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Disgrace will speak to victims of sexual abuse.”

Ed Welch,  Counselor and Faculty, The Christian Counseling and Educational Foundation

“Gives sexual assault victims, and those who love and serve them, the freedom 
to grieve the violence against them and the tools to experience healing and 
hope in Jesus.”

Grace Driscoll,  pastor’s wife, mother of five, conference speaker, author

“I praise God for the gospel that can heal and restore and for the Holcombs 
who had the courage and wisdom to write this book for us.” 

Matt Chandler,  Pastor, The Village Church, Dallas, TX

“Reminds victims of sexual assault that they are not alone and it is not the end 
of the story. From King David’s daughter Tamar to the courageous survivors 
telling their stories today, the Holcombs take sexual assault out of the shadows 
of shame and isolation and into the light of the gospel.”

Monica Taffinder,  cofounder and counselor, Grace Clinic Christian Counseling

“In my interaction with teens and young adults, I have heard many stories of 
sexual abuse. I am so thrilled that there is a resource like this book that offers 
relevant, practical, and biblical hope.”

Rebecca St. James, singer, author, actress

JUSTIN S. HOLCOMB (PhD, Emory University) is a pastor at Mars Hill 
Church (Seattle) and director of the Resurgence. He is also adjunct professor 
of theology at Reformed Theological Seminary.

LINDSEY A. HOLCOMB is a deacon at Mars Hill Church (Seattle), where 
she counsels victims of sexual assault and trains leaders to care for them.



“Careful research, lots of Scripture, and a demonstration that the work of Christ says 
‘you are washed clean’ to those who feel like outcasts will speak to victims of sexual 
abuse.”

Ed Welch, Counselor and Faculty, The Christian Counseling and  
Educational Foundation

“I can’t express how grateful I am that someone is tackling this subject with both a 
pastoral heart and an understanding of how the devastating effects of sexual assault 
can wreak havoc for decades after the abuse. It is an epidemic issue where resources 
are scarce. There isn’t a weekend that goes by when we aren’t told a gut-wrenching tale 
of innocence stolen, then left trying to help a man or woman make sense of the pain. I 
praise God for the gospel that can heal and restore and for the Holcombs that had the 
courage and wisdom to write this book for us.”

Matt Chandler, Pastor, The Village Church, Dallas, TX

“God sees, knows, heals, restores, and redeems. This is the message of hope this book 
offers to all who have suffered from abuse. How desperately needed this message is in 
our culture today! In my interaction with teens and young adults, I have heard many 
stories of sexual abuse. I am so thrilled that there is a resource like this book that offers 
relevant, practical, biblical hope and healing words of life.”

Rebecca St. James, singer; author; actress

“Having experienced much sexual brokenness in my own life and now having pastored 
a church that ministers to thousands of broken people, I can say with confidence that 
this book is desperately needed. Justin and Lindsey write to help the abused and to help 
those who help the abused. It is a must read for all those who live and minister in this 
sexually broken world.”

Darrin Patrick, Lead Pastor, The Journey, St. Louis, MO; Vice President,  
Acts 29 Church Planting Network

“Jesus says, ‘Blessed are those who mourn.’ Rid of My Disgrace gives sexual assault vic-
tims, and those who love and serve them, the freedom to grieve the violence against 
them and the tools to experience healing and hope in Jesus. I am so thankful for this 
major contribution to my life and the people I love.”

Grace Driscoll, pastor’s wife; mother of five; conference speaker; author

“Justin and Lindsey demonstrate a unique level of compassion and concern for victims 
of sexual assault and the hope for them for healing. The gentle and empathetic tone, 
along with a sincere belief that victims can experience healing, make this book indis-
pensable for both victims and those who care for them.”

Craig Groeschel, Founding and Senior Pastor, LifeChurch.tv
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“The world—and too often the church—encourages victims of sexual assault to do 
more. Self-help advice just adds more layers of guilt and a sense of powerlessness. The 
authors of this excellent book have good news: literally, a gospel that answers our dis-
grace with the grace of God in Christ. For anyone who suffers from abuse—as well as 
those who minister to them—Rid of My Disgrace is powerful, healing medicine.”

Michael Horton, J. G. Machen Professor of Systematic Theology and 
Apologetics, Westminster Seminary California; author, The Gospel-Driven Life

“This is a sad and disturbing book. The ‘dark’ of it will keep you awake at night. But the 
‘light’ will cause you to sing with joy and hope. What a gift to the church and to those 
who have felt the shame of sexual assault or who love those who have! Read it and give 
it to your friends. They will rise up and call you blessed! It is the best book I’ve ever read 
on the subject of abuse . . . and I’ve read a lot of them.”

Steve Brown, Professor of Preaching Emeritus, Reformed Theological 
Seminary; author, When Being Good Isn’t Good Enough and When Your Rope Breaks

“Where will you find a ‘theology of the victim’ from a Reformed theologian? You just 
found it. If you’ve been the victim of abuse, you won’t find yourself blamed in this book. 
You’ll find yourself embraced by the love of a God who meets you in your pain. This will 
be required reading for all of my students.”

Chuck DeGroat, Academic Dean, Newbigin House of Studies; Director,  
City Church Counseling Center

“Rid of My Disgrace reminds victims of sexual assault that they are not alone and it is not 
the end of the story. From King David’s daughter Tamar to the courageous survivors 
telling their stories today, the Holcombs take sexual assault out of the shadows of 
shame and isolation and into the light of the gospel. With a solid grasp on both the 
effects of sexual assault and of redemptive history, the Holcombs thoroughly identify 
sexual assault and its aftermath. This book calls readers to let even such a painful, 
hideous act be a part of their stories of redemption through Christ’s sufficient work 
on the cross.”

Monica Taffinder, cofounder and counselor, Grace Clinic Christian 
Counseling

“Written passionately from the agony that haunts victims, this book also offers a mes-
sage of hope and healing. It is an invaluable resource for those who have been victim-
ized and a must read for family, friends, pastors, or counselors of victims to be equipped 
to serve and love them well.”

Jud Wilhite, Senior Pastor, Central Christian Church, Las Vegas, NV;  
author, Eyes Wide Open
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“Some books are easy to read, but this isn’t one of them. Its difficulty, however, is not a 
matter of style or prose but of substance. We don’t like thinking about sexual assault 
and abuse. We’d rather pretend they don’t exist. But the church can no longer afford to 
turn a blind eye to the extent of this problem or to ignore the devastation it brings to 
both body and soul. What makes this book so worthy of your attention, notwithstand-
ing the discomfort it may cause you to feel, is the wealth of wisdom, gospel grace, and 
pastoral sensitivity that the Holcombs bring to bear on those affected by this experi-
ence. No matter how deep the pain or sense of loss endured by the victims of sexual 
assault, God’s healing grace and power are greater still. Highly recommended!”

Sam Storms, Senior Pastor, Bridgeway Church, Oklahoma City, OK

“This important book places the powder keg of gospel truth where it is most needed: 
on the frontline of pastoral ministry. A mixture of clear writing, real-life stories, and 
faithful Bible exposition makes this a powerful resource in the fight for redemption in 
the lives of those we are called to serve.”

Joel Virgo, Church of Christ the King, Brighton, UK

“This book helped us understand the painful emotions that go along with the particu-
lar suffering of sexual assault. But more than that, it showed us how to respond to our 
twelve-year-old son who was assaulted.”

Parents of a child victim

“I thought I had gotten over the abuses in my past—I had forgiven my abusers, 
stopped feeling like a victim, and felt like I was a stronger person. After reading Rid of 
My Disgrace, I realized there were still underlying issues I hadn’t dealt with that were 
preventing me from getting close to other people and, worst of all, preventing me from 
having a deeper relationship with God. Each chapter not only discussed each emotion 
that had been secretly weighing on me, but also showed me that those emotions don’t 
have to rule me. Jesus’ death and resurrection apply not only to my sins, but also to the 
burden of someone else’s sin against me. My identity is no longer as ‘damaged goods.’ 
It is as a ‘child of God’ and with that comes God’s unending love. I highly recommend 
this book for anyone who has experienced not only some form of sexual abuse, but also 
other abuses as well.”

Adult female victim
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Foreword

This book matters.

There is an epidemic of sexual assault, and victims need the kind 

of hope and help that only the gospel of Jesus Christ can provide. 

Tragically, most churches and Christians are woefully unprepared to 

help the one in four women and one in six men who have been abused 

sexually. Worse still, many Christian leaders (including parents) are 

ignorant of this epidemic because ashamed victims are reticent to sim-

ply declare what has been done to them, and untrained leaders do not 

recognize the signs of sexual assault or know how to inquire lovingly 

of victims.

What qualifies as sexual assault? What does the Bible say to victims? 

What does a victim of abuse experience? What effect does sexual assault 

have on a person’s entire life if he or she is not given appropriate help? 

How does sexual abuse damage intimacy, freedom, and joy in marriage? 

What assistance can family, friends, coworkers, and loved ones provide 

to victims who have suffered? How is the gospel of Jesus Christ—the 

God who became a human being to endure horrific abuse—a healing 

hope for fellow victims?

This book gives answers.

What makes this book unique is that it is written by a married 

couple with both the academic credentials and pastoral experience to 

qualify them to give professional, pastoral, and practical counsel. Justin 

and Lindsey are personal friends and fellow leaders at Mars Hill Church, 

where the victims of sexual assault alone number enough to constitute 

their own megachurch. I am deeply thankful they have taken the time 

to write this book to serve our ministry and yours. I would urge fellow 

ministry leaders, as well as anyone who wants to help hurting people, 

to read this book, ask the Holy Spirit for wisdom, search the Scriptures, 

and invest the time and emotional energy it takes to ask hard questions 

of wounded people about the cause of their suffering in order to get 

started on their redemption.

This book is risky.

If you are considering reading this book, you are brave. You are 
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10  Foreword

likely a victim of sexual assault yourself, although you may be resist-
ing that truth because of your shame. But by taking the risk of shed-
ding some light on the darkness of your past, you are courageously 
taking the first steps toward a new life. God bless you. We pray this 
would also be the first step toward a new ministry, with you—in 
time—bravely telling your story and inviting others to do the same. 
In God’s grace, we pray this book would be used by God to see hor-
rendous evil used for honorable ministry to God’s glory, your joy, and 
others’ good, because what Jesus has done for you is the answer for 
what has been done to you.

Pastor Mark Driscoll
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Introduction

If you are reading this, it’s likely someone did something to dis-

grace or shame you. That “someone” may have been a stranger or an 

acquaintance and that “something” could have been any form of non- 

consensual sexual behavior. It may have occurred yesterday or decades 

ago.

The number of occurrences of sexual assaults is staggering. At least 

one in four women and one in six men are or will be victims of sexual 

assault in their lifetime.

We wrote this book for the many victims of sexual assault, both 

female and male, to offer accessible, gospel-based help, hope, and 

healing.

Also, we wrote this book to help equip pastors and ministry staff as 

well as family members and friends of victims. As they read what we are 

saying to victims, we hope they learn to respond and care for victims in 

ways that are compassionate, practical, and informed.

For many years we have ministered to victims who want and need a 

clear explanation of how the gospel applies to their experience of sexual 

assault and its effects in their lives. We have talked to many parents, 

spouses, ministers, and friends who are looking for solid, gospel-based 

information that would be helpful in serving victims.

Our experience in the area of abuse, both personally and profes-

sionally, led us to write this book. While avoiding platitudes, suspicious 

questions, and shallow theology, we combine practical victim advocacy, 

biblical and theological depth, and up-to-date academic research.

Lindsey currently counsels victims of sexual assault. Previously, 

she worked at a sexual assault crisis center where she provided crisis 

intervention to victims of assault and conducted a variety of training 

seminars to service providers. Lindsey also worked at a domestic vio-

lence shelter. Many of the women she served were also victims of sexual 

assault. Her graduate research was on sexual violence and public health 

responses.

Justin is a pastor and has counseled numerous victims of sexual 
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14  Introduction

assault. Since 2001, he has taught theology at Reformed Theological 
Seminary. Justin also taught courses on sexual violence in the Sociology 
and Religious Studies departments as well as in the Studies of Women 
and Gender program at the University of Virginia.

In Rid of My Disgrace, we address the effects of sexual assault with 
the biblical message of grace and redemption. Jesus responds to your 
pain and past. Your story does not end with the assault. Your life was 
intended for more than shame, guilt, despair, pain, and denial. The 
assault does not define you or have the last word on your identity. Yes, 
it is part of your story, but not the end of your story.

The message of the gospel redeems what has been destroyed and 
applies grace to disgrace.

✲This book contains both footnotes and endnotes. Letters are used to 
indicate footnotes, which were included so that Scripture references 
would be readily available to the reader.
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1

Disgrace and Grace

If you have suffered as the result of a sexual assault, this book is written 

to you and for you—not about you. What happened to you was not your 

fault. You are not to blame. You did not deserve it. You did not ask for 

this. You should not be silenced. You are not worthless. You do not have 

to pretend like nothing happened. Nobody had the right to violate you. 

You are not responsible for what happened to you. You are not damaged 

goods. You were supposed to be treated with dignity and respect. You 

were the victim of assault and it was wrong. You were sinned against. 

Despite all the pain, healing can happen and there is hope.

While you may cognitively agree that hope is out there, you may 

still feel a major effect of the sexual assault—disgrace, a deep sense of 

filthy defilement encumbered with shame.

Disgrace is the opposite of grace. Grace is love that seeks you out 

even if you have nothing to give in return. Grace is being loved when 

you are or feel unlovable. Grace has the power to turn despair into hope. 

Grace listens, lifts up, cures, transforms, and heals.

Disgrace destroys, causes pain, deforms, and wounds. It alienates 

and isolates. Disgrace makes you feel worthless, rejected, unwanted, and 

repulsive, like a persona non grata (a “person without grace”). Disgrace 

silences and shuns. Your suffering of disgrace is only increased when 

others force your silence. The refusals of others to speak about sexual 

assault and listen to victims tell the truth is a refusal to offer grace and 

healing.

To your sense of disgrace, God restores, heals, and re-creates 

through grace. A good short definition of grace is “one-way love.”1 

This is the opposite of your experience of assault, which was “one-way 

violence.” To your experience of one-way violence, God brings one-way 

love. The contrast between the two is staggering.

One-way love does not avoid you, but comes near, not because of 
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16  Rid of My Disgrace

personal merit but because of your need. It is the lasting transformation 

that takes place in human experience. One-way love is the change agent 

you need for the pain you are experiencing.

Unfortunately, the message you hear most often is self-heal, self-

love, and self-help. Sexual assault victims are frequently told some 

version of the following: “One can will one’s well-being”2 or “If you are 

willing to work hard and find good support, you can not only heal but 

thrive.”3 This sentiment is reflected in the famous quote, “No one can 

disgrace us but ourselves.”4

This is all horrible news.5 The reason this is bad news is that abuse 

victims are rightfully, and understandably, broken over how they’ve 

been violated. But those in pain simply may not have the wherewithal 

to “pull themselves up by their bootstraps.” On a superficial level, self-

esteem techniques and a tough “refusal to allow others to hurt me” 

tactic may work for the short term. But what happens for the abused 

person on a bad day, a bad month, or a bad year? Sin and the effects of 

sin are similar to the laws of inertia: a person (or object) in motion will 

continue on that trajectory until acted upon by an outside force. If one 

is devastated by sin, a personal failure to rise above the effects of sin will 

simply create a snowball effect of shame. Hurting people need some-

thing from the outside to stop the downward spiral. Fortunately, grace 

floods in from the outside at the point when hope to change oneself is 

lost.6 Grace declares and promises that you will be healed. One-way love 

does not command “Heal thyself!” but declares “You will be healed!” 

Jeremiah 17:14 promises:

Heal me, O Lord, and I shall be healed;

save me, and I shall be saved,

for you are my praise.

God’s one-way love replaces self-love and is the true path to healing. 

This is amazingly good news and it highlights the contrast between 

disgrace and grace or one-way violence and one-way love. God heals 

our wounds. Can you receive grace and be rid of your disgrace? With the 

gospel of Jesus Christ, the answer is yes. Between the Bible’s bookends 

of creation and restored creation is the unfolding story of redemption. 

Biblical creation begins in harmony, unity, and peace (shalom),7 but 
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Disgrace and Grace  17

redemption was needed because tragically, humanity rebelled, and 
the result was disgrace and destruction—the vandalism of shalom. But 
because God is faithful and compassionate, he restores his fallen cre-
ation and responds with grace and redemption. This good news is fully 
expressed in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, and its scope is as 
“far as the curse is found.”8 Jesus is the redemptive work of God in our 
own history, in our own human flesh.

Martin Luther describes this good news: “God receives none but 
those who are forsaken, restores health to none but those who are sick, 
gives sight to none but the blind, and life to none but the dead. . . . He 
has mercy on none but the wretched and gives grace to none but those 
who are in disgrace.”9 This message of the gospel is for all but is particu-
larly relevant to victims of sexual assault. The purpose of this book is to 
proclaim this message of healing and hope to you, because you know 
too well the depths of suffering and the overwhelming sense of disgrace.

Rid of My Disgrace

To illustrate the trauma of sexual assault and hope for redemption, 
we will investigate 2 Samuel 13. This passage is the biblical account of 
Tamar’s assault by her half-brother Amnon. Tamar’s assault reflects the 
contrast between disgrace and grace. Disgrace versus grace is similar to 
the contrasts between destruction and redemption, sin and salvation, 
brokenness and healing, despair and hope, shame and compassion, 
guilt and forgiveness, violence and peace.

[1]In the course of time, Amnon son of David fell in love with Tamar, 

the beautiful sister of Absalom son of David. [2]Amnon became so 

obsessed with his sister Tamar that he made himself ill. For she was 

a virgin, and it seemed impossible for him to do anything to her.  

[3]Now Amnon had an adviser named Jonadab son of Shimeah,  

David’s brother. Jonadab was a very shrewd man. [4]He asked  

Amnon, “Why do you, the king’s son, look so haggard morning after 

morning? Won’t you tell me?” Amnon said to him, “I’m in love with 

Tamar, my brother Absalom’s sister.” [5]“Go to bed and pretend to be 

ill,” Jonadab said. “When your father comes to see you, say to him,  

‘I would like my sister Tamar to come and give me something to eat. 

Let her prepare the food in my sight so I may watch her and then eat it 

from her hand.’” [6]So Amnon lay down and pretended to be ill. When 
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18  Rid of My Disgrace

the king came to see him, Amnon said to him, “I would like my sister 

Tamar to come and make some special bread in my sight, so I may eat 

from her hand.”

[7]David sent word to Tamar at the palace: “Go to the house of your 

brother Amnon and prepare some food for him.” [8]So Tamar went to 

the house of her brother Amnon, who was lying down. She took some 

dough, kneaded it, made the bread in his sight and baked it. [9]Then 

she took the pan and served him the bread, but he refused to eat. “Send 

everyone out of here,” Amnon said. So everyone left him. [10]Then 

Amnon said to Tamar, “Bring the food here into my bedroom so I may 

eat from your hand.” And Tamar took the bread she had prepared and 

brought it to her brother Amnon in his bedroom. [11]But when she took 

it to him to eat, he grabbed her and said, “Come to bed with me, my 

sister.” [12]“N0, my brother!” she said to him. “Don’t force me! Such a 

thing should not be done in Israel! Don’t do this wicked thing. [13]What 

about me? Where could I get rid of my disgrace? And what about you? 

You would be like one of the wicked fools in Israel. Please speak to the 

king; he will not keep me from being married to you.” [14]But he refused 

to listen to her, and since he was stronger than she, he raped her.

[15]Then Amnon hated her with intense hatred. In fact, he hated 

her more than he had loved her. Amnon said to her, “Get up and get 

out!” [16]“No!” she said to him. “Sending me away would be a greater 

wrong than what you have already done to me.” But he refused to lis-

ten to her. [17]He called his personal servant and said, “Get this woman 

out of my sight and bolt the door after her.” [18]So his servant put her 

out and bolted the door after her. She was wearing an ornate robe, for 

this was the kind of garment the virgin daughters of the king wore.  

[19]Tamar put ashes on her head and tore the ornate robe she was wear-

ing. She put her hands on her head and went away, weeping aloud as 

she went.

[20]Her brother Absalom said to her, “Has that Amnon, your brother, 

been with you? Be quiet now, my sister; he is your brother. Don’t take 

this thing to heart.” And Tamar lived in her brother Absalom’s house, 

a desolate woman. [21]When King David heard all this, he was furious. 

[22]And Absalom never said a word to Amnon, either good or bad; he 

hated Amnon because he had disgraced his sister Tamar.a

Second Samuel 13 provides an insightful analysis of sexual assault 
because it is portrayed through Tamar’s eyes. Tragically, her experience 

a2 Sam. 13:1–22 niv. 
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includes manipulation, force, violence, negation of her will, emotional 
trauma, debilitating loss of sense of self, display of grief and mourn-
ing, crushing shame, degradation, forced silence, and prolonged social 
isolation with desolation. Tamar’s social and personal boundaries are 
clearly violated.10

It’s clear in verses 12, 14, and 22 that Amnon’s actions of assault 
are violating, shaming, forceful, and humiliating. Violence permeates 
his words and actions. The words used to describe Amnon’s feelings 
and physical state express sick emotions rather than life-giving ones. 
According to Phyllis Trible, Amnon reduces Tamar to the state of a “dis-
posable object.”11 After he assaults Tamar, Amnon commands her to leave 
by telling his servant, “Get this woman out of my sight.”b Other transla-
tions say “Throw this woman out.”c Amnon barely speaks of her as a 
person. She is a thing Amnon wants thrown out. To him, Tamar is trash.12

Regarding biblical accounts of sexual assault, Mieke Bal writes, 
“Rape is an expression of hatred, motivated by hate, and is often accom-
panied by offensive verbal language.”13 Amnon failed to consider Tamar 
as a complete person, created with dignity in the image of God. The 
intensity of  Amnon’s desire for Tamar was matched only by the inten-
sity with which he hated her.

