, the masters were pretty careful about which 
passages they allowed their slaves to read. What are the passages 
that the abuser doesn’t want you to read? Let’s crack them open and 
let the light flood out!

And then, third, I have three chapters that directly address three of 
the types of people who might be reading the book. As I have said, 
it is mainly aimed at women whose husbands are currently abusing 
them – or who were previously subjected to abuse. I will therefore 
conclude my message to you in chapter 10 by providing some pos-
sible ways forward. I will point you to other things you might read 
and signpost you to people who are willing to listen and help you. 
Chapter 11 addresses church leaders, and chapter 12 any perpetrators 
who are reading this book.

*  *  *

Let me say, finally, that as a minister and a teacher of the Bible, I take 
the responsibility of the interpretation of the Bible very seriously. I do 
not believe that we can twist it and bend it to suit our purpose. Nor 
can we throw out the bits we don’t like. So in this book we will look 
carefully, honestly and thoughtfully at the texts that have caused 
problems. But you won’t hear me say that the Bible is a terrible, patri-
archal, abusive thing. I love the Bible and believe it is God’s word. I 
also believe that it is liberating. Let’s explore how.
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