Verses 13, 19, and 22 repeatedly describe the effects of Tamar’s assault: 
disgrace, shame, and reproach. After the assault, Tamar is privately and 
publicly traumatized by shame. The description of her outward appear-
ance intends to show her inward feelings. Verse 19 is one sentence made 
up of four clauses that describe Tamar’s state: “Tamar put ashes on her 
head and tore the ornate robe she was wearing. She put her hands on her 
head and went away, weeping aloud as she went.”

Dressing the head with a headdress symbolizes dignity, but to the 
contrary, applying ashes is a symbol of lowliness.d Figuratively, ashes 
signify that which is without value or what is loathsome. Ashes on the 
head are a sign of humiliation and disgrace.14 The “shame” that Tamar 
spoke of before the assault in verse 13—“Where could I get rid of my 
disgrace?”—is now a reality.

Tamar’s robe is a special symbol of her elevated social status; how-
ever, she tears her robe. The rending of clothes—often articulated bibli-

b2 Sam. 13:17 niv.
cNew American Standard Bible and New Living Translation.
dIsa. 61:3.
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cally as “sackcloth and ashes”—is an act of grievous affliction, revealing 
the sorrow of the heart, and is an expression of loss and lament. Tamar 
had her dignity torn from her, and the invasion is now expressed with 
physical gestures. The narrator describes Tamar as a person.e But after 
this violation, her beauty is exchanged for feelings of shame and loss 
expressed through symbols of emotional distress. Tamar has become a 
person who has experienced loss of control over her body, over her life, 
and over her dignity.

To put her hands on her head is a gesture of grief.15 The book of 
Jeremiah describes the image of hands on the head to express shame.f 
Covering the head with one’s hands and with ashes is a double image 
intensifying the expression of the abused person’s state of deep shame 
and anguish.

The basic meaning of “cry” is to plead, from a disturbed heart, for 
help in time of distress. Tamar’s cry is not to summon another, but to 
express her deeply felt distress. Tamar’s “crying aloud” is an audible 
expression of pain, emphasizing the distress already conveyed through 
her visual appearance and gestures.

While we read that she leaves crying, we are not specifically told 
where she goes. The image produced is one of Tamar wandering aim-
lessly, with her torn dress, wailing like one in mourning, publicly 
announcing her grief and her disgrace. The assault has reduced her to a 
state of aimless despair.16

Tamar’s body language portrays deep pain. Her actions resemble 
a rite of shame and link her with all other victims of assault. The post-
assault scene is dominated by physical symbols that express Tamar’s 
inner trauma. She has been grievously wronged by Amnon and left 
alone by everyone else. Her brother Absalom said, “Be quiet now, my sis-
ter. . . . Don’t take this thing to heart” (v. 20). He would rather have kept 
her assault and suffering hidden. Even though the text says her father, 
the king, was furious, he did nothing. It was appropriate for David to 
be angry. However, he should have reached out to Tamar and protected 
her, even if it was only in a gesture of articulating that anger to her that 
she had been wronged. When victims are abused and shamed, often the 

e2 Sam. 13:1.
fJer. 2:36–37. “How much you go about, changing your way! You shall be put to shame by Egypt 
as you were put to shame by Assyria. From it too you will come away with your hands on your 
head, for the Lord has rejected those in whom you trust, and you will not prosper by them.” 
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response (or lack thereof) of family and friends continues to pile on the 
shame. Those who should have been supportive and taken her side did 
not. They minimized what had happened, showing that they did not 
understand the depth of Tamar’s pain.

Second Samuel 13 describes well the destruction wrought by sexual 
assault, which includes the violation and its effects, the sin against 
Tamar, and its consequences. An important question asked by assault 
victims is echoed in verse 13 when Tamar asks, “Where could I get rid of 
my disgrace?” Her question was left unanswered in the text. Absalom, 
her brother, responded to Tamar’s pain by plotting to kill Amnon and 
by silencing her. David, Tamar’s father, ignored her disgrace.

However, there was one who later came and entered her pain and 
shame. Jesus Christ was killed, not for revenge but to bear her shame 
on the crossg and to offer her a new robe of righteousness to replace 
her torn robes of disgrace.h How Tamar felt after the assault, described 
in verse 19, is shockingly similar to what Jesus experienced leading up 
to and during his crucifixion.i Jesus entered her pain and shame as 
Tamar’s substitute to remove the stain of sins committed against her, 
and he rose from the dead to bring her healing and hope.

Disgrace, Grace Applied, and  
Grace Accomplished

The message of this book is that the gospel applies grace to disgrace and 
redeems what is destroyed. This good news for victims is explained in 
the three parts of the book.17

Part One—Disgrace

In order to deal with the issue honestly and directly, the first part (chap-
ters 2 and 3) presents a clear definition of sexual assault and a descrip-
tion of its effects. Numerous misconceptions surround the issue of 
sexual assault as victims are often unsure if their experiences classify as 
assault. Sexual assault is not just rape by a stranger with physical force 
or a weapon. Most victims (approximately 80 percent) are assaulted 
by an acquaintance (relative, spouse, dating partner, friend, pastor, 

gHeb. 12:2.
hIsa. 61:10.
iHe was betrayed by a close friend, abandoned by his other friends, mocked, beaten, publicly 
shamed and humiliated, and he felt abandoned by God (Psalm 22 and Matt. 27:45–46).
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teacher, boss, coach, therapist, doctor, etc.). Sexual assault also includes 
attempted rape or any form of nonconsensual sexual contact.

Many victims feel the effects of sexual assault but are isolated or 
confused because they believe a popular misconception of what sexual 
assault entails. The purpose of chapter 2 is to let victims know the preva-
lence of their experiences and the truth about assault. Chapter 3 on the 
effects of sexual assault is central for this book as it mostly describes the 
emotional damage done to victims, which is the focal point for applying 
the gospel of redemption.

Part Two—Grace Applied

Chapters 4 through 9 focus on ways that grace is applied to the disgrace-
ful experiences and effects of sexual assault. Denial, shame, distorted 
images of self and God, guilt, anger, and the despair that comes with it 
all can only be dealt with one way: through God’s compassion, faithful-
ness, and grace.

We believe that the only thing that gets to the depth of the devasta-
tion of sexual assault is God’s one-way, unconditional love expressed 
through, and founded on, the person and redemptive work of Jesus 
Christ. And in response to sin and its effects, God’s radical grace and 
redemption are at the center of responding to the pain and needs 
brought on by a victim’s experiences.

Part Three—Grace Accomplished

The third part (chapters 10 through 12) is for further study for anyone 
who wants to read about the biblical understanding of sin, violence, and 
sexual assault, and God’s response of redemption. Chapter 10 investigates 
the original peace (shalom) inherent to God’s creation, the cosmic treason 
of human sin, and the violence that follows. We will trace a biblical theol-
ogy of violence in general and explore what the Bible says about sexual 
assault in particular. The fall and sin invert mutual love and harmony 
into domination of and violence against each other. Sex, the very expres-
sion of human union and peace, becomes a tool for violence after the fall.

Chapters 11 and 12 trace the drama of redemption starting in the 
garden of Eden leading to the cross and resurrection and finally to 
completion in the new creation. God’s steadfast unfailing love (hesed)18 
and grace are the threads throughout the Old and New Testaments.
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Chapter 11 surveys significant, redemptive events in the Old 
Testament while chapter 12 shows how God’s desire to restore peace 
and bring redemption is fulfilled in the life, death, and resurrection of 
Jesus Christ. When victims can identify with the horrendous victim-
ization of the cross, they are more meaningfully able to celebrate the 
victorious resurrection of Christ. Jesus suffered violence that mirrors 
much of what victims experience today (shame, humiliation, silence, 
betrayal, pain, mockery, injustice, loneliness, etc.). While Jesus’ suffer-
ing and death were real and brutal, there was resurrection after Good 
Friday. The cross is both the consequence of evil and God’s method of 
accomplishing redemption. Jesus proves, by the resurrection, that God 
redeems, heals, and makes all things new.

As we explore how one-way love heals and replaces the destruction 
caused by one-way violence, it is helpful to look at the prayer of Psalm 6. 
Imagine this psalm as Tamar’s cry and yours—a mourning of disgrace 
and longing for grace from God:

O Lord, rebuke me not in your anger,

  nor discipline me in your wrath.

Be gracious to me, O Lord, for I am languishing;

  heal me, O Lord, for my bones are troubled.

My soul also is greatly troubled.

  But you, O Lord—how long?

Turn, O Lord, deliver my life;

  save me for the sake of your steadfast love.

For in death there is no remembrance of you;

  in Sheol who will give you praise?

I am weary with my moaning;

  every night I flood my bed with tears;

  I drench my couch with my weeping.

My eye wastes away because of grief;

  it grows weak because of all my foes.

Depart from me, all you workers of evil,

  for the Lord has heard the sound of my weeping.

The Lord has heard my plea;

  the Lord accepts my prayer.

All my enemies shall be ashamed and greatly troubled;

  they shall turn back and be put to shame in a moment.
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What Is Sexual Assault?

Many victims are not sure if what happened to them was assault because 
numerous misconceptions surround the issue. Our goal in this chap-
ter is to present the facts about sexual assault by looking at its defi-
nition and prevalence. Sexual assault is not just rape by a stranger 
with a weapon. Approximately 80 percent of victims are assaulted 
by an acquaintance (relative, spouse, dating partner, friend, pastor, 
teacher, boss, coach, therapist, doctor, etc.). Sexual assault also includes 
attempted rape or any form of nonconsensual sexual contact.

Many victims experience the effects of sexual assault, but feel iso-
lated or confused because they believe misconceptions of what sexual 
assault entails. This may result in you feeling self-blame, denial, shame, 
guilt, anger, distorted self-image, and despair. We want you to know the 
prevalence of your experience and offer a definition of sexual assault. 
To accomplish this we endeavor to be as precise and comprehensive as 
possible.

Definition

Sexual assault is used as an overarching term, encompassing a large 
number of sexual behaviors—physical, verbal, and psychological—
that violate the agency and well-being of an individual. Sexual assault is 
the current legal term that replaced the narrow definition of rape. Some 
states use this term interchangeably with rape. The exact definition of 
“rape,” “sexual assault,” “sexual abuse,” and similar terms varies from 
state to state.1

With some definitions of sexual assault, it is difficult to truly dis-
cern between those who are victims of sexual assault and those who are 
not. When this happens, many victims feel as if they do not fit into the 
rigid qualifications of sexual assault, hence ignoring the ongoing or 
past situations in which they are or were victimized.
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There are varying definitions of sexual assault.2 For some research-

ers, a very narrow interpretation of sexual assault is preferable, as it 

avoids over reporting, a phenomenon that would provide inflated sta-

tistics. Conversely, those who favor a more broad explanation of sexual 

assault support its expanded definition, because it includes behaviors 

that often go unreported.3

The fluid definitions used to define this issue can, at times, exclude 

victims as well as add to the misconceptions held by many victims sur-

rounding their experiences, society in general, and those in support 

roles. Slight changes in the definition and perception of sexual assault 

can change whether a person is considered a victim or not. This is why 

defining sexual assault is very important.

A definition that is too narrow can cause some victims of assault 

and those who should be supporting them to downplay the experience. 

Our definition of sexual assault is any type of sexual behavior or contact 

where consent is not freely given or obtained and is accomplished through force, 

intimidation, violence, coercion, manipulation, threat, deception, or abuse of 

authority. This definition gets beyond our society’s narrow understand-

ing of the issue and expands the spectrum of actions to be considered 

sexual assault.

The reasoning behind our cohesive and comprehensive definition 

of sexual assault is manifold. First, clarity helps victims know that 

they are not alone in their experience. Second, victims would be more 

motivated to report if they knew that what happened to them was a 

crime. Third, a clear definition would reduce myths and victim blam-

ing. Fourth, it would also enable more services to be established to cater 

to the needs of victims of an extremely violating crime, in addition to 

educating authorities on how to properly handle such a sensitive topic. 

Fifth, surveys and studies indicate that most people know almost noth-

ing about the dynamics of sexual violence and have little or no experi-

ence in dealing with it.

There are three parts to our definition of sexual assault: 1) any type 

of sexual behavior or contact 2) where consent is not freely given or 

obtained and 3) is accomplished through force, intimidation, violence, 

coercion, manipulation, threat, deception, or abuse of authority. We 

will look at each of these separately.
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Sexual Behavior or Contact

Sexual assault is a display of power and control by the perpetrator 
against the victim. It is not a product of an “uncontrollable” sexual 
urge. Sexual assault is mainly about violence, not sex. Even though 
perpetrators use sexual actions and behaviors as a weapon, the primary 
motivation is to dominate, control, and belittle another. This can be 
done with physical sexual contact and nonphysical sexual behavior. 
Sexual assault is about power, and a victim may be physically or emo-
tionally unable to resist even when there is no actual physical violence 
involved.

When defining sexual assault as any sexual act that is nonconsen-
sual—forced against someone’s will—it is important to understand 
that the “acts” can be physical, verbal, or psychological. There are four 
types of sexual violence. Each type involves victims who do not consent, 
are unable to consent, or refuse to allow the act:4

1)  A completed sex act that is defined as contact between the penis and the 

vulva or the penis and the anus involving penetration, however slight; 

contact between the mouth and penis, vulva, or anus; or penetration of the 

anal or genital opening of another person by a hand, finger, or other object

2)  An attempted (but not completed) sex act

3)  Abusive sexual contact that is defined as intentional touching, either 

directly or through the clothing, of the genitalia, anus, groin, breast, 

inner thigh, or buttocks of any person

4)  Noncontact sexual assault that is defined as assault that does not involve 

physical contact. Examples of noncontact sexual assault include voyeur-

ism (peeping Tom); intentional exposure of an individual to exhibition-

ism (flashing); exposure to pornography; verbal or behavioral sexual 

harassment; threats of sexual violence; and taking nude photographs of 

a sexual nature of another person without their consent.

Sexual assault occurs along a continuum of power and control 
ranging from noncontact sexual assault to forced sexual intercourse. 
Sexual assault includes acts such as nonconsensual sexual intercourse 
(rape),5 nonconsensual sodomy (oral or anal sexual acts), child moles-
tation, incest, fondling, exposure, voyeurism, or attempts to commit 
these acts.

Using these categories of sexual acts and behaviors, some examples 
of sexual assault include:
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●  Unwanted vaginal, anal, or oral penetration with any object

●  Forcing an individual to perform or receive oral sex

●  Forcing an individual to masturbate, or to masturbate someone else

●  Forcing an individual to look at sexually explicit material or forcing an 

individual to pose for sexually explicit pictures

●  Touching, fondling, kissing, and any other unwanted sexual contact with 

an individual’s body

●  Unwanted contact between the mouth and genitals

●  Voyeurism: spying on someone engaged in intimate behavior, sexual activ-

ity, or other activity usually considered to be of a private nature; also includes 

the abuser watching while the victim is made to perform sexual acts

●  Exhibitionism: also known as flashing, a behavior by a person that 

involves exposure of private parts of their body to another person in a 

situation in which they would not normally be exposed; also includes 

making the victim watch while the abuser performs sexual acts

●  Putting a finger, tongue, mouth, penis, or any object in or on an indi-

vidual’s vagina, penis, or anus when they do not want them to

●  Touching an individual’s intimate parts (defined as genitalia, groin, 

breast, or buttocks, or clothing covering them), or compelling them to 

touch his or her own or another person’s intimate parts without consent

●  Forcing an individual to look at sexually explicit material or forcing them 

to pose for sexually explicit pictures or video recordings

●  A doctor, nurse, or other health care professional giving the victim an 

unnecessary internal examination or touching their sexual organs in an 

unprofessional, unwarranted, and inappropriate manner

Consent

In addition to the wide scope of sexual behaviors and contact that are 

included in the definition of sexual assault, another key issue is con-

sent. Consent is when an individual is freely able to make a choice based 

upon respect and equal power, and with the understanding that there is 

the freedom to change her or his mind at any point.

There are three main considerations in judging whether a sexual 

act is consensual or an assault. First, are both people old enough to con-

sent? Second, do both people have the capacity to consent? Third, did 
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both agree to the sexual contact? If any of these are answered “no,” it is 

likely that sexual assault has occurred.

Consent requires communicating “yes” to engaging in a particu-

lar act. Consent is not given when one person says “no,” says nothing, 

is coerced, is physically forced, is mentally or physically helpless, is 

intoxicated, is under the influence of drugs, or is unconscious. Nor does 

it occur any time that consent is not explicitly given. Having given con-

sent on a previous occasion does not mean that a person has consented 

for any future sexual encounter. The law generally assumes that a per-

son does not consent to sexual conduct if he or she is forced, threatened, 

or is unconscious, drugged, a minor, developmentally disabled, chroni-

cally mentally ill, or believes they are undergoing a medical procedure.

Methods

There are varying methods perpetrators use to violate victims. In some 

cases, sexual assault may involve the use of force, which may include but 

is not limited to physical violence, use or display of a weapon, or immo-

bilization of the victim. Sexual assault may also involve psychological 

coercion and taking advantage of an individual who is incapacitated or 

under duress and, therefore, is incapable of making a decision on her 

or his own.

Sexual assault occurs when a nonconsensual sexual act or behavior 

is committed either by 1) physical force, violence, threat, manipulation, 

or intimidation; 2) ignoring the objections of another person; 3) caus-

ing another’s intoxication or impairment through the use of drugs or 

alcohol; or 4) taking advantage of another person’s incapacitation, state 

of intimidation, helplessness, or other inability to consent.

Prevalence

Victims

Sexual assault affects millions of women, men, and children world-

wide. The prevalence of sexual assault in the United States is difficult to 

determine because the crime is vastly underreported, yet the statistics 

are still overwhelmingly high: One in four women6 and one in six men7 

will be sexually assaulted at some point in their lifetimes. These statis-

tics are probably underestimates.
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Some victims are sexually assaulted from when they are a few days 
old, and some are in their nineties. People can be assaulted regardless of 
their color, race, religion, nationality, lifestyle, sexual preference, educa-
tion, class, occupation, ability, or disability. It is clear that sexual assault 
is a frequent phenomenon and is well within the range of being labeled 
a “common experience” for women, men, and children. According to 
most recent statistics, every two minutes someone in the United States 
is sexually assaulted.8

Most victims of sexual assault are female. According to numerous 
studies, between 88–92 percent of sexual assault victims are female 
and 8–12 percent are male.9 One out of six women in the United States 
has been raped at some time in her life.10 African-American women are 
assaulted at a higher rate than white women11 and are much less likely 
to report it and get help.12

According to the Bureau of Justice, women sixteen to nineteen years 
old have the highest rate of sexual victimization of any age group.13 The 
National Center for Juvenile Justice reports that 14 percent of victims 
(girls and boys) are under age six and that 67 percent of females and 70 
percent of male child sexual assault victims know their offender.14

Sexual assault can occur in marriage and between dates and friends. 
Researchers have estimated that sexual assault occurs in 10–14 percent 
of all marriages.15 Studies estimate that incest is experienced by 10 to 
20 percent of children in the general population.16 Studies indicate 
different prevalence rates of incest for females and males. One study 
reported that as many as one-third of all girls and one-fifth of boys have 
experienced incest.17 Researchers agree that girls are much more often 
the victims of incest. Others report that the incidence for males is less 
than half of that for females because a higher proportion of males are 
sexually abused by adults outside the home.18 Male incest victims may 
also report less frequently because they are socialized to not express 
feelings of helplessness and vulnerability.

Research shows that there are differences between females and 
males with respect to the characteristics of sexual assault and the events 
surrounding it. When victimized, women are more likely than men 
to be injured, to use medical services, and to report the violence to the 
police.19 Men are more likely than women to have had multiple assail-
ants during their attack.20
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Regarding the age breakdown of sexual assault, 15 percent of sexual 
assault victims are under age twelve, 29 percent are ages twelve to sev-
enteen, and 80 percent are under age thirty.21 The highest risk years are 
ages twelve to thirty-four, and girls ages sixteen to nineteen are four 
times more likely than the general population to be victims of sexual 
assault.

Most victims of child sexual assault know their attacker; 34.2 
percent of assailants were family members, 58.7 percent were acquain-
tances, and only 7 percent of the perpetrators were strangers to the 
victim.22 Of child sexual abuse victims, approximately 10 percent of 
victims are age three and under, 28 percent are between ages four and 
seven, 26 percent are between ages eight and eleven, and 36 percent are 
twelve and older.23

Those who experienced childhood assault are at a higher risk of 
adult revictimization.24 Childhood sexual assault is especially common 
among sexually assaulted women and men (59 percent and 61 percent 
respectively).25 Women who had been sexually assaulted in childhood 
are at least twice as likely to be assaulted in adulthood.26 It was found 
that the respondents with more physically and emotionally severe ado-
lescent sexual assault experiences were at a significantly greater risk of 
revictimization. They are 4.4 times more likely to be revictimized than 
the respondents who had not experienced adolescent sexual assault.27

The findings regarding male victims are even more dramatic. One 
study reports that 61 percent of men who report a sexual victimiza-
tion during adulthood also report having been sexually assaulted as 
a child.28 Men who experienced sexual assault as adults are five times 
more likely to have a history of childhood sexual assault than men with 
no adult sexual assault experience. Two major studies have shown a 
strong correlation between childhood sexual victimization and subse-
quent adult sexual victimization.29

Perpetrators

Predominately, perpetrators responsible for sexual assaults are male30 
and are usually someone the victim knows.31 Although strangers are 
stereotyped as perpetrators of sexual assault, the evidence indicates that 
a high percentage of offenders are acquaintances of the victim.32 Most 
sexual assault perpetrators are white, educated, middle-class men.33 
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With only 7 percent of the perpetrators armed, sexual assault is the least 
likely to involve a weapon of any other violent crime.34

If individuals who commit sexual assault offenses are not appre-
hended and prosecuted, they will likely continue to commit sexual 
offenses. One widely recognized study found that 126 admitted per-
petrators had committed 907 sexual assaults involving 882 different 
victims. The more sex offenders that are apprehended and prosecuted, 
the fewer victims there will be of sexual assault.35

Reporting

With regard to the reporting of sexual assault, there are two major 
issues to consider—false reporting and under reporting. While under 
reporting is a major concern, false reporting is not. Actually, false 
reports are quite rare. The figure often used by sexual violence experts 
for estimating falsified reports is 2 percent, which is a slightly lower rate 
than other crimes.36

Given the horrific nature of sexual assault and the shame it brings 
to victims, it is not shocking that it is one of the most underreported 
crimes. The fear of intrusive and revictimizing court procedures pre-
vents many sexual assault survivors from reporting their assaults. Most 
sexual assault victims choose not to report their assaults. Factors that 
keep a victim from reporting the crime include shame and embarrass-
ment, self-blame, fear of media exposure, fear of further injury or retali-
ation, fear of one’s own family and community response, and fear of a 
legal system that often puts the victim’s behavior and history on trial.

According to the FBI, sexual assault is “one of the most under-
reported crimes due primarily to fear and/or embarrassment on the 
part of the victim.”37 One research report claims that only between 5 
percent and 20 percent of sexual assaults may actually be reported.38 
At the most, less than 40 percent of all sexual assaults were reported 
to law enforcement.39 Under reporting skews all recordable statistics. 
Therefore, statistics on the incidence of sexual assault vary greatly and 
are believed to underrepresent the prevalence of the crime. Despite the 
inability to paint a complete picture of the occurrence of sexual assault, 
statistics can provide victims with a greater understanding of the scope 
of the issue.

It is important to acknowledge that most researchers believe that 
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male sexual assault is severely underreported, perhaps even more so 
than sexual assaults of women. Male sexual assault victims are much 
less likely to disclose information regarding their experiences than are 
females.40 Therefore, they constitute an extremely underidentified, 
underserved, and frequently misunderstood population.

Though sexual assault is underreported by both females and males, 
males are in a unique position. They are far less likely to disclose being 
sexually assaulted to anyone. Two trends are evident in the existing sta-
tistics on male victims of sexual abuse: 1) the more recent the research, 
the higher the incidence of assault, and 2) with growing awareness, 
more men seem willing to disclose their experiences of sexual assault. 41

Acknowledgment

Naming and describing the evil done to you does not ensure automatic 
personal healing. However, it does provide clarity regarding sexual 
assault, and it allows for acknowledgment. If sexual assault is not 
defined, named, or described, then it remains hidden. Telling the truth 
about sexual assault by acknowledging the traumatic experience is one 
important aspect of healing, but it is not the whole picture. Further 
healing comes as you are able to interpret the effect of what happened 
to you within a larger pattern of meaning. The first step toward doing 
this is to look closely at the effects of sexual assault and the accompany-
ing emotions.
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What Are the Effects of  
Sexual Assault?

This chapter on the effects of sexual assault is central to this book. 
Internal trauma is not only done to, but also experienced by, victims. These 
internal—and deeply personal—places of a victim’s heart, will, and 
emotions need a clear application of the gospel of redemption.

The number of occurrences of sexual assaults is staggering. At least 
one in four women and one in six men currently are or will be victims of 
sexual assault in their lifetimes. The only thing more staggering than 
the prevalence of abuse is the acute damage done to the victims. This 
damage can stem from, but is not limited to, the denial of their wills and 
the violation of their bodies. The effects are physical, social, emotional, 
psychological, and spiritual.

We will focus on the distress experienced by victims that is caused 
by sexual assault. We do this for redemptive purposes, not just to be 
descriptive. Typically, people who have been sexually assaulted have a 
hard time finding the words to describe how they feel or what they are 
thinking in response to the trauma. Because of this, it is often helpful 
that the language of pain be offered by those who are not currently in 
traumatic pain themselves, but are able to empathize and speak on 
behalf of those who are. Describing the pain is a way to normalize how 
the victims are feeling rather than to alienate them by not talking about 
it at all.1

Sexual assault is not simply an event that happened to you, ended, 
and now is over. It can have an impact on every aspect of your life—your 
faith, your daily attitudes and emotions, your self-image, your relation-
ships, and your sexuality. These are not just past issues but remain very 
real and current. Regardless of how long ago the assault took place, the 
traces of an assault can reach into the present life of a victim and trigger 
ongoing problems.
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Effects

The effects of sexual assault discussed in what follows are potential but 
not inevitable. Research shows that victims of human-induced trauma 
tend to experience a greater degree of harm,2 and that sexual assault 
causes more harmful psychological effects that are more severe than 
effects of other crimes.3 During an assault, most victims feel terrified, 
fearful, helpless, humiliated, and confused. Afterward, any of these feel-
ings can persist and intensify, especially terror and fear.

From the earliest studies, the most common psychological symp-
toms associated with sexual assault were anxiety and fear. Research 
consistently reports high levels of anxiety and fear immediately after 
the assault, and for some, even years later.4 A number of studies have 
clearly indicated the prominence of depression in the symptomatology 
of sexual assault victims, particularly in the first three months5 after the 
incident, and some considerably longer.6

After a person has been sexually assaulted, it is normal to experi-
ence a range of feelings and reactions. Everyone copes in his or her own 
way. Some people have very strong reactions; others are calm or numb. 
It is not uncommon for victims to alternate between moments of terror, 
anger, or rage and moments of numbness.7 Some feelings and reactions 
might be experienced directly after the assault while others can occur 
days or sometimes weeks later. Understanding that these feelings are 
normal and experienced by others who have been sexually assaulted 
may make the emotions and reactions less frightening.

Some victims will find they heal relatively quickly, while others will 
feel the lasting effects of their victimization throughout their lifetimes. 
Since every person and situation is different, victims will respond to 
an assault in various ways. Many factors can influence individuals’ 
responses to, and healing from, what happened to them.8

Sexual assault is a massive violation of the physical, psychological, 
and personal boundaries of another person. The acute damage of an 
assault stems not only from the denial of the victim’s will but also from 
the violation of the body’s physical boundaries. The trauma of sexual 
assault involves losing control of your own body and possibly fearing 
death or injury.

Immediate physical effects may be pain and bodily injuries, espe-
cially if the perpetrator used force. Specific physical effects may include: 
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bruises, broken bones, STIs, nausea, vomiting, headaches, and preg-
nancy. Longer-term physical effects may be disturbed sleep patterns, 
nightmares, insomnia, loss of appetite, and stomach pains.

Sexual assault causes harmful emotional, psychological, and/
or physiological effects that are more severe than the effects of other 
crimes.9 These effects include: shame, self-blame, guilt, embarrass-
ment, anxiety, stress, fear, anger, confusion, sexualized behaviors, 
loss of sex drive, interpersonal problems, denial, irritability, depres-
sion, despair, social withdrawal, numbing/apathy (detachment, loss 
of caring), chronic and acute somatizing (experiencing of physical 
symptoms in response to emotional distress), feelings of isolation 
and alienation, restricted affect (reduced ability to express emotions), 
nightmares, flashbacks, headaches, difficulty concentrating, dimin-
ished interest in regular activities, negative self-image, loss of self-
esteem, emotional shock or numbness, erratic mood swings, feeling 
powerless, disorientation, OCD, panic attacks, body memories, loss 
of security, confusion of sex with love, extreme dependency, impaired 
ability to judge the trustworthiness of others, various phobias, hos-
tility, aggression, change in appetite, suicidal ideation (thoughts of 
suicide and death), hypervigilance (always being “on your guard”), 
insomnia or other sleep disturbance, decreased energy and motivation, 
exaggerated startle response (jumpiness), eating problems/disorders, 
self-mutilation (cutting, burning, or otherwise hurting oneself), sex-
ual dysfunction (not being able to perform sexual acts), sexual effects 
(ranging from avoidance to compulsive promiscuity), hyperarousal 
(exaggerated feelings or responses to stimuli),10 inability to concen-
trate or focus, feeling uncomfortable being alone, gastrointestinal dis-
turbance, substance use and abuse (alcohol and other drugs) and other 
compulsive behaviors, shock, impaired memory, and post-traumatic 
stress disorder (PTSD).

In a study investigating trauma symptoms, victims of sexual assault 
were much more symptomatic than their peers.11 They reported signifi-
cantly more distress than did their nonassaulted peers.12 This attests 
to the incredible long-term effects sexual assault has on both women 
and men. Post-traumatic symptoms of startle response and emotional 
volatility can make victims ashamed of their behavior, and attempts to 
control these responses lead to a life of suppression and avoidance.13
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Trauma

It is appropriate to call sexual assault a traumatic event. “Trauma” is 
understood as a state of being negatively overwhelmed. It is the experi-
ence of terror, loss of control, of helplessness during a stressful event 
that threatens one’s physical and/or psychological integrity. Jennifer 
Beste writes: “The especially sinister side of trauma is that, even when 
the event has ended, it has only begun to shatter one’s key assumptions 
about one’s self and one’s relation to others in the world. . . . The disinte-
gration of one’s perception of self and world disrupts one’s normal pat-
tern of functioning.”14 After a traumatic event such as a sexual assault, 
many victims experience intense emotional distress and frequent flash-
backs of the assault(s) as they struggle emotionally and cognitively to 
adjust their sense of reality.

While some victims eventually experience a gradual decrease in the 
intensity of emotions and memories surrounding the assault, others re-
experience the traumatic memories as though the original assault were 
presently occurring. Subsequently, they develop a host of responses 
now identified as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) symptoms,15 
which is usually associated with combat war veterans. Bessel van der 
Kolk, a trauma theorist, explains that the inability to integrate the 
traumatic event into one’s understanding of reality results in a “repeti-
tive replaying of the trauma in images, behaviors, feeling, physiological 
states, and interpersonal relationships.”16

Because sexual assault is always traumatizing, victims are three 
times more likely than nonvictims to suffer from depression, six times 
more likely to suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder, thirteen times 
more likely to abuse alcohol, twenty-six times more likely to abuse 
drugs, and four times more likely to contemplate suicide.17

Negative Stereotypes

Social psychology research on attitudes toward sexual assault has dem-
onstrated that individuals in our society hold many prejudices about 
and negative views of sexual assault victims.18 Thus, victims often suffer 
not only from the trauma of the assault itself but also from the effects of 
these negative stereotypes. The result is that victims feel socially dero-
gated and blamed following their sexual assault, which can prolong, 
continue, and intensify the substantial psychological and emotional 
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distress the victim experiences. It is clear that negative reactions from 
family, friends, loved ones, and society have a harmful effect on victims.

Because sexual assault is a form of victimization that is particu-
larly stigmatized in American society, many victims suffer in silence, 
which only intensifies their distress and disgrace. There appears to be 
a societal impulse to blame traumatized individuals for their suffer-
ing. One rationale is that this provides nonvictims with a false sense of 
security if they can place blame on victims rather than on perpetrators. 
Research findings suggest that blaming victims for post-traumatic 
symptoms is not only erroneous but also contributes to the vicious cycle 
of traumatization. Victims experiencing negative social reactions have 
poorer adjustment.19 Research has proven that “the only social reactions 
related to better adjustment by victims were being believed and being 
listened to by others.”20

Self-Blaming

Self-blaming is a common behavior among victims. As a coping tech-
nique and to make sense of the assault, victims make attributions for 
why the assault occurred. There are two types of self-blame: behav-
ioral and characterological self-blame. Behavioral self-blame reflects 
the victim’s belief that his or her own behavior led to the assault. 
Characterological self-blame focuses not on the behavior but on the 
victim’s personality or character as the cause of assault. Regarding this 
type of self-blame, victims feel there is something inherently wrong 
with them, causing them to deserve to be assaulted. Many studies have 
shown that self-blame is associated with more distress and poorer 
adjustment.21

Difference between Female and Male Victims

While the effects are the same between female and male victims, there 
are variations of intensity and length of the distress between the two. 
Women have been shown to internalize psychological effects like 
depression and anxiety more than men. Up to 60 percent of women 
reported having some feeling of “mental pollution” after the assault.22 
While most female victims experience some symptom reduction by 
three months postassault, many effects, including fear, anxiety, depres-
sion, post-traumatic stress, decreased self-esteem, social difficulties, 
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and sexual dysfunction may continue at significant levels for a number 
of years.23

Studies that include both women and men indicate that immedi-
ately following the sexual assault, men present with more denial and 
emotional control24 and higher levels of depression and hostility.25

Although men reported being less symptomatic than women, men 
were actually found to be more symptomatic. Most research on the dif-
ferences between men and women in symptom expression suggests 
that women are generally more willing to acknowledge distress than 
men.26 However, male victims of sexual assault report significantly 
higher levels of distress than female victims on eight of the ten scales 
and equivalent levels on the remaining two scales (depression and 
intrusive experiences). This suggests that sexual assault may be espe-
cially trauma-producing for men. This could be because of the sex-role 
violation associated with sexual assault within a society where men 
are expected to be strong, aggressive, and avoidant of any (even forced) 
sexual contact with other men. Sexual assault can be particularly desta-
bilizing to the man’s sense of self and sexual identity.27 Perhaps this 
is why male victims appear to respond to assault-related distress by 
engaging in externalizing activities, tension reduction behavior, and 
dysfunctional sexual behavior.28

Men with a history of adult sexual assault reported higher levels of 
distress than females on the Trauma Symptom Inventory tests, despite 
females’ tendencies to acknowledge psychological distress more so 
than men.29 This reveals an additional layer of stress and experience 
that sexual assault may have on male victims. Because of the socially 
constructed notion of the male gender role, emphasizing their strength 
and aggressiveness, an experience of sexual assault may lead them to 
question their sexuality more than women. This claim is supported by 
the same study which reports men having greater difficulty in the “self 
and sexual domains” than women.30 Men are often a forgotten group 
in the realm of sexual assault, but as a population, they may be at risk 
of experiencing higher levels of trauma as a result of the experience.

Emotions and Grace

There are similar ways that both women and men react to trauma. 
Sexual assault can bring physical, psychological, emotional, and spiri-
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tual pain that often leads to shame, embarrassment, degradation, 

denial, a profound sense of emptiness, guilt, a sense of powerlessness, 

anger, a sense of helplessness, vulnerability, fear, depression, isolation, 

and/or anxiety. These emotions are generally associated with the vic-

tim’s response to sexual assault.31 Counselors and therapists report that 

sexual assault victims experience these emotions more than those who 

have not been sexually assaulted. As a result, victims understandably 

want many things: relief, protection, hope, justice, and vindication.

A wide range of physical, emotional, psychological, and physiologi-

cal effects has been discussed. Over the past two decades, sexual assault 

has increasingly been conceptualized as a traumatic experience. This 

has been done by the growth of studies reporting the prevalence of 

PTSD among victims.32 Various factors are linked to traumatic distress 

or feelings of disgrace from sexual assault. These include denial, shame, 

guilt, anger, distorted self-image, and despair. For the purpose of this 

book, we are focusing on these most prevalent responses to sexual 

assault.

Emotions

Since we are dealing with the negative and destructive emotions that 

result from sexual assault, we must deal with what emotions are and 

are not. Emotions are based on cognitive assessment and belief; they are 

not simply experienced. An emotion is not an impression—a feeling or 

a unique sort of internal experience that just happens to a person and 

then is named and described.33 Emotions are not merely physiological 

impulses that can be simply ignored, trivialized, or controlled.34

Rather, emotions are based on and require beliefs, standards, and 

judgments. Emotions result from an individual’s evaluation of an 

event, situation, or object, and they reveal whether that individual sees 

some aspect of the world threatening or welcoming, pleasant or pain-

ful, regrettable or as a solace, and so on.35

In Faithful Feelings, Matthew Elliot offers a clear summary about 

emotions:

Emotion is always about something; it has an object. Emotion tells 

us about our values and beliefs. It can also tell us about the beliefs 

and values of others. Emotions are not necessarily rational, not  
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because they are intrinsically irrational impulses, but because we can 

be irrational people. Emotions are often a powerful motivation.  .  .  . 

Emotions are highly complex phenomena that rely upon both our 

conscious and unconscious mind, memories, cultural forces, family 

upbringing, and our personalities. These factors interact and respond 

to one another in an incredibly complex web of interdependent  

beliefs and values to produce particular emotions in particular  

circumstances.36

What this means for victims of sexual assault is that your emotions 

are important and valid. They are not just chemicals in your brain and 

physiological responses to stimuli. Your emotions are to be taken seri-

ously and listened to. They reveal what you believe about God, yourself, 

your experience of sexual assault, others, and the world. What you 

believe has a huge connection to how you respond to disgrace, violence, 

denial, shame, guilt, fear, anxiety, bitterness, despair, and so on.

New Emotions

The beliefs that accompany the development, maintenance, and 

increase of disgrace and distress are directly responsible for generat-

ing dysfunctional emotions and their effects for victims. This means 

that emotions can be fed or fought by the one experiencing them. Our 

hope is that the grace of God would fight against the emotions accom-

panying your disgrace and nurture in you new emotions. Paul Holmer 

writes: “Part of the whole sense-making that Christianity provides is a 

whole panoply of new emotion. Hope, fear of the Lord, contrition about 

oneself, love—these and more are not just variations of the familiar or 

permutations of something we already have, they are new affects, new 

forms of pathos.”37

We need to look at the gospel of Jesus, especially related to sexual 

violence, in order to investigate the new emotions available to victims 

and how they relate to the current emotions victims experience.

Too many people want to separate emotion and suffering from 

faith and theology, but we will do the opposite. We wish to inte-

grate suffering, faith, emotions, and theology. Don Saliers writes: 

“Whatever else it may include, the Christian faith is a pattern of deep 

emotions.”38
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Healing

What grace offers to the victim experiencing disgrace is the gift of refut-
ing distortions and faulty thinking and replacing their condemning, 
counterfactual beliefs with more accurate ones that reflect the truths 
about God, yourself, and God’s grace-filled response to your disgrace. 
This is an important point to highlight. We are all powerless to heal 
ourselves. Research shows that self-help statements have been found 
to be ineffective and even harmful by making some people with low 
self-esteem feel even worse about themselves in the long term.39 As a 
matter of fact, positive self-statements frequently end up reinforcing 
and strengthening one’s original negative self-perception they were 
trying to change.40

Tragically, positive self-statements “have more impact on people 
with low self-esteem than on people with high self-esteem, and the 
impact on people with low self-esteem is negative.”41 The conse-
quences are that positive self-statements are likely to backfire and 
cause harm for the very people they are meant to benefit—people with 
low self-esteem.42

What victims need are not self-produced positive statements but 
God’s statements about his response to their pain. How can you be 
rid of these dysfunctional emotions and their effects? How can you 
be rid of your disgrace? God’s grace to you dismantles the beliefs that 
give disgrace life. Grace re-creates what violence destroyed. Martin 
Luther writes that “the love of God does not find, but creates, that 
which is pleasing to it.”43 One-way love is the change agent you need. 
Grace transforms and heals; and healing comes by hearing God’s 
statements to you, not speaking your own statements to yourself. 
The rest of the book focuses on God’s redemptive response to your 
experience of sexual assault (Part Two) and to violence and sin in 
general (Part Three).

As we explore the effects caused by sexual assault and how grace can 
heal them, it is helpful to look at the prayer of Psalm 13. It is a request 
for God to deal with our sorrow, distress, and disgrace with his steadfast 
love, in the hope that we may rejoice in salvation:

How long, O Lord? Will you forget me forever?

  How long will you hide your face from me?
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How long must I take counsel in my soul

  and have sorrow in my heart all the day?

How long shall my enemy be exalted over me?

Consider and answer me, O Lord my God;

  light up my eyes, lest I sleep the sleep of death,

  lest my enemy say, “I have prevailed over him,”

  lest my foes rejoice because I am shaken.

But I have trusted in your steadfast love;

  my heart shall rejoice in your salvation.

I will sing to the Lord,

  because he has dealt bountifully with me.
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Allen’s Story

My name is Allen. It wasn’t until my midthirties that I finally discovered 

something that had happened to me, something I had suspected but 

kept denying. I’d been molested as a little boy.

When I was eight years old I had what I thought was a recurring 

nightmare—a large dark figure coming into my room in the middle 

of the night. I remember it happening several times—screaming for 

help and crying in fear, with no one ever coming to help. The rest I had 

blanked out. These “nightmares” stopped when I moved into a differ-

ent bedroom a year or so later.

Over the next twenty years life went on; I experienced the typical 

joys and challenges of adolescence and young adulthood. I got mar-

ried at twenty-one, and my wife and I started a family of our own. Four 

daughters came along within six years—I felt so blessed, so fortunate.

During all those years there had been recurring signs that I had 

been molested as a child. I was hypervigilant, had bouts of insomnia, 

depression, and an obsession with appearing strong and tough (lifting 

weights like crazy) and, something rather embarrassing, the absolute 

inability to have a rectal exam.

When I was eighteen I underwent a physical as part of applying 

for an ROTC scholarship, and when it came time for the rectal exam I 

started shaking and crying uncontrollably. I was humiliated and embar-

rassed, and the doctor ended up not doing it. The exact same thing 

happened about ten years later when I underwent a routine physical 

exam. Another similar incident occurred when I was on a cruise with 

my wife after we had been married for years. I got food poisoning, and 

after a horrendous night I went to the infirmary on board for a shot to 

stop the nausea. When I pulled my pants down to receive the shot, I 

started shaking and crying again, just as I had years earlier at my ROTC 

physical. My wife and I eventually had our fifth child, a son who joined 
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his four sisters. Once he started getting older, I began having massive 
anxiety attacks and bouts of depression, which felt like they had come 
out of left field. At times I found myself literally shaking in my office at 
work for no reason. I had no idea what was happening or why.

Finally in my midthirties I started seeing a Christian counselor, and 
he helped me put the pieces together to something I had been denying 
for over twenty years, being molested as a little boy. The perpetrator 
was my grandfather. He had come to visit us at the exact time of my 
recurring “nightmares.” I later learned he had also molested my two 
sisters. When it all came together, I just shook and sobbed in the coun-
selor’s office. But at least now it all made sense, and the truth of what I 
had been denying all those years finally came out. After all those years 
of suspecting that something had happened to me but denying it, it 
all became clear. It hurt so badly. It still does sometimes. After all, how 
could a grown man do that to a trusting, helpless little boy, especially 
his own grandson?

All the years of denial solved nothing. Time did not heal those 
wounds. Facing the reality of what actually happened was the begin-
ning of the healing process, a process that continues and will not be 
complete until we are in heaven. What has given me comfort is the fact 
that the truth is now clear, and while the truth hurts, it also sets us free 
(John 8:32). I know God wept when I was molested, and I know that he 
cared for me as an eight-year-old kid, and he still cares for me. I know 
that through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ there is forgive-
ness available for all of us, including me, and including my grandfather. 
My grandfather died years before everything became clear, but I have 
forgiven him; Scripture is clear that we need to forgive others as God 
forgives us (Matt. 6:14–15; Eph. 4:32; Col. 3:13). There are still traces of 
lingering hurt and anger in my heart—I won’t deny that—but the anxi-
ety attacks and the bouts of depression have stopped. I still have insom-
nia sometimes, with the accompanying hypervigilance, but markedly 
less than before. I still lift weights regularly, but as a way to relieve stress 
and stay in shape, not out of a compulsion to appear strong and tough.

One benefit of all this is that it has made me extra careful and 
protective of my own kids—in a healthy and not controlling way—so 
that hopefully they will not experience what I did. As an ordained min-
ister, it has also given me a deeper sense of compassion for those in our 
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church who have been traumatized by sexual assault or in other ways. 
And while I am gradually experiencing the healing power of the grace 
of God as related to this, I look forward with hope to the day when the 
healing will be complete. In the meantime, I am grateful that the denial 
has stopped and that God cares for me.
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Denial

Sexual assault often communicates to victims that they are alone, unim-

portant, beyond hope, and not worthy of sympathy. It tempts victims to 

deny and minimize. Denial and minimization are key methods victims 

use for lessening or coping with the pain and trauma from an assault. 

When we experience pain, our impulse is to escape the bombardment 

of betrayal and loss. In our desperation, we deny our suffering in an 

attempt to dull the pain.

Following the initial shock of the assault—and even months 

later—victims may deny to others or to themselves that anything has 

happened by suppressing memories in an attempt to gain control 

of their lives again. If and when there is an acceptance of the assault, 

victims often minimize it by saying “it doesn’t bother me anymore.” 

Denial of the assault and its effects can lead victims to minimize the 

anxiety and distress they are feeling, which can lead to isolation and 

loneliness. Sadly, some would rather deny or minimize their own emo-

tions than grieve the irretrievable loss of their innocence and trust in 

others.

Many victims do not fully acknowledge what has happened to 

them, or they minimize the intensity of the experience. This is espe-

cially true for survivors of childhood sexual assault. Initially, denial can 

slow the process down to create a buffer or safety zone so survivors can 

begin to cope with difficult emotions.

We all have experiences of disgrace that allow us to learn to cope 

with the occasional failures, defeat, or rejection inherent in life. In the 

case of severe trauma such as sexual assault, the interpersonal experi-

ence of disgrace is internalized. Once internalized, its distorting effects 

may function apart from the original experience with progressively 

destructive consequences. Disgrace becomes a core dimension of their 

identity. The experience of disgrace can be so painful that victims set in 
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motion the processes of denial, repression, and minimizing. However, 
instead of lessening suffering, too much denial and minimization may 
increase the pain. Denial does not allow the victims to deal with the 
severe mental and emotional tolls, the psychological destruction, and 
the traumatic effects of the assault.

One of the most debilitating consequences of sexual assault is 
victims’ suppression of their feelings. Understandably, victims cope 
by suppressing their terror, pain, and rage, but rather than foster-
ing avoidance tactics, victims need encouragement to grieve. Victims’ 
experiences threaten their semblance of internal and external safety, so 
it’s unrealistic to expect them to simply abandon their reliable survival 
strategies even amid objective safety. Family and friends should give 
grace as some level of denial may help as victims learn to cope with how 
they feel.

You may have learned to cope over the weeks, months, or years by 
consciously or unconsciously driving the abuse and pain from your 
memory and conversations. You may find yourself saying to others 
“Everything is fine,” or “It could have been worse.” It may be more 
comfortable to refuse any discussion as if nothing happened. While self-
preservation schemes may help to manage your pain and protect against 
the nightmare of powerlessness, betrayal, confusion, and rejection, no 
amount of denial will erase your pain; it only postpones healing.

Denial fuels the myth that time heals all wounds. But memory 
knows no time. Over time the pain may diminish in severity or be 
masked in other ways, but time alone will not heal the wounds from 
what has been done to you. Perhaps you try to manage your pain 
through drugs, alcohol, food, anger, fear, getting tough, running from 
God, being sexually promiscuous, or isolating yourself. But in order to 
heal, you need God’s compassion and redemptive work applied to your 
suffering. The more realistic and honest you can be regarding your 
emotions in response to what has happened to you, the more you will 
understand that you are not responsible. You have permission to grieve 
and mourn what has happened, and know that God has compassion for 
you amid your suffering.

Impulses toward denial are most common among victims assaulted 
by someone they know. It can be extremely difficult to face the fact that 
someone you should have been able to lovingly trust betrayed you. In 
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addition, perpetrators often use their own form of denial and when 
confronted may defend or rationalize their actions. A perpetrator’s 
denial can be incredibly confusing to victims as they wrongly ponder 
their own culpability or blame. Sadly, perpetrators often give astonish-
ing rationalizations by saying that what they’ve done (or are doing) 
is a form of misunderstood love. Tragically, some victims believe the 
lies and consequently have difficulty identifying that they’ve been 
assaulted at all.

Additionally, societal and familial norms silence victims by pre-
venting them from speaking out about their experience of sexual 
assault. This is particularly the case for victims assaulted by their rela-
tives, partners, or acquaintances. Families and friends often encourage 
denial and minimization because the facts are uncomfortable to hear, 
they don’t know how to respond, or they are worried about embarrass-
ing the family.1 You may have been told not to talk about your assault in 
a number of different ways: “Don’t air the family’s dirty laundry,” “This 
did not happen to you,” or “Forget the past and move on.” In response 
to the confusion brought about by family and friends, excuses for per-
petrators or nonoffending parents are often made. “It wasn’t his fault, 
he was drinking,” “I’m sure I did something to lead him on,” or “I know 
my mother would have protected me if she only knew.”

In addition, victims from culturally and linguistically diverse back-
grounds may be denied access to mainstream support systems. Victims 
with a disability may also be unable to voice their experiences to others 
due to the nature of their disability. If you are unable to share your emo-
tions and needs with others, you may understandably feel confused, 
alienated, isolated, in despair, or angry.

In light of all this, adopting a “forget the past and move on” mental-
ity may sound attractive when you are besieged with painful memories 
of an abusive past or experience. But this strategy is ineffective and is a 
barrier to healing.

Some level of resistance to restoration is normal for sexual assault 
victims. There is either a conscious refusal to admit that the assault 
has any impact, or there is an absence of memory of the past damage. 
Specific attention to the harm done is needed before the restoration is 
begun.

While denial is used for self-preservation, if it is never addressed 
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it is actually a major barrier to healing. Denial can turn from a natural 
reaction, to a shocking and traumatic event, to a mode of self-protection 
and self-reliance that avoids honest engagement of one’s emotions and 
God’s response to what happened.

As you engage your emotions, feelings of helplessness and grief 
may grow stronger. While grief can be excruciating at first, the Bible 
says that you do not mourn alone. God grieves for and with you. God’s 
response toward you is compassion. In light of that, you can cry out 
honestly to God about what happened and how it affects you. Scripture 
is filled with people crying out to God and God’s gracious and redemp-
tive responses.

The Psalms in particular provoke us out of denial. The book of 
Psalms is not filled with 150 hymns of joy. The psalms of complaint and 
accusation—the music of confusion, doubt, and heartache—signifi-
cantly outnumber the hymns of joy.

While our natural impulse is to deny painful emotions, the psalms 
expose them to us, others, and God. In light of this exposure, Calvin 
writes that psalmists “lay open their inmost thoughts and emotions, 
call, or rather draw, each of us to the examination of himself in par-
ticular, in order that none of the many infirmities to which we are 
subject, and of the many vices with which we abound, may remain 
concealed.”2

God Sees, Hears, and Knows

Instead of denying, minimizing, or ignoring what happened to you, 
God mourns what happened. Through Jesus he identifies with you and 
he has compassion. God calls sexual assault what it is: violence, evil, and 
sin. He doesn’t minimize it; he doesn’t ignore your hurt. Your dignity as 
an image-bearer of God has been assaulted, and it is an assault against 
him since you reflect his glory.3

God knows your suffering. He sees, responds, and invites you to 
participate in the sorrow and grief he has for your situation. You are not 
encouraged to be silent or deny, but to feel and express your emotions, to 
cry or weep, to grieve the destruction you experienced. God has compas-
sion for the victims of injustice, and at the root of his compassion is the 
fact that he witnesses the suffering of the abused. His real (and constant) 
presence amid violence allows us to understand God’s hatred for sin.
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Exodus

The exodus story4 begins with God’s people being oppressed in Egypt. 
At their time of greatest need, God heard Israel’s desperate cries for 
help: “And God heard their groaning, and God remembered his cov-
enant with Abraham, with Isaac, and with Jacob. God saw the people 
of Israel—and God knew.”a God sees, hears, and knows the suffering 
of his people: “I have surely seen the affliction of my people who are in 
Egypt and have heard their cry because of their taskmasters. I know their 
sufferings.”b God sympathizes with the groans of his people and gets 
involved with their suffering. He already sees, hears, and knows your 
suffering and is facing it in its fullness even before you cried out. Now 
he is inviting you to face it with him, not alone.

Psalms

Many of the psalms reveal the compassionate disposition of God toward 
those who suffer: “The Lord is near to the brokenhearted and saves 
the crushed in spirit.”c Suffering does not repel God. Instead it draws 
God near. God promises never to cut himself off from those who cry 
to him in distress.d This divine attention toward those who are suffer-
ing is incarnated in the suffering servant, who we now know is Jesus 
Christ: “He was despised and rejected by men; a man of sorrows, and 
acquainted with grief.”e

Jesus Christ

God’s compassion for and solidarity with the oppressed is embodied 
in Jesus Christ. Christ not only suffered for his people but also suffers 
with them.f “The descent of God to earth is the descent of God to the 
underside of the knife, plague, or rain of fire.”5 He understands our 
sufferings. His identity was attacked.g He was rejected and betrayed by 
others.h He was abandoned.i He was lied about, slandered, and person-

aEx. 2:24–25.
bEx. 3:7, emphasis added.
cPs. 34:18.
dPs. 9:9, 12.
eIsa. 53:3.
fActs 9:4–5; 1 Cor. 12:26–27.
gMatt. 4:3; 27:40.
hMatt. 26:47–50, 69–75; Mark 3:21; 14:43–45, 66–72; Luke 22:47–52; John 7:5.
iMatt. 26:56; Mark 14:50.
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ally attacked.j He was humiliated. He was in emotional agony.k He was 
in physical agony from being beaten and tortured. He was murdered. 
He experienced the worst agony imaginable, not only physically on the 
cross, but also emotionally and spiritually as well. At one point, he cried 
out: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”l

Jesus endured the cross because of his compassion and love for 
you. The New Testament repeatedly turns to the cross of Christ as the 
supreme demonstration of the love of God. John provides the most 
famous example: “By this we know love, that he laid down his life for 
us. . . .God is love. . . .In this is love, not that we have loved God but that 
he loved us and sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins.”m We can 
begin to appreciate the contours of God’s compassionate love by reflect-
ing on the cost of the cross and the depth of our need.6

Jesus shared in absolute abandonment and the pain of sufferers. 
He carries the burden of pain with you. Jesus understands your pain, 
because he was a victim of violence and suffered injustice. He knows 
what it means to bear shame. He knows what it means to be alone, 
naked, bleeding, and crying out to God. You can more meaningfully cel-
ebrate the victorious resurrection of Christ when you can identify with 
the horrendous victimizing of the cross. Jesus mirrors much of what 
you experienced (shame, humiliation, silence, betrayal, pain, mockery, 
travesty of justice, loneliness, etc.). In your suffering, you can be armed 
with the confidence that Christ also suffered unjustly.

When considering God’s solidarity in Christ with victims, it is 
important to highlight how Jesus is merciful and faithful. Hebrews 
2:17 connects Jesus’ suffering to his disposition toward us: “Therefore 
he had to be made like his brothers in every respect, so that he might 
become a merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God.”

Commenting on this passage, Calvin explains Christ’s desire to 
sympathize with us as we suffer:

And it is the true teaching of faith when we in our case find the rea-

son why the Son of God undertook our infirmities. For all knowledge 

without feeling the need of this benefit is cold and lifeless. But he 

teaches us that Christ was made subject to human affections, that He 

jJohn 8:41, 48.
kMatt. 26:36–46; Luke 22:39–46.
lMatt. 27:46.
m1 John 3:16; 4:8, 10.
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might be a merciful and faithful high priest. . . . For in a priest, whose 

office it is to appease God’s wrath, to help the miserable, to raise up 

the fallen, to relieve the oppressed, mercy is especially required, and it 

is what experience produces in us. For it is a rare thing for those who 

are always happy to sympathize with the sorrows of others. .  .  . The 

Son of God had no need of experience that He might know the emo-

tions of mercy. But we could not be persuaded that He is merciful and 

ready to help us had He not become acquainted by experience with 

our miseries. But this, as other things, has been as a favor given to us. 

Therefore whenever any evils pass over us, let it ever occur to us, that 

nothing happens to us but what the Son of God has Himself experi-

enced in order that He might sympathize with us; nor let us doubt 

but that He is at present with us as though He suffered with us. . . . 

An acquaintance with our sorrows and miseries so inclines Christ to 

compassion, that He is constant in imploring God’s aid for us.7

Jesus’ solidarity with those who suffer is also a ministry of acknowl-
edgment. The humiliation and death of Jesus acknowledges the ongo-
ing reality and striking power of violence and injustice. It is a powerful 
acknowledgment on God’s part of the persevering affliction of pain and 
suffering. This reflects the seriousness with which God takes the pres-
ence of innocent suffering.

God’s Sorrow

God’s solidarity with and compassion for those who suffer is the moti-
vation for his response of grief. Grief is not negative. People may claim 
that grief is usually negative and not something God does, but the Bible 
teaches that sorrow and grief are profound human emotions that help 
us come to grips with reality. When something of great value is lost, we 
express sorrow.

In the Bible, people grieve and express sorrow because God is a God 
who hears and responds. The sorrow of God plays a major role in the 
Old Testament. Because of his loving-kindness (hesed), the Bible reveals 
that God actually suffers for his people. His love for his people and his 
desire to be loved by them drives God to suffer with and for us. This is 
seen most clearly in the cross but is taught throughout the entire Bible. 
The way toward our healing is painful for God, as Walter Brueggemann 
writes: “But the way of healing is not an easy one for Yahweh; Yahweh 
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goes through loss, anguish, rage, and humiliation. The healing costs the 
healer a great deal.”8

Jesus was a man of sorrows and grief.n His grief is both for others 
in their suffering and sin and for what lies ahead of him at the cross. 
This is not just because he is the God-man and now experiences human 
emotions since he has a body. In his grief for others, Jesus is expressing 
the emotions of Yahweh as revealed in the Old Testament. As one who 
grieves, Jesus has compassion for and knows how to give comfort to 
those who weep and mourn.o

Resurrection

Rather than minimize grief, Jesus experiences it and comforts others in 
it. But mourning is not the final word. Resurrection is. He gives a word 
of comfort to those in distress. The knowledge of his resurrection is our 
hope and a major way of dealing with sorrow: “Let not your hearts be 
troubled. Believe in God; believe also in me. In my Father’s house are 
many rooms. If it were not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare 
a place for you? And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again 
and will take you to myself, that where I am you may be also.”p

The Bible teaches that our suffering is a place to experience God’s 
sustaining grace in our weakness.q It is clearly taught that grief is a 
natural response when one experiences loss, but it can be tempered by 
the knowledge of Christ and the resurrection.

The loss that causes grief is very real, but it is temporary. The knowl-
edge that softens the blow of grief is not an abstract platitude but the 
real resurrection of Jesus.r Our grief now is in the context of a future 
hope.s The hope of the new creation frames, but does not erase our pres-
ent mourning: “Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man. He will 
dwell with them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be 
with them as their God. He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, 
and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, 
nor pain anymore, for the former things have passed away.”t

nMatt. 23:37; 26:38; Mark 7:34; 8:12; 14:34; John 11:35; 12:27.
oLuke 7:13.
pJohn 14:1– 3.
q2 Cor. 1:8– 9.
r1 Corinthians 15.
s1 Thess. 4:13–18.
tRev. 21:3–4.
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The type of grieving and mourning we see in light of God’s redemp-
tion is not despair, but one of honesty and trust in the character of God 
with assurance that he knows, sees, hears, and cares. God uses this grief 
and mourning for your restoration. Geerhardus Vos describes this 
redemptive grief:

What the Lord expects from us at such seasons is not to abandon 

ourselves to unreasoning sorrow, but trustingly to look sorrow in 

the face, to scan its features, to search for the help and hope, which, 

as surely as God is our Father, must be there. In such trials there can 

be no comfort for us so long as we stand outside weeping. If only we 

will take the courage to fix our gaze deliberately upon the stern coun-

tenance of grief, and enter unafraid into the darkest recesses of our 

trouble, we shall find the terror gone, because the Lord has been there 

before us, and, coming out again, has left the place transfigured, mak-

ing of it by the grace of his resurrection a house of life, the very gate 

of heaven.9

Grief

Victims frequently ask: Is it okay to grieve what happened to me? Why 
do I feel guilty for mourning? Is it because I feel like I’m questioning 
God’s goodness? The cross is God’s solidarity with and compassion for 
the assaulted, and the resurrection is his promise that he can heal and 
redeem your suffering.

Grief is not a sinful emotion but is the result of sin. God and his 
people have legitimate grief because of sin and the pain it brings.u 
Because of God’s redemptive work, he will wipe away all of your tears.v 
We look forward to the day when grief will be banished. Therefore, 
you can have hope, which invites you to grieve, but not to grieve as 
one who does not have hope.w We grieve with hope because Jesus’ 
resurrection is proof to us that God is about healing, redeeming, and 
making all things new.

In Matthew 5:4 Jesus says, “Blessed are those who mourn, for 
they shall be comforted.”x Grief and mourning are a pivotal part of 
restoration. It can involve an extensive and painful process of identi-

uActs 8:2; 20:37–38; Phil. 2:27.
vRev. 7:17; 21:4.
w1 Thess. 4:13; 5:10; 1 Cor. 15:55–57.
xAlso see Isa. 61:2.
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fying and experiencing many losses. There is much to grieve because 
much has been taken from you: the loss of control over your own body, 
sometimes a loss of an entire childhood, the loss of not having had a 
protective or nurturing family or appropriate role models, and/or the 
loss of trust.

Grief might be ongoing, not just a step that is done and completed 
quickly, as victims face multiple losses they have suffered and are 
involved in the process of engaging grief as it emerges. Grieving out-
side of God’s redemptive work can be so overwhelming that it leaves 
no room for introspection and leads to despair. However, participat-
ing in God’s grief can be redemptive because you don’t have to deny or 
minimize what happened to you. Sorrow is embracing the sadness of 
losses that have grieved and angered the heart of God. Victims often 
fail to realize that God’s own sorrow for what has happened is deep and 
profound. Mourn. Grieve. Cry. God is grieved by and angry at what hap-
pened to you. He is even more grieved and angry than you are, so you are 
invited to participate with God in his grief and anger.

That is why your cry does not need to be one of despair but can be 
a cry of hope and faith. While the cross shows us that God understands 
pain and does not judge you for your feelings of grief, the resurrection 
shows you that God is active in restoring peace (shalom), and that he 
conquered sin and is reversing its effects.

Your mourning and grief can be a protest at how things are. Things 
are not the way they’re supposed to be. And these can be cries of hope 
that the way it will be—peace restored, no more pain—might be 
known more fully now.

Grief is not the main or only response to the pain you feel, but it is 
an appropriate and good response. Grief intensifies the sadness in fac-
ing the loss. Grief admits that there are scars that can be removed only 
in heaven. Grief opens the heart, replacing hardness and contempt with 
tenderness and vulnerability.

Facing the Truth

The first step in facing the truth about victimization begins when 
you say, “Yes, I was assaulted, and those who hurt me took something 
away I can never get back.” The past, no matter how painful and over-
whelming, may seem like an enemy. But in the process of healing, such 
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memories are being used by God to transform us, not destroy us. What 
others did to you with evil intents to harm, God uses for good for you 
and others.y Romans 8:28 promises: “And we know that for those who 
love God all things work together for good, for those who are called 
according to his purpose.”

Admitting the Damage

In addition to facing this truth, it is necessary to admit the damage 
that has occurred. Minimizing your loss may seem courageous and 
charitable, but it helps no one. You do not help yourself by living in the 
darkness of denial. It takes courage to admit the devastating effects of 
the assault to yourself and others. In the process of telling others, you 
might see that in your denial you tried to protect yourself from further 
betrayal or comfort yourself by relying on obsessive-compulsive behav-
iors, abusing drugs or alcohol, creating distance in relationships and 
isolating yourself, and/or promiscuity.

Naming Evil

The only way to move from denial, isolation, and self-protection is to 
look honestly at the assault that has been done to you. Healing begins 
when the secret is disclosed and the shackles of silence are broken. 
Healing involves naming evil for what it is and seeing how God rages 
against it to reestablish shalom and proclaim his steadfast love for you. 
About naming the wounds caused by wrongdoings, Miroslav Volf 
wites:

We must name the troubling past truthfully—we must come to clar-

ity about what happened, how we reacted, and how we are reacting to 

it now—to be freed from its destructive hold on our lives. Granted, 

truthful naming will not by itself heal memories of wrong suffered: 

but without truthful naming, all measures we might undertake to 

heal such memories will remain incomplete.10

God’s Presence

As you grieve, no magic words or pious platitudes will make the pain 
go away. But in the middle of your suffering, you are not alone. This 

yGen. 50:20.
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is not the entire message of redemption, but it is a significant part of 
it. Somehow, God is present in the darkness and pain. This does not 
remove the fear, the anxiety, and the struggle, but it does remind us that 
God is there when we reach out into the darkness.

Psalm 46:1 proclaims, “God is our refuge and strength, a very pres-
ent help in trouble.” David does not promise there will be no trouble or 
any heartache in this life. He only promises that God is with you in the 
trouble. The cross and resurrection show you that God mysteriously 
pulls you toward him even as you squirm and resist. And he is there in 
the dark places when you feel most alone.

In all of this anguish, God is present even when you feel alone. This 
is a paradox: How can you feel so alone and yet sense deeply that God 
is near? David describes much the same experience in Psalm 10. David 
cries out in verse 1: “Why, O Lord do you stand far away? Why do you 
hide yourself in times of trouble?” But then David declares unequivo-
cally in verse 17: “O Lord, you hear the desire of the afflicted; you will 
strengthen their heart; you will incline your ear.” The laments of this 
psalm encourage us to risk the danger of speaking boldly and person-
ally to God. Walter Brueggemann reminds us that “the laments are 
refusals to settle for the way things are. They are acts of relentless hope 
that believes no situation falls outside Yahweh’s capacity for transfor-
mation. No situation falls outside of Yahweh’s responsibility.”11 Psalm 
10 can serve as a prayer for you as you reflect on the temptation of denial 
and the need for grief and mourning while still hoping in God’s healing 
and restoration.

Confidence

Because of Jesus, you have the privilege to confidently go to God and 
receive grace and mercy. Your need and your cries don’t cause God to 
shun you or distance himself from you. Rather, he has compassion on 
you. Hebrews 4:14–16 says: “Since then we have a great high priest who 
has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold fast 
our confession. For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sym-
pathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been 
tempted as we are, yet without sin. Let us then with confidence draw 
near to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and find grace to 
help in time of need.”
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What happens if you remain in denial? You ignore your need and 
cling to things that offer false confidence and settle for something 
besides grace and mercy. However, you are invited to go confidently to 
God when you grieve and acknowledge your weakness and suffering. 
He joyfully responds with grace and mercy.
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Crystal’s Story

My name is Crystal. I grew up in a non-Christian home where life was 
never happy. I have awful memories of my father coming into my bed-
room late at night when he would crawl into my bed, fondle me, and 
masturbate. I always pretended to be asleep because I was scared of what 
he would do if he knew I was awake. Because of this, I grew up believing 
that I somehow caused my father’s evil behavior, which left me feeling 
dirty and dishonored. And because I led him to believe I was asleep, I 
wrongfully believed that I played a culpable role.

Sadly, as I developed from a girl into a woman, I continued to carry 
around the lie of this distorted sense of self. My parents divorced—which 
was a relief—but my father moved on to other victims. All the while I 
continued to experience a deep sense of dirtiness. I felt damaged. To avoid 
thinking about the pain from my childhood, I immersed myself in my 
school studies. I excelled academically and by the end of high school was 
elated to leave home after I had received a scholarship to a top university.

I believed that college would give me a fresh start on life and help 
me find a new identity. I never wanted anyone to know what my father 
had done to me as a little girl. I instantly found new friends in campus 
groups and activities and was able to hide amid all the fun. I was desper-
ate to fit in and have a normal college experience. And because of what 
I’d suffered, I figured that life owed me.

The fun I believed I was entitled to came to an end. I’d spent an 
evening bar hopping with my girlfriends and at the end of the night 
I met a cute guy who bought me a few drinks, and I spent the evening 
chatting with him. For the first time, I felt confident around a guy and 
was enjoying his attention. When the bar closed, he offered to drive me 
home. And while I was hesitant to be alone with a guy, I didn’t want to 
appear anything less than carefree to him or to my girlfriends. Instead 
of driving me home, he took me to a neighborhood park where he 
started kissing and fondling me.
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Suddenly, the memories from childhood that I had tucked away 
came flooding back. I froze in shock. Despite my refusing his advances 
by pushing his hands away and saying “No!” he persisted by whining, 
begging, and more touching. But his determination scared me. He even 
threatened to leave me at the park to find my own way home, so I gave up. 
I figured that back at the bar I must have led him to believe that I wanted 
this, and I was afraid of what my girlfriends would think of me if I were 
to tell them I refused his advances. His touching and kissing continued. 
He grabbed my hand and had me masturbate and orally stimulate him. 
He held my head down until he was finished and then drove me home in 
silence as I cried. As I wept I kept asking myself: “Do I only exist for men’s 
perverted and controlling pleasure?” First, my father masturbated while 
he touched me, and now I’m forced to masturbate this stranger.

I felt like damaged goods. How could I have let this happen again? 
I was scared; I felt sick, dirty, and disgusted with myself and the world. 
I had spent years as a nervous, anxious little girl feeling unloved and 
dirty and had worked so hard to transform myself into a seemingly fun, 
carefree, and confident woman. I realized that I wasn’t what I had been 
pretending to be. Suddenly I was that anxiety-ridden little girl again 
who made men do bad things to her. I made a vow that no one would 
ever touch me again or hurt me in any way. No one could be trusted. I 
shut down emotionally and became depressed, withdrawn, and uncon-
cerned about my future.

Eventually my roommate convinced me to speak with one of the 
college mental health counselors, where I was told that I needed to 
reclaim my life. I had to reassert my sense of self and believe again that 
I was worthwhile by reclaiming the power and control taken from 
me. I walked out of her office determined to regain my life. But what 
developed out of that was an eating disorder, isolation from all men, 
depression, and an obsession with academics and performance. This 
continued for many years.

Then I met Jesus. A girlfriend kept inviting me to church, and I 
decided I’d finally go, just once, so she would leave me alone. I always 
assumed that Christianity was about following a list of “dos and don’ts.” 
I thought, especially I because I felt so dirty and damaged, that if I 
wanted to participate in church, I’d have to fix myself up first.

The message I heard that morning was the exact opposite. Instead, I 
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heard that if I have faith in Jesus, God knows me, loves me, forgives me, 
vindicates my suffering, and calls me his own. It is all about Jesus and 
not what I have done, will do, need to do, or even what has been done 
to me. Because of what Jesus did on the cross, God does not see me as 
defiled, damaged, dirty, or unworthy. Never in all my life had I heard 
such good news before.

It took a while for me to trust in Jesus, but God was gentle and 
patient with me. And I knew I was in good company as I began to realize 
that Jesus suffered and felt like no one cared. I was deeply comforted to 
know that the Creator of the universe understood me and cared in the 
middle of my loneliness.

However, I didn’t feel secure in his love for me. I feared that once 
God realized how messed up I really was he would eventually leave me. 
Initially, I fought him, determined to deal with life in my own way. I 
knew how life played out; outwardly I was friendly and nice with people 
around me, but I always made sure to keep a distance.

Then the light dawned on me—God created me and knows me. 
He knows everything that happened to me, everything I’ve done, and 
all the dirtiness, filth, and shame I’d felt. His grace is bigger than my 
life, bigger than my pain, bigger than my sin. He came down from his 
throne, took on flesh, and willingly went to the cross for me. There 
is no greater love than this. As people have lied, hurt, abused, mis-
treated, and abandoned me, I, too, had lied, hurt, abused, mistreated, 
and abandoned God; yet he still loves me. I am not “damaged goods.” 
I am his daughter, more precious than gold. I am a child of God—the 
God who rules everything. With this new identity comes much. I have 
an inheritance that will never perish, a Savior in Jesus who knows my 
struggles and empathizes with me, and a God who will never leave me 
nor forsake me.

One of my favorite Bible verses is Joel 2:25, “I will restore to you the 
years that the swarming locust has eaten.” He has restored so much, my 
purpose, my dignity, my trust in others, my relationships, and most of 
all, my identity. I’m a child of God made in the image of a good and lov-
ing Father. Life is not perfect and it won’t be until Jesus comes again or 
God takes me to my eternal home, but life is different. He is still redeem-
ing and restoring me for his glory and my joy.
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Distorted Self-Image

Sexual assault maligns a victim’s sense of self and communicates that 

victims are stupid, foolish, worthless, defiled, or dirty. A profoundly 

negative self-image or what some call low self-esteem is a pervasive 

consequence for sexual assault victims. Some victims had a distorted 

sense of self before the assault, and the violence against them simply 

reinforces the negative feelings about themselves. Others may have 

had a healthy sense of self, but after being victimized, a negative 

self-image develops. Either way, sexual assault commonly results 

in victims feeling a strong sense of disgust at the core of their self-

understanding.

Given that sexual assault inflicts powerlessness, betrayal, confu-

sion, and rejection, it is not surprising that victims often experience a 

distorted self-image. This can fuel self-blame, self-hate, and self-harm. 

Distorted self-image can also lead to isolation from others who might 

help restore a sense of safety, grace, and love. It may even convince the 

victim to pursue relationships and interactions with others that lead to 

further chronic suffering, thereby perpetuating and intensifying the 

negative self-perception.

The distortion of a victim’s sense of self can range from feeling 

“not myself” to losing any sense of self at all.1 The reasons for such self-

concepts are various. The experience of sexual violation involves being 

objectified and used for the satisfaction of another. Experiencing one’s 

own desires as being utterly disregarded is an intense loss of dignity.

The fact that the violence was sexual adds the stigma of feel-

ing defiled, dirty, and damaged. It is not uncommon for some vic-

tims to be physically aroused at some point during the assault. If  

victims experience any emotional gratification or physical pleasure 

during the assault, they might feel a sense of guilt or shame that fur-

ther reinforces the already distorted negative self-image. Feeling as if 
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they “failed” to protect themselves from bodily violation, threat, and 
humiliation can cause victims to direct profound feelings of blame, 
anger, and shame at themselves.

In addition to victims having a negative self-image due to the 
experience of assault, perpetrators also reinforce all these negative 
self-beliefs. Many perpetrators can detect and exploit their victims’ 
distorted sense of self and inflict verbal and psychological abuse on 
their victims by degrading, insulting, and blaming them for the assault. 
Victims may internalize all of this, which further perpetuates and 
strengthens their negative self-images.

Family and friends may also reinforce negative self-concepts. 
Sometimes they cause disgrace and judgment when they question a 
victim’s role in the assault or imply that the victim cued the assault, 
brought it on themself, or asked for it in some way.

Additionally, myths about sexual assault are part of the general 
culture. The overwhelming cumulative impact of these myths is to fur-
ther intensify the negative self-image of victims. Unchallenged sexual 
assault myths perpetuate feelings of guilt, shame, and self-blaming ten-
dencies for victims. Existing myths contribute to the distorted meaning 
victims attach to their sexual victimization.

Calling what victims feel “low self-esteem” is not accurate because 
it fails miserably to convey adequately the extent of damage to one’s 
self-concept. Many victims perceive themselves as being vile, defiled, 
filthy, and dirty as opposed to them having had a vile, defiled, and dirty 
act done to them. Disgrace done to victims can result in them feeling 
disgust toward themselves. The issue of identity is a significant part of a 
victim’s distorted self-image. A sense of identity confusion about “who 
I am” can contribute to an identity of self-condemnation or a view of 
the self as nothing.

In response to the negative self-image many victims suffer under, 
some family members, friends, or counselors may suggest various forms of 
self-esteem enhancements that usually focus on positive self-statements 
and other self-healing exercises. These are used to reconstruct the victim’s 
identity. However, these self-enhancements end up being only “home-
made rituals.”2

The truth is we are powerless to heal ourselves. Research shows that 
self-help actually results in self-harm. Self-help statements have been 
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found to be ineffective and even harmful because “they may even back-
fire, making some people feel worse rather than better.”3 If the positive 
self-statement does not “stick,” the result is to return to one’s original 
negative self-perception and hold it more strongly.4 For example, if 
people who believe that they are unlovable repeat, “I am a lovable per-
son,” they may dismiss this statement fairly quickly and perhaps even 
reinforce their convictions that they are unlovable.5

With regard to negative self-concepts, our powerlessness to heal 
ourselves is evident: “Positive self-statements have more impact on 
people with low self-esteem than on people with high self-esteem, and 
the impact on people with low self-esteem is negative.”6 The conse-
quences are that positive self-statements are especially likely to backfire 
and cause harm for the very people they are meant to benefit: people 
with low self-esteem.7

This rejection of simplistic self-esteem enhancement methods is 
not because we want you to continue in self-loathing but because some-
thing better exists. To experience healing and freedom, your identity 
must be established on the work of Christ, not on the foundation of 
the shame and self-hate that frequently results from assault. Making a 
transition from a “victim” identity to an identity in Christ is offered in 
God’s redemptive work through Jesus.

You need to know God’s statements and images about who you are, 
not self-produced positive statements or the lies being told to you by 
your experience of disgrace. Confronting your distorted self-image and 
having your identity reconstructed is not a chore you do but is the fruit 
of having faith in the person and work of Jesus.

Renewed Identity

We cannot avoid questions like “Who am I really?” and we can only 
answer it by answering the prior question “Of what story do I find 
myself a part?” Story is powerful. The link between story and identity 
cannot be overstated.

Being a victim of sexual assault is part of your story that you should 
not deny or minimize. If it becomes the story about you, then your 
identity will be founded on disgrace. Confusion about who you are 
can contribute to an identity of self-condemnation and a view of self as 
“worthless” or “unlovable.” Perhaps you’ve adopted false identities like 
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these messages because of what you repeatedly tell yourself or because 
of what others have told you about who you are. Some false identi-
ties adopted by survivors of sexual assault are: worthless, damaged, 
gross, disgusting, defiled, screwed up, used, impure, and unwanted. 
Messages we are told about ourselves and messages we speak to our-
selves throughout life shape our identity.

Whether you were assaulted as a child, teenager, and/or adult you 
may be tempted to define your life by the abuse, by your wounds, by 
your quests for comfort or revenge, or by the relationships that secure 
approval or self-control. Whether you realize it or not, you may be 
placing expectations on those around you to relate to you as a victim 
who must be protected yet who is slow to trust anyone’s protection. 
You may be expecting them to play their part in the new story that you 
try to script for yourself, the one in which you’re never hurt again. One 
problem is that our identities are all messed up; we don’t know who we 
are and what we are.

In an attempt to counter your negative self-image, others may 
encourage you to see yourself in a story of self-love, self-reliance, and 
self-healing. But the identity that comes from that story is even darker 
disgrace and even more pain in the longer term because the self-made 
illusions about self cannot be maintained.

We should not construct our identities on shallow, wish fulfillment 
positive statements that we have no power to make a reality in our 
lives. The world will answer your questions of worth with affirmations 
of self-worth, self-esteem, and self-love. Your culture will tell you to 
first love yourself and then, and only then, can you rebuild a fractured 
identity and love others. Maybe you’ve heard the message that you can’t 
truly love others until you learn to love yourself, and that a lack of self-
worth is the basis of most psychological problems. These replies are 
insensitive to a suffering individual and do not answer the underlying 
problem of a distorted self-image. How do you receive or give love and 
affirmation when you believe that you are unlovable, dirty, worthless, 
impure, and corrupt?

Lewis Smedes describes the need for a renewed identity: “What I 
feel most is a glob of unworthiness. . . . What I need is a sense that God 
accepts me, owns me, holds me, affirms me, and will never let me go 
even if he is not too impressed with what he has on his hands.”8 Perhaps 
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you’ve been living so long with the belief that your abuse has either 
defined you or left you without an identity at all.

There is another story different from the victim story and the self-
affirmation story. God offers the redemptive story told in Scripture. The 
identity from that story is founded on grace in at least three specific 
ways.

Image of God

You are the image of God, which means that you have inherent dig-
nity. You are not an unplanned accident: “All born for torment and for 
mutual death. . . . Tormented atoms in a bed of mud, devoured by death, 
a mockery of fate.”9 You were “fearfully and wonderfully made.”a As the 
pinnacle of God’s creation, human beings reveal God more wonderfully 
than any other creature. Man and woman were created like God, by 
God, for God, and to be with God.b

Being the image of God is a title of both dignity and humility. We 
are images of God, which is a point of significant dignity and challenges 
any negative distorted self-images. However, we are only images of God, 
not divine in any way of ourselves. Our dignity is derived from whom 
we image. This is a title of humility, which counters some of the lofty 
positive self-statements you may be tempted to apply to yourself.

People of God, Children of God

If you have faith in Christ, your identity is secure and robust. God calls 
you certain things that convey value. The “people of God” is one of the 
most significant. When God addresses the Israelites, he frequently says 
“my people.” It is expressive of the covenant hesed relationship between 
God and his people: “I will be your God, and you shall be my people.”c 
Being “my people” means that God chose them in his unilateral sov-
ereign grace.d It also implies a community, as “people,” obviously, is 
plural. Additionally, it means that these people belong to God as his 
possession10 and that he is responsible for them and cares for them. In 
Exodus 19:5, God refers to his people as “my treasured possession.”

Being a member of the people or family of God means that God 

aPs. 139:14.
bGen. 1:26–27; 2:15.
cEx. 6:7, 10:3; Lev. 26:12; Deut. 31:16; Jer. 7:23; 11:4; 30:22; Ezek. 36:28.
dDeut. 7:6.
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accepts you: “The Lord takes pleasure in his people.”e “Takes plea-
sure” literally means “accepts” and alludes to God’s acceptance of pro-
pitiation offerings, which is based on the Day of Atonement sacrifices 
described in Leviticus 16.11 It is a perfect picture of our relationship to 
God through Christ. We are accepted because God accepted Christ’s 
sacrifice in our place on our behalf.

Being his people establishes your identity and worth: “Whoever 
touches you touches the apple of his eye.”f “Touching” refers to “harm-
fully touching” or “plundering” God’s elect people. This passage says 
it is tantamount to injuring God. “Apple of his eye” is a remarkable 
expression. It represents one of the most important and vulnerable 
parts of the body. To strike a blow at God’s people is to strike one at God, 
wounding him in a most sensitive area. “Apple of his eye” describes 
something precious, easily injured, and demanding protection.

This intimacy of God’s concern for his people is seen clearly in the 
declaration that you are a child of God if you trust in Christ.g This is, 
perhaps, the most amazing thing you can be called. This new identity is 
rooted in being adopted into God’s family. Because you are adopted by 
God,h you are an heir of God and fellow heirs with Christ.i Another way 
of saying this is that you are a child of the promise.j

Paul writes that God “has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual 
blessing in the heavenly places.”k There is simply no spiritual blessing 
that can compare with the glorious and gracious gift of adoption: “In 
love, [God] predestined us for adoption as sons.”l This is why J. I. Packer 
calls adoption “the highest privilege that the gospel offers: higher even 
than justification.”12

Understanding adoption is central for understanding your rela-
tionship with God.13 A key passage that unpacks the meaning of adop-
tion is Galatians 4:4–7:

But when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son, born 

of woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were under the 

ePs. 149:4.
fZech. 2:8 niv.
g1 John 3:1–2.
hRom. 8:15.
iRom. 8:17.
jRom. 9:8.
kEph. 1:3.
lEph. 1:4–5.
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law, so that we might receive adoption as sons. And because you are 

sons, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, “Abba! 

Father!” So you are no longer a slave, but a son, and if a son, then an 

heir through God.

We see in this passage that it takes the entire Godhead, the holy 
Trinity—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—to complete our adoption. 
God the Father plans and initiates our adoption. Twice Paul says  
that God the Father “sent.” At the fullness of time, the Father “sent” 
the Son into the world to redeem us and to secure our adoption and 
make us heirs. And the Father “has sent” the Spirit of Jesus into our 
hearts to seal our adoption.

Our adoption process began long ago. God the Father initiates and 
plans our adoption from eternity past.m Before the dawn of time, God 
the Father’s heart of love was fixed upon you. The Father’s adoption 
plan started in eternity past, and the blessings and joys that flow from 
this grace of adoption will continue throughout the endless ages of 
eternity. Then, in history, the Father sends both the Son and the Spirit 
to make our adoption happen.

The Father looked out at a world in rebellion against him. He saw 
the world filled with “children of wrath.”n He saw children who had 
rejected him, walked away from him, turned their backs on him, and 
wanted nothing to do with him. And what is the Father’s response? Out 
of his great love, he sends his one and only Son, his beloved Son, into the 
world to make “children of wrath” into “children of God”!

Because of the great love of God the Father, we are now children of 
God: “See what kind of love the Father has given to us, that we should 
be called children of God.”o For this reason John Owen wrote: “The 
greatest sorrow and burden you can lay upon the Father, the greatest 
unkindness you can do to Him, is not to believe that He loves you.”14

Paul applies this grace of adoption in order to undermine the per-
formance mind-set that we are somehow more accepted by our Father 
by what we do, instead of because of who we are already in Christ. The 
Galatians were foolishly adding works of the law alongside faith in 
Christ as the way to be truly accepted by God. Paul labors to show that 

mIbid.
nEph. 2:3.
o1 John 3:1.
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we are accepted by God the Father by trusting in Jesus Christ, apart from 
any works. Because you are adopted, you are now “pitied, protected, and 
provided for” by your heavenly Father.15 God adopted you and accepted 
you because he loves you. You didn’t do anything to deserve his love. 
He loved you when you were unlovable. Remember this when you feel 
unlovable.

God the Son secures our adoption by redeeming us (Gal. 4:4b–5). 
God the Son came into this world as Jesus in order “to redeem those 
who were under the law, so that we might receive adoption as sons.” The 
grace of the Son of God in the gift of adoption is simply staggering. The 
Son left his Father’s throne above, took on human flesh, lived his entire 
life of perfect righteousness under the Law, and then died on the cross, 
redeeming us from the curse of the Law by becoming a curse for us, so 
that we might receive the adoption as sons.

Out of sheer grace, Jesus willingly endured being forsaken and 
abandoned by God the Father on the cross (“My God, my God, why have 
you forsaken me?”p), so that we might be accepted and adopted by God 
the Father. In addition to this, Paul makes clear both in this passage 
and in Romans 8:15–17, that if we are adopted, then we are also heirs of 
God and co-heirs with Jesus Christ, our elder brother. Everything that 
the Son owns we have coming to us as a future inheritance. He owns 
everything. He is the “heir of all things.”q

Therefore, we have everything coming to us in the Son because we 
are co-heirs with him. “All things are yours, whether . . . the world or life 
or death or the present or the future—all are yours, and you are Christ’s, 
and Christ is God’s.”r Our identity is secure. We were bought with the 
precious blood of Christ. And we have a glorious inheritance coming 
to us all because we have a new identity in him. We are now adopted as 
sons and daughters into the household of God, with all the rights and 
privileges of those who are children of God.

God goes one step further. God the Father has sent God the Spirit, 
“the Spirit of his Son,” into our hearts, crying, “Abba! Father!” It is as if 
God the Father wanted to ensure that we actually believe, know, and 
have sealed onto our hearts that we are his children. It is not enough for 
it simply to be legally true that we are adopted. Like a good Father, God 

pMatt. 27:46.
qHeb. 1:2.
r1 Cor. 3:21–23.
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continually assures us that we are his children. An adopted child might 
be, at times, suspicious that he is really and fully part of a family. In the 
same way, we often might doubt whether we have been truly accepted by 
God. God the Father wants to assure us that we are truly and fully part 
of the household of God. He wants you to know and believe that you are 
his child. So God sends the “Spirit of his Son,” the “Spirit of adoption” 
into your heart to seal your new identity in your everyday experience.s

Jesus told his disciples: “I will ask the Father, and he will give you 
another Helper, to be with you forever, even the Spirit of truth. . . . You 
know him, for he dwells with you and will be in you. I will not leave 
you as orphans; I will come to you.”t You are not an orphan alone in this 
world.

The Spirit of Jesus, the Spirit of sonship, the Spirit of adoption, 
the Holy Spirit of God was sent by the Father into your heart, cry-
ing “Abba! Father!” When you are suffering and the cry of your heart 
is “Abba! Father!” then the Holy Spirit is assuring you that you are  
God’s child. You are not an orphan alone in this world. The Spirit is 
testifying in your spirit that you are a child of God. God is not against 
you. He is for you in Christ. He loves you. He is working all things 
together for your good and his glory.

This is the glorious new identity of every child of God. You are now 
a member of God’s family.

Righteousness of God

God also uses shocking words and phrases to describe those who are 
his: redeemed and forgiven,u made righteous,v new creation,w God’s 
workmanship,x reconciled to God,y saint,z chosen, holy, and beloved,aa 
child of light, not darkness,ab pure, blameless, glory of God,ac holy, 
blameless, and above reproach,ad and the righteousness of God.ae

sRom. 8:15.
tJohn 14:16–18.
uEph. 1:6–8.
vRom. 5:1.
w2 Cor. 5:17.
xEph. 2:10.
y2 Cor. 5:18.
z1 Cor. 1:2; Eph. 1:1; Phil. 1:1.
aaCol. 3:12.
ab1 Thess. 5:5.
acPhil 1:10–11.
adCol. 1:21–22.
ae2 Cor. 5:21.
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Second Corinthians 5:21 is an amazing statement: “For our sake he 
made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become 
the righteousness of God.” Because of faith in Christ, you are the righ-
teousness of God. This is imputation, which is ascribing characteristics 
to someone that they do not have by nature. Impute means to treat “as 
if.” John Calvin writes: “Justification, moreover, we thus define: The 
sinner being admitted into communion with Christ is, for his sake, 
reconciled to God; when purged by his blood he obtains the remission 
of sins, and clothed with righteousness, just as if it were his own, stands 
secure before the judgment seat of heaven.”16

Imputation is the crediting in our favor, from the standpoint of 
God, who is the source of all judgment, the perfect moral worth of Jesus. 
It also implies the humiliation of Jesus, by means of the transfer to him 
of the full burden of the disgraces we have done and those done to us.

The benefit of this is reconciliation and a new identity. In Colossians 
1:21–22, we read an amazing promise: “And you, who once were alien-
ated and hostile in mind, doing evil deeds, he has now reconciled in his 
body of flesh by his death, in order to present you holy and blameless 
and above reproach before him.” Notice the words, “holy,” “blameless,” 
and “above reproach.” These descriptive words are usually used to refer 
to Jesus Christ. But now, because of what Jesus Christ has done for 
us, paying the penalty of sins, we can now stand before God as we are 
declared holy, blameless, and above reproach.

By faith we are “in Christ” and as such we are seen as he is. His righ-
teousness, holiness, and blamelessness are imputed to us.

Secure in Christ

If you are in Christ, your identity is deeper than any of your wounds. It 
is also found in Christ and founded on Christ, who is God, so your new 
identity is more secure and stable than any other identity that has been 
attributed to you.

This truth brings great relief, because you are not doomed to live 
as a victim. It doesn’t eliminate your wounds nor silence your cry for 
deliverance or healing. But it does mean those wounds are not the final 
word on who you are. They don’t enslave you and determine your life.

You can rest in the knowledge and assurance of your new identity 
because you did not earn it. It was achieved for you by God. Your iden-
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tity is not only founded on being called an image of God, but even more 
so in the activity of Jesus on your behalf:

Therefore when we say that the righteousness of Christ is imputed to 

us for justification and that we are just before God through imputed 

righteousness and not through any righteousness inherent in us, we 

mean nothing else than that the obedience of Christ rendered in our 

name to God the Father is so given to us by God that it is reckoned to 

be truly ours and that it is the sole and only righteousness on account 

of and by the merit of which we are absolved from the guilt of our sins 

and obtain a right to life.17 

The difference between identity in Christ and anything else is huge. The 
difference is between resignation to a life as victim and its consequences 
versus living securely in Christ and all the grace that comes with it.

You do not have to fundamentally view yourself as the sum of your 
past experiences. There is another option. Martin Luther writes: “A 
Christian does not live in himself, but in Christ and in his neighbor. . . . 
He lives in Christ through faith, in his neighbor through love. By faith 
he is caught up beyond himself into God. By love he descends beneath 
himself into his neighbor. Yet he always remains in God and in his 
love.”18 His point is that you are neither made nor unmade by what 
others do to you or what you do. The heart of your identity rests in the 
hands of God. You are most properly yourself because God is in you and 
you are in God. Of course, what others have done to you marks you and 
shapes who you are, but it does not define you. God’s love for you most 
fundamentally defines you.

Self-love and self-help do not work because we’ll never peel back 
enough layers of ourselves to find the true self at the core that is pure 
and lovable. We need a bigger love to rescue us, one that overcomes the 
effects of the fall and restores to us the dignity that has been lost. We 
need a more solid foundation upon which to rebuild identities broken 
by abuse.

That bigger love is hesed, God’s compassionate, faithful love 
expressed throughout the Bible for his people and perfectly reflected 
in the person and work of Jesus. Redemption doesn’t only reconcile the 
fractured relationship between you and God, it makes you his.

First Corinthians 3 is a powerful passage about identity. Verse 9 
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calls you God’s field and God’s building. Verse 16 calls you God’s temple. 
All these statements in 1 Corinthians 3 are about possession. Belonging 
to God means that you are valuable to God, that God is concerned about 
you, that God sees and knows you, and that God cares about you more 
than you do.

We are God’s field, meaning that God owns us and cultivates us. We 
are God’s temple. The temple is where God was most present, and God 
builds his temple. He will lay the foundation and make the jagged edges 
fit together masterfully. Notice his protection of his temple: “If anyone 
destroys God’s temple, God will destroy him. For God’s temple is holy, 
and you are that temple.”af

First Corinthians 3 culminates with this declaration in verse 23: 
“You are Christ’s, and Christ is God’s.” In other words, because you are 
in Christ, because he is your substitute, because he did the good you can-
not do on your behalf, because he gave you his righteousness, because 
he died for your sins, you belong to God. He has his grip on you. He is 
not letting you go. In 1 Corinthians, Paul says twice “You were bought 
with a price.”ag

Because your redemption is God’s initiative, you are secure. Nothing 
can separate you from the love of God: “For I am sure that neither death 
nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things present nor things to come, 
nor powers, nor height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will 
be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.”ah

You are secure in God because you are his and he cannot disown 
himself. Despite the identity your experience of assault bestows to you, 
the identity God bestows to you is even more powerful. This is what 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer writes in “Who Am I?”—a poem he wrote in his 
prison camp cell awaiting execution. Notice his identity confusion and 
where he finds security.

Who am I? They often tell me

I stepped from my cell’s confinement

Calmly, cheerfully, firmly,

Like a squire from his country-house.

Who am I? They often tell me

af1 Cor. 3:17.
ag1 Cor. 6:19–20; 1 Cor. 7:23.
ahRom. 8:38–39.
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I would talk to my warders

Freely and friendly and clearly,

As though it were mine to command.

Who am I? They also tell me

I would bear the days of misfortune

Equably, smilingly, proudly,

Like one accustomed to win.

Am I then really all that which other men tell of?

Or am I only what I know of myself?

Restless and longing and sick, like a bird in a cage,

Struggling for breath, as though hands were

Compressing my throat,

Yearning for colors, for flowers, for the voices of birds,

Thirsting for words of kindness, for neighborliness,

Tossing in expectation of great events,

Powerlessly trembling for friends at an infinite distance,

Weary and empty at praying, at thinking, at making,

Faint and ready to say farewell to it all?

Who am I? This or the other?

Am I one person today, and tomorrow another?

Am I both at once? A hypocrite before others,

And before myself a contemptibly woebegone weakling?

Or is something within me still like a beaten army,

Fleeing in disorder from victory already achieved?

Who am I? They mock me, these lonely questions of mine.

Whoever I am, Thou knowest, O God, I am thine.19

He found his identity answer in the security of being God’s. Because you 
are Christ’s and Christ is God’s, God accepts, owns, and affirms you. God 
will never let you go even when you think he may be unimpressed with 
you. That’s because when you trust in who Jesus is and what he did, your 
identity is found in Christ.

The gospel changes our identity problem. Once we know how God 
sees us, we are free in our relationships with God, others, and ourselves. 
We don’t have to keep the disguise going anymore. In order to have the 
cycle of disgrace broken, we need a God before whom we can put aside 
the disguises. When we trust in Christ, disgrace is halted and we can 
step onto the firm ground of God’s acceptance and hesed.

You are more than what your assault experience tells you. If you 
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are “in him,” 2 Corinthians 5:21 calls you the “righteousness of God.” 
The final word on you is not that you are a victim, but that you are the 
righteousness of God.

You don’t have to live under illusions of your idealized self. You are 
not encouraged to suffer under the pain of feeling dirty and worthless. 
Because you are the righteousness of God, in the place of those feelings, 
peace, acceptance, and comfort might emerge.

You are not what your experience of assault calls you or what 
your perpetrator says about you. Also, you are not your positive self- 
statement. Based on your being in Christ by faith, you are the opposite 
of what your experience or perpetrator would say about you, and you 
are called way better than any positive self-statement you could imagine 
to apply to yourself.

You are Christ’s, and Christ is God’s. Therefore you can say the 
words of the psalmist in confidence: “This I know, that God is for me.”ai

aiPs. 56:9.
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Barbara’s Story

My name is Barbara. It has been a little over three years since I was last 

raped by my husband. From the beginning of our marriage he was con-

trolling and mean, but never sexually abusive . . . until I got pregnant 

with our first child. I was put on bed rest at twenty-five weeks and told 

to refrain from sex for the duration of the pregnancy. My husband did 

not like this and told me it was my duty to have sex with him. He started 

questioning whether I loved him and enjoyed having sex with him.

I went along with his pleas and demands because I wanted to please 

him and prove my love. But as time went on I became annoyed and 

angry. I was pregnant and he didn’t seem to care about me or the baby’s 

well-being. Many nights I would wake up to him having sex with me. 

When I told him to stop or that I was in pain, he ignored my pleas, told 

me to be quiet, or argued that I was to be submissive. The abuse became 

more frequent and at times violent. He threatened to leave me if I didn’t 

have sex with him when and how he wanted. He often misquoted 

Scripture to control me and verbally tore me apart with his mean and 

vindictive words.

I rationalized his behavior because he was insecure, abused as a 

child, and didn’t grow up with a supportive and loving family. I felt 

sorry for him and believed his tears, apologies, and promises of change. 

For many years I didn’t see what was happening as rape. Even though 

I resisted, said no, and pleaded with him to stop, I always thought that 

what transpired was the result of a communication problem (Was I clear 
that I did not want to have sex tonight?) or misunderstanding (I told him I 
didn’t want to, but perhaps I gave him the wrong signals?). It was easier and 

less scary to believe those were the reasons rather than accept that my 

husband was raping me on a regular basis.

I felt betrayed that my husband would violate me like he did. 

Additionally, I felt abandoned by God and that I had disappointed him 

RidOfMyDisgrace.15989.i05.indd   85 12/2/10   4:09 PM



86  Grace Applied

because I had failed as a wife. I was humiliated and ashamed that my 
marriage was falling apart and far from the picture-perfect image we 
presented to others. Shame and fear prevented me from reaching out to 
my closest friends for help. I even thought, “Who would believe that a 
husband would rape his own wife?” I became more and more isolated 
from everyone in my life because of shame, embarrassment, and fear 
of my husband if I were to say anything. From the outside everyone 
thought our lives were perfect, but I was living in hell.

I made every effort to be the model wife, mother, and homemaker, 
but inside I became numb as despair took over. I emotionally shut  
down in order to deal with the ongoing pain he caused. I walked around 
on eggshells every day never knowing what would set him off—my 
cooking, the laundry, the kids, the bills, my appearance. I blamed myself 
for a failed marriage and believed that if I was prettier, skinnier, a better 
cook, better in bed, or more outgoing that he would treat me better, love 
me more, stop hurting me, and start protecting me.

I feel like I should have known better than to marry him. I knew 
he got jealous easily, and I was often pressured for sex before we got 
married. I felt like I should have seen this coming and felt stupid for 
marrying him. This piled on even more shame and embarrassment. I 
blamed myself for what I was suffering. There were so many times when 
I wanted to cry out to God for help and understanding, but I didn’t 
believe that he cared or would even listen to me. I had made a mess of 
my life and had to deal with it. I didn’t see any way out.

But something changed inside of me when our daughter started 
puberty. I became fearful that he would start sexually abusing her, also. 
Then, one night while we were fighting, our daughter tried to break it 
up and he hit her. I knew it was only a matter of time before he started 
raping my daughter. I left that night with my three kids and moved in 
with my parents. We are now divorced and the children and I are safe 
from him.

My understanding of God as a loving Father who cares for me per-
sonally has developed over the years since the marriage ended. He is not 
a God who is disappointed in me, but a loving Father who sees the pain 
I have suffered, comforts me, and lets me know that he understands my 
shame and humiliation. I now see the freedom in not hiding my shame 
and suffering, and I’m now able to be honest about my brokenness and 
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need before God and others. I only have this understanding and assur-
ance because I have received grace and mercy through Jesus Christ.

My story is no longer steeped in shame because Jesus took it all and 
ended its grip on me with his death on the cross. Jesus died for me, a 
sinner who used to think that I had no need for him, especially when 
I was suffering. Because of his death and resurrection, I am no longer 
identified by the sins I have committed or by the sins that have been 
committed against me. Unlike my husband who did not love me as 
God intended, God is for me and loves me. God sees me as perfect, pure, 
righteous, and holy because of what Christ did for me.

I can now say truthfully that I am not responsible for my husband’s 
behavior; he sinned against me. However, I still mourn the loss of the 
relationship and what it could have been. Occasionally, I have a ten-
dency to hide from others in self-protection or act as if all is well when 
I am upset, lonely, scared, or angry. But by God’s grace I am learning 
to trust him and others again. It is liberating when I am honest about 
my emotions and needs with God and with others. There is such joy in 
knowing that he is stronger than my shame and suffering. After years 
of rape, abuse, rejection, betrayal, and pain it is wonderful to have con-
fidence in a Savior who conquered death so all that pain is not the end 
of my story. Because of Jesus I have a guarantee that one day in heaven 
I will not feel even a trace of shame, embarrassment, or rejection. I wait 
for his return.
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Shame

Sexual assault is shameful for victims, and feelings of nakedness, rejec-
tion, and dirtiness are often associated with their assault. The feeling of 
shameful self-blame is often powerful and prominent for many victims. 
Jean-Paul Sartre accurately describes shame as “a hemorrhage of the 
soul” that is a painful, unexpected, and disorienting experience. Shame 
has the power to take our breath away and smother us with condemna-
tion, rejection, and disgust.

Shame is a painfully confusing experience—a sort of mental and 
emotional disintegration that makes us acutely aware of our inadequa-
cies, shortcomings, and is often associated with a shrinking feeling of 
failure.1 Shame can be simultaneously self-negating and self-absorbed: 
“All day long my disgrace is before me, and shame has covered my face.”a

What emerges from the core destructive perceptions of self are rela-
tional fears of rejection: “Shamed people feel exposed. Although shame 
doesn’t necessarily involve an actual observing audience that is present 
to witness one’s shortcomings, there is often the imagery of how one’s 
destructive self would appear to others.”2 Shame is utterly isolating.

Shame can be particularly destructive if a victim feels stigmatized 
by withering, energy-draining feelings of worthlessness. Describing 
the suffering of shame, Dan Allender and Tremper Longman write: “To 
be covered in shame is to feel the self engulfed in something disgusting, 
even hideous. It may seem extreme, but the experience of shame feels 
like a prolonged, torturous death.”3

Sexual assault victims have been personally violated, their sense of 
self trampled, their boundaries defiled. If you are a victim of assault, 
the desire to hide from others is understandable. Maybe in your self-
loathing you inflict emotional or physical self-harm. Or in an effort to 
control your environment you concoct complicated eating regimens 

aPs. 44:15.
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(eating disorders) or become compulsive in your behaviors. You feel 
guilty so you self-punish. You want to escape, so you drink or do drugs. 
Or you’re cruel to others and sabotage relationships that should be 
places of refuge. Whatever the behavior, you’re destroying your life and 
you know it.

While your experience may compel you to cry out to God, you may 
want to simply shut down emotionally. But if you minimize your abuse, 
you may find yourself stuck in a tragic rut of nameless shame. The 
effects of shame can be devastating, and amid your hurt and rejection, 
you may be confused about how God sees your sexuality. God may seem 
distant. Is he disgusted, hateful toward you, or completely uninvolved? 

Perhaps you’ve turned your back on God, assuming he has already 
turned his back on you. In rebellion you have committed shameful sins, 
which have only intensified your problems. Or maybe you’ve simply 
accepted your shame as an unchangeable identity, and your life is now 
defined by what has been done to you. You shut down emotionally and 
live an isolated life to avoid ever being vulnerable or hurt again. Finally, 
you numb your pain through drugs, alcohol, sex, power, success, or 
whatever else enables you to stop feeling. You’ll do whatever it takes to 
start feeling a measure of self-worth.

While escape, retreat, or hard living is a common response to shame 
brought on by sexual assault, there are other subtle means of escape 
including moral and religious overachievement. But trying harder to 
be a good Christian isn’t the solution to your shame. This tactic is much 
more difficult to discern in yourself and in others. After all, being a good 
person is a virtue, right? But this pull-yourself-up-by-your-own-boot-
straps mentality is simply a Christless self-salvation project wrapped in 
Bible-talk. And when you’re unable to live up to your own (or someone 
else’s) moral or religious standards, you will simply heap more shame 
upon yourself.

In light of the above-mentioned examples, it’s clear that shame 
is a social-psychological experience, meaning it includes both a social 
dimension and a psychological dimension at the same time.4 The social 
dimension of shame comes out in concern over how others see a victim 
in light of the perceived standards in a given community. The psycho-
logical dimension entails how one views self. Shame, then, is not just 
an internal feeling but also a reflection of expectations. It is as much 
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an emotion as it is a mind-set or a perception about being a defective, 
exposed, and rejected person.

Shame is often poignantly experienced as internalized disgrace. We 
say this not to lay blame on victims for feeling shame but to point out 
the different dimensions of it. Once disgrace is internalized, their iden-
tity becomes associated with feelings of worthlessness, self-contempt, 
and inferiority.5

The belief that a victim should simply “get over” their shame 
through affirmations is erroneous and insensitive. Shame is a vicious 
cycle caught up in the dynamic between a victim’s self-perception being 
shaped by things done to them that are in turn often reinforced by 
their community.6 To be shamed is to be abased and dishonored, to be 
rejected from the community—especially when a victim isn’t believed, 
is told to be silent, is blamed, or is not supported. To feel ashamed is to 
experience the pain of embarrassment, disapproval, and rejection.

Shame in the Bible

The Bible uses many emotionally charged words to describe shame: 
reproach, dishonor, humiliation, and disgrace. Additionally, there are 
three major images for shame in Scripture: nakedness, uncleanness or 
defilement, and being rejected or made an outcast. These images reflect 
the experiences of many victims regarding the effects of sexual assault.

Nakedness is the first core image of shame in the Bible. After they 
sinned, Adam and Eve realized they were naked and were ashamed. 
Shame gives the perception of being completely exposed and aware 
of being looked at. Regarding shame as exposure, Dan Allender and 
Tremper Longman write: “Shame is the traumatic exposure of naked-
ness. This is experienced when we feel the lance of a gaze (either some-
one else’s or our own) tearing open the various cultural, relational, or 
religious coverings we put on. What is revealed, we feel, is an inner ugli-
ness.”7 Biblical metaphors for shame combine exposure and disgrace 
such as stripping a woman nakedb or the cutting of a man’s clothing, 
especially so as to expose his body.c

The second major biblical image of shame is that of the outcast—
being rejected and not belonging. Shame is connected to the notion of 

bEzek. 16:39; 23:26–30; Jer. 13:22.
c1 Sam. 24:4–6; 2 Sam. 10:4–5.
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expulsion from the community of God’s people. Expulsion from the 
camp presupposes the presence of God within the camp. The ground for 
expulsion of the impure was that God was with the camp,d and he was 
not willing to look upon any “shamefulness” or “defilement.”e

Uncleanness is the third prominent image of shame. The book 
of Leviticus deals with this theme more than the rest of the Bible 
combined.8 Cleanness symbolizes a right standing with God, and 
uncleanness indicates the opposite. In fact, according to Leviticus, 
merely coming in contact with that which was seen as unclean made 
one defiled. When the clean touched the unclean, they became unclean.f

The second and third images come together in the experience of 
the leper as an example of how shame can result from sin’s effects even 
when they aren’t committed by the one bearing shame. The cleanli-
ness laws of Leviticus represent how sin contaminates everything it 
touches. For example, the leper is sent outside the Israelites’ camp. 
Inside the camp one enjoyed belonging, communal life, and the pres-
ence of God at the tabernacle. Outside the camp was death: the waste 
from animal sacrifices, the scavenger animals, and lepers. The leper, 
according to Leviticus 13:45–46 (niv), “must wear torn clothes, let his 
hair be unkempt, cover the lower part of his face and cry out, ‘Unclean! 
Unclean!’ . . . He must live alone; he must live outside the camp.” There 
was no hiding even in exile.

In addition to the three images of shame throughout the Bible, 
there are also specific examples of shame caused by sexual assault, such 
as the assault of Dinahg and of Tamar.h Tamar experienced disgrace, 
violation, and reproach.i The description of her outward appearance 
in verse 19 is intended to show how she feels inwardly: “And Tamar put 
ashes on her head and tore the long robe that she wore. And she laid 
her hand on her head, and went away, crying aloud as she went.” Ashes 

dNum. 5:3; Deut. 23:14.
eDeut. 23:14.
fThroughout Scripture, there are numerous Hebrew and Greek words used to explain sin in 
terms of defilement. These are often translated into English as defilement, uncleanness, and 
filth (Jer. 2:23; Ps. 79:1; 106:39; Prov. 30:12). Some examples of the causes of uncleanness or defile-
ment include: any sin (Ezek. 14:11), rape (Gen. 34:5, 13, 27), incest (Gen. 49:4; 1 Chron. 5:1), adultery 
(Lev. 18:20; Num. 5:20, 27–29), prostitution (Lev. 21:7–9, 14), bestiality (Lev. 18:23), witchcraft 
(Lev. 19:31), pagan syncretism (2 Chron. 36:14; Jer. 3:1–9; 7:30; 32:34; Ps. 106:38–39), murder (Lam. 
4:13–14), and bitterness (Heb. 12:15).
gGenesis 34.
h2 Samuel 13.
i2 Sam. 13:13–22.
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are a sign of humiliation and disgrace. She tears her special robe, a gar-
ment that symbolized her elevated social status. Tearing her clothing 
is an expression of her loss, lament, and dishonor. Putting her hand on 
her head is also an expression of shame. Jeremiah 2:37 uses the image 
of hands on the head to express shame. Because of her experience of 
shame, Tamar cried out, “Where could I get rid of my disgrace?”j

Similar examples of crying out because of shame or disgrace are 
found in the Psalms. Psalm 44 is a request for help for the disgraced: 
“All this has come upon us, though we have not forgotten you, and we 
have not been false to your covenant. . . . Awake! Why are you sleeping, 
O Lord? Rouse yourself! Do not reject us forever! Why do you hide your 
face? Why do you forget our affliction and oppression? For our soul is 
bowed down to the dust; our belly clings to the ground. Rise up; come 
to our help! Redeem us for the sake of your steadfast love!”k

There are four clear requests in this psalm: do not reject us, do not 
be hidden from us, remember our affliction and oppression, and come 
to our help. All of this is found in God’s love for his people: “Redeem us 
for the sake of your steadfast love.”

In this response to shame, there is anticipation for a time that God 
will respond in love for them and in power against their enemy. In 
Christ, this time has come.

God’s Response to Your Shame

Jesus reveals the love of God for his people by covering their naked-
ness, identifying with those who feel or have been rejected, cleansing 
all their defilement, and conquering their enemy who shames them. 
In Philippians 4:19, Paul writes: “And my God will supply every need 
of yours according to his riches in glory in Christ Jesus.” In 2 Peter 1:3, 
Peter writes: “His divine power has granted to us all things that pertain 
to life and godliness.”

God’s provision for you is comprehensive and founded on the gos-
pel. God, who gave his own beloved Son to redeem you and make you 
his child, will not refuse to meet your needs. The “every need of yours” 
and “all things that pertain to life and godliness” promised in Christ 
most assuredly includes the removal of the shame that results from the 

j2 Sam. 13:13 niv.
kPs. 44:17, 23–26.
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sins done against you. This is what it means for God to be for you and 
for God to supply every need of yours.

In his ministry, Jesus brought grace to disgraced people. In the 
Gospels, especially in the Gospel of Luke, we learn that the good news 
Jesus brings is for all kinds of people, especially those who experienced 
shame—the lowly, marginalized, oppressed, the outsiders in society 
such as lepers and tax collectors.l9 During his ministry, Jesus sought 
out one unclean outcast after another, touching them and making them 
clean. And while the specifics of your story may not be perfectly repre-
sented among the people Jesus ministered to, we can be sure that the 
hurting people he was in contact with most certainly had experiences 
of defilement and shame.

While Jesus’ cross was the epitome of his identification with us in 
shame, his whole life and ministry displayed this:

Jesus identified with the “poor.” He was born and raised among the 

lower classes, associated with outcasts, and chose artisans, fisher 

folks, and tax collectors for his disciples. He belonged to the multi-

tudes whom the religious leaders pronounced “accursed because they 

know not the law” (John 7:49). He identified with the socially exclud-

ed and despised and shared the stigma of their inferiority.10

Jesus actively pursued outsiders and outcasts, those who experienced 
shame.m11

Jesus purposely reached out to those who were rejected and con-
sidered “outside the camp” because they were considered “unclean”—
morally, socially, or religiously. His solidarity with the shamed and 
excluded of his day led to the ultimate experience of shame—his cru-
cifixion.

Christ Rejected, Defiled, and Outside the Camp

Jesus not only identified with the outsiders and unclean during his 
earthly ministry, but he also demonstrated solidarity with outsiders on 
the cross. Jesus endured the shame of crucifixion. He became a “man of 
sorrows” and “acquainted with grief.” Jesus “was despised and rejected 

lLuke 1:52–53; 4:18; 6:20–26; 14:4–11. 
mSee Luke 1:46–55; 4:16–21; 7:22–50; 15:1–32; 19:1–10.
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by men” and his shame was such that he became “one from whom men 
hide their faces.”n

The story of Jesus on the cross is a story of victimization and shame. 
He was sentenced to death in the most shameful manner possible—naked 
and on a cross outside the city gates. Crucifixion was for the scum of the 
earth, and Jesus voluntarily became a part of the dregs himself.

As the Romans put it, the crucified person was damnation ad bestias, 
meaning “condemned to the death of a beast.” The purpose of the cross 
was to expose, display, and humiliate the condemned. The passion of 
Jesus was a ritual of humiliation. The cross was, and is, the way of shame 
in the eyes of the world. On the cross, Jesus felt shame but was innocent. 
He suffered the shame of others that was placed on him.

In Hebrews 11:26 and 13:13, the phrase “the reproach of Christ” is 
used regarding his crucifixion. This phrase originated from Psalm 69 
(where “reproach” occurs in verses 7, 9, 10, 19, 20) and Psalm 89:50–51 
(nasb). In fulfilling these verses, Christ exchanged the joy he should 
have had so he could share the hardship, shame, and reproach with the 
people of God.

In addition, the sufferings of Christ occurred, according to Hebrews, 
“outside the camp.”o In Hebrews 13:12–13, Jesus is said to have suffered 
reproach “outside the gate” and “outside the camp.” The phrase “bear-
ing the reproach he endured” conveys the nuance of reproach, shame, 
and disgracep because of the violence and abuse he endured.12

By describing the sacrifice of Jesus in this way, Hebrews 13 alludes to 
the cross in terms of the sacrificial offerings on the Day of Atonement.q 
The Day of Atonement was the climax of the Old Testament sacrificial 
system and was a day of great bloodshed. One goat was sacrificed, 
which was a substitute for the sinners who deserved a violently bloody 
death for their many sins. Then the high priest would take the second 
goat and lay his hands on the animal while confessing the sins of the 
people. This goat, called the scapegoat, was sent away to a solitary place 
or a remote area, literally to “a land of cutting off.” This phrase refers to 
the fact that the place to which the goat was led was “cut off” from the 
camp so the animal had no chance of returning to Israel.13 Throughout 

nIsa. 53:3.
oHeb. 13:13.
pThe NIV reads, “bearing the disgrace he bore” (Heb. 13:13).
qLeviticus 16.
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Leviticus we find that to be excluded, or cut off, from the camp of Israel 
was to experience God’s punishment for sin.r

Jesus fulfilled the sacrificial requirement of Leviticus 16:27 that the 
carcasses of the bull and goat sacrificed on the Day of Atonement be 
incinerated “outside the camp.” According to Hebrews 13, the death of 
Jesus outside the gates of Jerusalem represents the definitive sin offer-
ing of the Day of Atonement. In his death, Jesus opened up for others 
access to God.

Additionally, the execution “outside the gate” involved the shame 
of exclusion from the sacred areas. Jesus was classified with the blas-
phemers who were to be stoned outside the camp.s The description 
of Jesus suffering death outside the camp brings out this element of 
shame. The people repudiated him, and his death appeared to seal his 
rejection as final. It was as an outcast that he offered his sacrifice to God.

The shame of expulsion from the camp presupposes the presence 
of God within the camp. The ground for expulsion of those who had 
become impure was that God was with the camp,t and he is not willing 
to look upon any “shamefulness” or “defilement.”u However, after the 
golden calf incident in Exodus, God chose to demonstrate his pres-
ence “outside the camp.”v The humiliation of Jesus and his death as an 
outcast show that God has again been rejected by his people and that 
his presence can be enjoyed only “outside the camp,” where Jesus was 
treated with contempt and violence.

About the significance of Jesus’ suffering in solidarity with those 
who are shamed and excluded, Martin Hengel writes:

The earliest Christian message of the crucified messiah demonstrated 

the “solidarity” of the love of God with the unspeakable suffering of 

those who were tortured and put to death by human cruelty.  .  .  . In 

the person and the fate of the one man Jesus of Nazareth this saving 

“solidarity” of God with us is given its historical and physical form. 

rLev. 7:20–27; 17:4, 9–14; 18:29; 19:8; 20:3, 5–6, 17–18; 22:3; 23:29.
sLev. 24:10–16, 23.
tNum. 5:3; Deut. 23:14.
uDeut. 23:14. People became unclean in Leviticus by contacting what was unclean. When the 
clean touch the unclean, they become unclean. But when the holy touches that which is unclean 
it becomes clean. Defiled people need to be cleansed from the sin that defiled them, either as a 
victim of a sinner or as a sinner who victimized another. This is done through a vulnerable and 
intimate relationship with God and is explained in Scripture in various ways, such as an atone-
ment (Lev. 16:30), a cleansing forgiveness (Jer. 33:8), a purifying fountain (Zech. 13:1), and Jesus’ 
cleansing blood (1 John 1:7–9).
vEx. 33:7–10.
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In him, the Son of God, God himself took up the “existence of a slave” 

and died the “slave’s death” on the tree of martyrdom (Phil. 2:8), given 

up to public shame (Heb. 12:2) and the “curse of the law” (Gal. 3:13) so 

that in the death of God life might win victory over death. In other 

words, in the death of Jesus of Nazareth God identified himself with 

the extreme wretchedness, which Jesus endured as a representative 

of us all, in order to bring us to the freedom of the children of God.14

Christ Despises Shame

Between the two passages in Hebrews regarding the reproach and 
shame of the cross is Hebrews 12:2: “Jesus . . . who for the joy that was 
set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is seated at 
the right hand of the throne of God.”

This passage states that Jesus endured the cross and despised its 
shame. The word for “shame” carries the nuance of disgrace along with 
the shame associated with it. The way of the cross is to be understood as 
a public experience of humiliation, shame, and disgrace. The focus of 
verse 2 is Jesus’ approach toward suffering in a way that entails shame 
and disgrace. Renouncing the joy that could have been his, he endured 
the cross, disregarding the shame associated with crucifixion. The 
phrase “despising the shame” underscores the horrific nature of cruci-
fixion and Christ’s utter humiliation in dying like a criminal in torment 
on the cross. In this, God identifies himself with an extreme expression 
of shameful disgrace.

“Despised” means to care nothing for, disregard, be unafraid of, or 
consider something not important enough to be concerned with when 
evaluated against something else. Cognitively, then, Jesus made an 
evaluation—an interpretation—based on his belief and trust in God 
and his delight in that joy before him; he was not controlled by the 
shame he endured.15

David A. DeSilva explains what it means for Jesus to have “despised 
the shame” of the cross:

Jesus despised the disgraceful reputation a cross would bring him in 

the eyes of the Greco-Roman world. His own vindication came after-

ward, when he “sat at the right hand of the throne of God” (Heb. 12:2). 

While in the public court of opinion, Jesus took the most disgraceful 

seat—on a cross—in God’s court of reputation, Jesus was worthy of 
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the highest honor. Jesus’ own attitude toward the negative evaluation 

of the outside world was a pattern for believers who wished to follow 

him and share in his honor and victory: Because they have such a hope 

for honor from the higher court of opinion, namely, God’s, the author 

may exhort them to disregard the opinion of unbelievers, who serve 

a lower court. The children of God may boldly assemble together for 

their common worship and show support for the socially disgraced 

and abused (Heb. 13:3; cf. 11:25–26), and go “outside the camp,” as it 

were, to bear the reproach of Christ (Heb. 13:13). For the same Christ 

who suffered reproach but despised the shame will come a second 

time in judgment of those who reproached him and continue to dis-

honor and disgrace his sisters and brothers.16

Death by crucifixion was not only unbelievably painful, it was 

also considered shameful. F. F. Bruce describes the shame involved in 

crucifixion:

To die by crucifixion was to plumb to the lowest depths of disgrace; it 

was a punishment reserved for those who were deemed most unfit to 

live, a punishment for those who were subhuman. From so degrading 

a death Roman citizens were exempt by ancient statute; the dignity 

of the Roman name would be besmirched by being brought into as-

sociation with anything as vile as the cross.17

And yet even facing such extreme shame, Jesus still did not go back. The 

good news of the gospel is that Jesus endured the cross, disregarding the 

shame. The good news is that Jesus disregarded the shame of dying by 

crucifixion, and in doing so also took our shame upon himself.

Jesus willingly suffered the most shameful death and this exposed 

the extremity of sin’s shameful consequences and the despicable char-

acter of our humanly devised shame. He “despis[ed] the shame.” We can 

say that Jesus both shared our shame and bore our shame so that we can 

have freedom from its dread and power.

Christ the Conqueror

The death and resurrection of Christ is portrayed as the ultimate victory 

of the Son of God on behalf of his people. According to Martin Luther, 
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at the cross and through the resurrection, Jesus has won a victory for 
his people:

By His resurrection Christ won the victory over law, sin, flesh, world, 

devil, death, hell, and every evil. And this His victory He donated unto 

us. These many tyrants and enemies of ours may accuse and frighten 

us, but they dare not condemn us, for Christ, whom God the Father 

has raised from the dead is our righteousness and our victory.18

This is a cosmic warfare against a very real enemy, and it involves divine 
self-sacrifice, but it is thereby triumphant over evil, with an eternal 
victory.

God’s response to shame is the costly but victorious conflict of God 
himself, in Christ, with the forces of disgrace. In Colossians, Paul writes:

And you, who were dead in your trespasses and the uncircumcision 

of your flesh, God made alive together with him, having forgiven us 

all our trespasses, by canceling the record of debt that stood against 

us with its legal demands. This he set aside, nailing it to the cross. He 

disarmed the rulers and authorities and put them to open shame, by 

triumphing over them in him.w

In other words, in dying on the cross Jesus disarmed the evil pow-
ers that stood against you. He nullified the charges that were brought 
against you. He canceled your debts and paid the price for your redemp-
tion. These were all set aside and nailed to the cross. In his shameful 
death, Jesus actually put your spiritual enemies to shame. The image 
Paul uses is one of Jesus, the victorious warrior, leading a procession of 
his captors, putting them to public ridicule and shame. Spiritual forces 
are certainly in view regarding this passage. But you may also feel as 
though the person who has defiled you has wielded power over you, 
as well. Jesus has not only triumphed over the actual sin committed 
against you and the power that it seems to hold over your head, he also 
will conquer unrepentant sinners.

Not only does God heal your wounds, but he also defends you and 
avenges the shameful things done to you. In the Psalms, a common 
request regarding shame is that God would rescue his people from 

wCol. 2:13–15.
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shame and put their enemies to shame.x These psalms add the dimen-
sion of vindication regarding shame. Biblically, the path of honor often 
goes through the shame of another—both the shame of our enemy 
(ultimately Satan who was defeated and thus shamed at the cross) 
and the vicarious shame of the suffering servant of Isaiah 53 who was 
despised and rejected,y cut off from the land of the living,z and num-
bered among the trangressors.aa

In Psalm 109, David cries for God to act on his behalf against shame: 
“Help me, O Lord my God! Save me according to your steadfast love! 
Let them know that this is your hand; you, O Lord, have done it! Let 
them curse, but you will bless! They arise and are put to shame, but 
your servant will be glad! May my accusers be clothed with dishonor; 
may they be wrapped in their own shame as in a cloak!”ab He asks for 
his accusers to be clothed with dishonor. He does this because he knows 
that when God’s people are being shamed, God rises up to act. The deliv-
erance we long for is intimately tied up in not being put to shame: “In 
you [God] our fathers trusted; they trusted, and you delivered them. To 
you they cried and were rescued; in you they trusted and were not put 
to shame.”ac

God is a God of irony. He chose for his Son to be born in shame, live 
his life in shame, and then die in the most shameful manner. Shame is 
evil’s greatest weapon against God. But God takes the weapon of evil 
and uses it to mock and then destroy evil.19

The cross initially looks like the ultimate victory of shame. But the 
victory of shame and disgrace is short-lived because resurrection inter-
rupts the celebration of evil and triumphs over shame by introducing 
hope. Disgrace has been made a shameful spectacle. It is triumphed over 
by the redemption of God’s humiliation. Jesus endured the shame of 
the cross but also scorned it. He shamed shame and revealed God’s love 

x“O my God, in you I trust; let me not be put to shame; let not my enemies exult over me. Indeed, 
none who wait for you shall be put to shame; they shall be ashamed who are wantonly treach-
erous” (Ps. 25:2–3). “Let them be put to shame and dishonor who seek after my life! Let them 
be turned back and disappointed who devise evil against me” (Ps. 35:4). “Fill their faces with 
shame, that they may seek your name, O Lord. Let them be put to shame and dismayed forever; 
let them perish in disgrace” (Ps. 83:16–17). The psalmist’s plea, “Let them be put to shame and 
confusion who seek my life! Let them be turned back and brought to dishonor who delight in 
my hurt!” (Ps. 70:2).
yIsa. 53:3.
zIsa. 53:8.
aaIsa. 53:12.
abPs. 109:26–31.
acPs. 22:4–5.
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for, not rejection of, you. At the cross, Jesus triumphed over all of your 
enemies and put them to open shame. Jesus won the victory and leads 
a triumphal process.

If you have suffered disgrace, the weapons meant to harm you 
have been transformed and made a blessing through the cross. Calvin 
writes:

Every good thing we could think or desire is to be found in this 

same Jesus Christ alone. For, He was sold, to buy us back; captive, to 

deliver us; condemned, to absolve us; He was made a curse for our 

blessing, sin offering for our righteousness; marred that we may be 

made fair; He died for our life; so that by Him fury is made gentle, 

wrath appeased, darkness turned into light, fear reassured, despisal 

despised, debt canceled, labor lightened, sadness made merry, mis-

fortune made fortunate, difficulty easy, disorder ordered, division 

united, ignominy ennobled, rebellion subjected, intimidation in-

timidated, ambush uncovered, assaults assailed, force forced back, 

combat combated, war warred against, vengeance avenged, torment 

tormented, damnation damned, the abyss sunk into the abyss, hell 

transfixed, death dead, mortality made immortal. In short, mercy 

has swallowed up all misery, and goodness all misfortune. For all 

these things which were to be the weapons of the devil in his battle 

against us, and the sting of death to pierce us, are turned for us into 

exercises which we can turn to our profit. If we are able to boast with 

the Apostle, saying, O hell, where is thy victory? O death, where is 

thy sting? It is because by the Spirit of Christ, we live no longer, but 

Christ lives in us.20

At the cross cursing was transformed into blessing. Shame and disgrace 
were transformed into glory and grace.

Shame whispers lies that seduce you to believe that you are 
alone, rejected, and too stained for grace. Jesus’ cross and resur-
rection proclaim the opposite.ad Instead of the whispered lies, his 
response to his people is singing and joy: “The Lord your God is in 
your midst, a mighty one who will save; he will rejoice over you with 
gladness; he will quiet you by his love; he will exult over you with 
loud singing.”ae

adRom. 8:1.
aeZeph. 3:17.
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No More Shame

God understands your shame. God extends his compassion and his 
mighty, rescuing arm to take away shame. Jesus both experienced 
shame and took your shame on himself. Yet Jesus, of all people, did 
not deserve to be shamed. Still, he took on your shame, so it no longer 
defines you nor has power over you.

Perhaps the greatest fear of a person marked by shameful defile-
ment is the fear of exposure. Consequently, they often labor to present 
themselves to others in the way that they wish they were instead of 
being honest about their brokenness and need. The answer for them is 
outlined by Jesus’ best friend, John, who wrote, “But if we walk in the 
light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the 
blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin. If we say we have no sin, 
we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, 
he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all 
unrighteousness.”af

Simply, John is stating that sin touches and affects everyone and 
confines life to the defiling darkness of shame, guilt, and isolation that 
either denies our woundedness or labors to hide it. Conversely, cleans-
ing comes through living open and honest lives that bring our defile-
ment into the light for Jesus and trustworthy Christian friends to see so 
that they can be the agents of healing and grace in our lives.

We saw that trust in self adds to shame. But trust in the Advocate 
shatters shame because it draws us to look beyond the hopelessness of 
the moment and gaze on the One whose strength and love are capable 
of pulling us out of the mire, cleaning us, and covering us. When shame 
exposes us, we can counter our penchant to hide in self-protection by 
hoping in our Advocate who will protect us and come to our defense. 
Confident hope increases gratitude. The light of gratitude melts shame 
in all its violent, furious self-hatred.21

It is Jesus’ death on the cross that forgives our sins and cleanses the 
stains (resulting from sins we have committed and that have been com-
mitted against us) on our soul. The glorious result is a life purified of 
all unrighteousness, no longer defiled, but rather cleansed through a 
relationship with Jesus and his people because of his death on the cross 
to remove sin and its stain of filth. Because of the cross, we can be fully 

af1 John 1:7–9.
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exposed, because God no longer identifies us by what we have done or 
by what has been done to us. If we trust in Jesus, God sees us as Jesus 
was: pure, righteous, and without blemish. We have been given the 
righteousness of Christ. We can’t add to it or subtract from it. In Jesus, 
you are made completely new.
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Brian’s Story

When I began high school, I felt like I was on top of the world. As a 

freshman I was selected to play on the varsity baseball team, an honor 

not usually given to young newbies like myself. The intensified practice 

schedule and increased academic load caused my grades to slip and my 

parents to worry. My coach took me under his wing and promised my 

parents that he would make sure I gave my studies the deserved atten-

tion while remaining a key player on the team.

We’d meet at his house for tutoring sessions. I was so excited to 

be so close to the coach and that I got to go to his house. But after a 

few months, my excitement turned to dismay as our tutoring meet-

ings became dark. After some superficial tutoring he’d started playing  

pornographic videos with me in the room while he masturbated in 

front of me. And then, eventually, he started masturbating me while 

watching the videos.

Sheer embarrassment kept me from telling anyone. While I knew 

what he has doing was wrong, it also felt good and pleasurable. I was 

utterly confused. I pretended that everything was fine, but inside I  

was beating myself up with guilt. I felt like I must have wanted it since 

I didn’t stop him. Why was I allowing this to happen to me? I thought. 

I was too afraid to speak up because he threatened to cut me from the 

team if I said anything. My teammates would hate me if I reported this 

to the police because Coach would go to jail or at least be fired.

I was full of questions. What would my father think of me? Would 

people blame me or think I was gay? Would people make fun of me and 

my family if the secret got out? What would people at church think?

So I kept silent.

I became nervous and jumpy around everyone, always thinking 

that they had discovered my secret. I was so depressed and stressed that 

my life started to unravel. My grades plummeted and I became with-
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drawn and hostile toward my parents and friends. Also, any interest I 
had in baseball was gone, and my performance on the field suffered, 
despite my efforts to argue that everything was fine.

The abuse continued for another year until I dropped off the team 
just to get away from this man. I loved baseball, but it required being 
near the coach, and that felt suffocating and made me more and more 
anxious.

I felt gross about what happened to me, and I dreamed about it 
often. I was so confused about my sexual identity. Was I gay? Bisexual? I 
thought I must be if I let a man do that to me and enjoyed it. So, I became 
very promiscuous in high school and through my young adult years. I 
used women sexually to bolster my sexual identity. I used them the way 
my coach had used me. I already felt so dirty and guilty that I told myself 
it didn’t matter anymore if I piled on more guilt.

I never told any of this to anyone before telling my wife. She could 
tell I was distant and cold when we were intimate. Our sex life was in 
shambles. She thought I was either committing adultery or uninter-
ested in her, which killed me since intimacy with her was the only time 
that sex didn’t make me feel guilty. And now even this goodness was 
tainted by darkness. So I told her everything that had happened to me 
and everything I had done in response to it. The burden of guilt was 
overwhelming.

There were lots of tears. I never felt more exposed and also loved 
than when she looked me in the eye and said, “You believe in Christ, 
therefore God forgives you for your sins. I forgive you, too. But you are 
not guilty for what your coach did to you. That was not your fault.”

Her words were true, and I was comforted to know the difference 
between real and false guilt. For years, I had carried the burden of false 
guilt from the evil done to me. For the first time I realized the truth that 
I didn’t cause that man to touch me. I didn’t encourage or consent to 
what he did to me. I was not guilty for worrying about causing embar-
rassment to me and my family, which was the reason I did not report 
what happened. The truth is, my coach is guilty and I was his victim.

However, I actually felt the most guilt for how I responded to the 
sin done against me. I sinned against God in my bitterness and through 
promiscuity. I had always justified my outbursts because I felt betrayed 
and abused by someone I trusted. I felt like I had the right to do what-
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ever I wanted, and it didn’t matter what God wanted for me. I not only 
rebelled against God, but I also hurt others in an effort to regain control 
and power. But what I discovered is that all along I was running from 
the threat of judgment and exposure by either keeping others at a dis-
tance or under my control.

But my tactics weren’t working because all I could feel was more 
self-contempt, anxiety, and fear. What I needed was God’s forgiveness to 
completely remove my self-blame and judgment. I trusted in Christ for 
my salvation, but for some reason had never seen how it applied to this.

The night I talked to my wife, she helped me see how the gospel 
applied to my burden of guilt. Now I see that my freedom and forgive-
ness is based on the fact that at the cross, Jesus took on my sins and 
exchanged them with innocence and righteousness. Jesus reconciled 
me to God so that instead of viewing me as his enemy, one steeped in 
guilt, God saw me as having Jesus’ pure and blameless righteousness. 
His sacrificing love is my only hope for peace to reign over me instead 
of guilt.

And when the haunt of guilt returns, I remind myself that I am for-
given because of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection. This good news that 
I needed so much for my past is a comfort each day, as well. Today, I still 
sin and I still need forgiveness. But now I return quickly to the cross to 
confess and receive grace and mercy. I received “grace upon grace” from 
Jesus (John 1:16).
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Guilt

Many sexual assault victims feel deep guilt. This is frequently mani-

fested in condemnation, judgment, and self-blame. Guilt is accompa-

nied with the threat of judgment. And judgment is the root of fear, 

anxiety, stress, depression, chronic self-contempt, anxiety or panic 

attacks, self-hate, anger, and sometimes suicide.

Many victims heap upon themselves blame because they believe, 

at their cores, that perhaps they didn’t do enough to stop the assault. 

Others may feel they are to blame as if they “brought it upon them-

selves” or somehow deserved to be assaulted. Or perhaps there is lin-

gering guilt because they feel as if they were at the wrong place, at the 

wrong time, with the wrong people. Self-blame is also compounded in 

situations when victims obsess over whether they were dressed inap-

propriately at the time, if they were intoxicated, or simply “should 

have known better.” Guilt is especially exacerbated in cases in which the 

victim felt aroused because of the sexual activity done to them during 

the assault.

Unfortunately, it’s not uncommon for less than gracious responses 

to come from family and friends. When this happens, feelings of guilt are 

compounded. In addition, police, doctors, nurses, detectives, lawyers, or 

social workers may reinforce a victim’s feeling that she or he “asked for 

it.” Many victims believe that they could have or should have resisted 

more forcefully. The question of “why could I not stop the assault?” or 

the belief that “if I had only been smarter, stronger, or braver maybe it 

wouldn’t have happened to me” intensifies the sense of guilt.

Furthermore, many victims feel guilty for embarrassing their fam-

ily and community by opening up about their abuse and reporting it 

to the police. In some communities there exists a “culture of silence” 

whereby talking about a sexual assault, reporting perpetrators, or air-

ing “family business” burdens victims even further.
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If any of the above-mentioned feelings accurately portray your 
experience, it is very important for you to know that the assault was not 
your fault. The offender is guilty, not you. Nothing you did was “asking 
for it” and while you may feel guilty because you believe you could have 
somehow avoided the experience by acting differently, the offender is 
always at fault, never the victim.

Feelings of guilt and blame are often linked to the myths and mis-
conceptions about sexual assault that prevail within our society, which 
frequently place the blame and responsibility on the victim rather than 
the offender. Dismantling these myths and misconceptions allows the 
guilt to rest appropriately on and solely with the offender.

Hear this: the assault was not your fault—not at all. This realiza-
tion all by itself can bring great freedom and relief. Yet as soon as you 
move past this roadblock, you face the reality that the sin done against 
you is probably not the only reason you’ve felt guilty. Romans 3:23 says 
“all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” You have sinned 
against God and others—both prior to your assault and in response to 
what happened to you. Sin corrupts us and we all have good reason to 
feel guilt and shame. But when feelings of guilt and shame collide with 
feelings of ambivalence brought on by the assault, your internal world 
can easily become very complicated and confusing. This is because the 
legitimate feelings of guilt and shame from your own sin can be very 
similar to the feelings of guilt and shame brought on by the assault. 
Guilt can be tricky. Don’t confuse legitimate conviction of sin with a 
false sense of guilt for wrongs done against you.

While it is difficult to hear, you have sinned against God and others 
in your response to the sins done to you. And there are as many varia-
tions of this response as there are people. Maybe you have become hos-
tile, critical, withdrawn, bitter, or self-righteous in an effort to stay in 
control and keep others at a distance. You’ve self-medicated in an effort 
to ease the pain. In the process you’ve become addicted to drugs, alco-
hol, food, exercise, or sex. These can be distraction techniques or expres-
sions of self-destructive impulses. Perhaps you’ve become promiscuous 
in an attempt to harness what was used to harm you. Or maybe you 
despise sex and intimacy as a means of keeping the past pain, betrayal, 
and a sense of powerlessness at bay. Or maybe you turned to self-harm 
as a form of penance to “pay off” your guilt.
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When you face the complicated, dark reality that you have sinned as 
a response to the evil done to you, you may feel disoriented and angry. 
You may be tempted to justify your sinful behaviors because of the 
harm, assault, mistreatment, loss, or betrayal you’ve experienced. You 
may feel as though no one can judge you because of the depth of pain 
you’ve already had to endure. But when seen through a cross-centered 
lens, this is simply one self-atonement strategy among many. If a faith-
ful friend or pastor has pointed out this hard truth, you will likely feel 
deeply misunderstood and you may even want to end those relation-
ships. Don’t. You need forgiveness for your sins and freedom from 
guilt. The guilt you feel because of your sins is not merely a feeling or a 
personal problem—it is the reality of the human condition. God made 
us and requires us to be perfect.a However, because of original sin, we 
have all broken his commands and committed cosmic treason. R. C. 
Sproul writes:

Sin is cosmic treason. Sin is treason against a perfectly pure Sovereign. 

It is an act of supreme ingratitude toward the One to whom we owe 

everything, to the One who has given us life itself. .  .  . The slightest 

sin is an act of defiance against cosmic authority. It is a revolutionary 

act, a rebellious act in which we are setting ourselves in opposition to 

the One to whom we owe everything. It is an insult to His holiness. 

We become false witnesses to God. When we sin as the image bear-

ers of God, we are saying to the whole creation, to all of nature under 

our dominion, to the birds of the air and the beasts of the field: “This 

is how God is. This is how your Creator behaves. Look in his mirror; 

look at us, and you will see the character of the Almighty.” We say to 

the world, “God is covetous; God is ruthless; God is bitter; God is a 

murderer, a thief, a slanderer, an adulterer. God is all of these things 

that we are doing.”1

As sinners we are debtors who cannot pay our moral debts. Our debt is a 
failure to keep God’s moral obligations. Sin is also the transgression of 
God’s commands.b These transgressions can be committed in thought, 
word, and deed and can be due to a failure to do what God requires or 

aLev. 19:2; Matt. 5:48.
bJesus, in Matt. 22:37–40, states, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with 
all your soul and with all your mind. This is the great and first commandment. And a second is 
like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself. On these two commandments depend all the 
Law and the Prophets.”
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to actively doing what God prohibits. Also, our sin reflects not only 
external actions that violate God’s laws, but it also reveals our internal 
motives, which are driven by inherent hostility toward God. After the 
fall, we are by nature and actions enemies of God.

Because of this guilt, most people seek grace. Yet in most places 
they encounter “shame, the threat of punishment, and a sense of judg-
ment.”2 How are we to experience grace when deep down we feel dis-
grace? Our guilt comes because we have violated God’s good and wise 
commands. For our sins, we are guilty and deserve being rejected and 
forsaken by God.

Grace to Sinners

The shocking message of grace is that Jesus was forsaken for us so we 
could be forgiven. This is powerfully expressed in two things Jesus said 
from the cross.

Jesus cries out from the cross: “My God, my God, why have you for-
saken me?”c Jesus suffered the separation from God that we should have 
experienced. Jesus suffered on our behalf, in our place, and painfully 
endured relational separation from God so that we would not have to.d 
While the physical pain of the cross was excruciating and immense, the 
spiritual and relational pain must have been even greater.

The cost of sin is spiritual deathe and relational separation from 
God.f Therefore, when Jesus cries out to the Father, he is expressing the 
unimaginable agony that is the proper penalty for our sins. This was a 
necessary step in God’s ultimate plan of reconciling to himself sinners. 
John 3:16–17 answers Jesus’ question: “For God so loved the world, that 
he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish 
but have eternal life. For God did not send his Son into the world to 
condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through 
him.” Why did God the Father temporarily abandon Jesus? Because he 
loves us and so he could forgive you.

Jesus also prayed from the cross: “Father, forgive them, for they 
cMatt. 27:46; Mark 15:34.
dSecond Cor. 5:21 (nasb) says, “He made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might 
become the righteousness of God.” It seems that at some moment, when Jesus became sin on our 
behalf, God the Father, in a sense, turned his back upon the Son. It says in Hab. 1:13 that God is too 
pure to look upon evil. Therefore, when Jesus bore our sins in his body on the cross (1 Pet. 2:24), 
the Father, spiritually, turned away.
eRom. 6:23.
fIsa. 59:2.
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know not what they do.”g As Jesus hung dying on the cross he prayed 
for those who persecuted him. He did not pray for the good and the 
innocent. He prayed for those guilty of doing sadistic things to him. His 
prayer for them means there is nothing that you could ever do, or say, or 
be, that would put you beyond the reach of Jesus’ prayer. Nothing at all.

Ironically, Jesus’ prayer is answered by his own death, which brings 
the forgiveness of sins.h

The cross is the convergence of great suffering and divine forgive-
ness. Psalm 85:10 says that “righteousness and peace” will “kiss each 
other.” The cross is where that occurred, where God’s demands, his 
righteousness, coincide with his mercy. We receive divine forgiveness, 
mercy, and peace because Jesus took our divine punishment, the result 
of God’s righteousness against sin.

On the cross, Jesus voluntarily and willingly bowed his head under 
the power of sin and the curse of God. It is important that we under-
stand that the Father did not do this to the Son. The Son and the Father 
are doing this together. Jesus laid down his life as our substitute.i God is 
submitting to God’s own wrath for the sake of forgiving sinners.

J. Gresham Machen summarizes the significance of the cross for 
sinners facing the awful fact of their guilt:

The very point of the Christian view of the cross is that God does 

not wait for someone else to pay the price of sin, but in His infinite 

love has Himself paid the price for us—God Himself in the person 

of the Son, loved us and gave Himself for us; God Himself in the 

person of the Father, who so loved the world that He gave His only-

begotten Son. .  .  . If you want to find an instance of true gratitude 

for the infinite grace of God, do not go to those who think of God’s 

love as something that cost nothing, but go rather to those who in 

agony of soul have faced the awful fact of the guilt of sin, and then 

have come to know with a trembling wonder that the miracle of all 

miracles has been accomplished, and that the eternal Son has died 

in their stead.3

This is why the cross is the power of God to save you and forgive 
you. If you trust in Christ, all your sins—past, present, and future—are 

gLuke 23:34.
hActs 2:38.
iMatt. 20:28; John 10.
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forgiven. All of them. Also, threat of punishment, or sense of judgment, 
is canceled.

Declared Righteous

Because of the cross, God declares you righteous if you trust in Jesus.j He 
does this because he attributed your sin to Christ and his righteousness 
to you.kAbout this miraculous exchange, Martin Luther wrote:

That is the mystery which is rich in divine grace to sinners: wherein 

by a wonderful exchange our sins are no longer ours but Christ’s and 

the righteousness of Christ not Christ’s but ours. He has emptied 

Himself of his righteousness that He might clothe us with it, and fill 

us with it. And He has taken our evils upon Himself that He might 

deliver us from them . . . in the same manner as He grieved and suf-

fered in our sins, and was confounded, in the same manner we rejoice 

and glory in His righteousness.4

Reconciled

In addition to being declared righteous, you are also reconciled to God 
through the cross.l Instead of punishing you as the enemy of God, 
he gives you compassion and grace. You are now an adopted child of 
God and can call God Abba, an intimate title meaning father or daddy. 
Another image of reconciliation is marriage. Groom imagery in the 
Bible represents God in relation to his people.m Describing reconcilia-
tion with God, Ed Welch writes: “The gospel is the story of God covering 
his naked enemies, bringing them to the wedding feast and then mar-
rying them rather than crushing them.”5

Ransomed

On the cross, Jesus died to pay the ransom to free you from slavery to 
sin: “You were bought with a price.”n About paying this ransom, John 
Calvin writes: “Having purposed to make atonement for sins, He put on 
our nature that we might have in our own flesh the price of our redemp-
tion.”6 God accomplished all he intended through his Son and gave 

jRom. 4:4–5, 13, 16; Eph. 2:8–10.
k2 Cor. 5:21.
lRom. 5:9–11.
mHos. 3:4–5; Jer. 31:22; Ezek. 16:8.
n1 Cor. 7:23.
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everything in Jesus to get you. True grace is costly: “It is costly because 
it condemns sin, and grace because it justifies the sinner. Above all, it is 
costly because it cost God the life of His Son: ‘ye were bought at a price,’ 
and what has cost God much cannot be cheap for us. Above all, it is grace 
because God did not reckon His Son too dear a price to pay for our life, 
but delivered Him up for us.”7

Confessing Sins

Because all who trust in Christ are declared righteous, reconciled with 
God, and ransomed from slavery to sin, you should be eager to confess 
your sins to be reminded of this good news. Romans 2:4 tells us that 
“God’s kindness is meant to lead you to repentance.” Read these two 
confessions of sin as examples of the comprehensiveness of confession 
and therefore the comprehensiveness of forgiveness:

Most merciful God, we confess that we have sinned against you in 

thought, word, and deed, by what we have done, and by what we have 

left undone. We have not loved you with our whole heart; we have not 

loved our neighbors as ourselves. We are truly sorry and we humbly 

repent. For the sake of your Son Jesus Christ, have mercy on us and 

forgive us; that we may delight in your will, and walk in your ways, to 

the glory of your Name. Amen.8

Almighty God, Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, maker of all things, 

judge of all men: We acknowledge and bewail our manifold sins 

and wickedness, which we from time to time most grievously have 

committed, by thought, word, and deed, against thy divine Majesty, 

provoking most justly thy wrath and indignation against us. We do 

earnestly repent, and are heartily sorry for these our misdoings; the 

remembrance of them is grievous unto us, the burden of them is 

intolerable. Have mercy upon us, have mercy upon us, most merciful 

Father; for thy Son our Lord Jesus Christ’s sake, forgive us all that is 

past; and grant that we may ever hereafter serve and please thee in 

newness of life, to the honor and glory of thy Name; through Jesus 

Christ our Lord. Amen.9

Perhaps the best model of confession is from Jesus’ parable of the tax 
collector’s prayer: “God, be merciful to me, a sinner.”o A longer version, 
oLuke 18:13.
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reflecting the same humility and acknowledgment of God’s mercy is the 

following “Song of Penitence”:

O Lord and Ruler of the hosts of heaven, God of Abraham, Isaac, and 

Jacob, and of all their righteous offspring: You made the heavens 

and the earth, with all their vast array. All things quake with fear at 

your presence; they tremble because of your power. But your merci-

ful promise is beyond all measure; it surpasses all that our minds 

can fathom. O Lord you are full of compassion, long-suffering, and 

abounding in mercy. You hold back your hand; you do not punish 

as we deserve. In your great goodness, Lord, you have promised for-

giveness to sinners, that they may repent of their sin and be saved. 

And now, O Lord, I bend the knee of my heart, and make my ap-

peal, sure of your gracious goodness. I have sinned, O Lord, I have 

sinned, and I know my wickedness only too well. Therefore I make 

this prayer to you: Forgive me, Lord, forgive me. Do not let me per-

ish in my sin, nor condemn me to the depths of the earth. For you, 

O Lord, are the God of those who repent, and in me you will show 

forth your goodness. Unworthy as I am, you will save me, in accor-

dance with your great mercy, and I will praise you without ceasing all 

the days of my life. For all the powers of heaven sing your praises, and 

yours is the glory to ages of ages. Amen.10

When you confess your sins and trust in Christ, God always has mercy 

on you, pardons and delivers you from all your sins, confirms and 

strengthens you in all goodness, and promises you everlasting life.  

First John 1:9 assures us: “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to 

forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”

The Heidelberg Catechism describes what this means regarding 

your guilt:

Even though my conscience accuses me of having grievously sinned 

against all God’s commandments and of never having kept any of 

them, and even though I am still inclined toward all evil, neverthe-

less, without my deserving it at all, out of sheer grace, God grants and 

credits to me the perfect satisfaction, righteousness, and holiness of 

Christ, as if I had never sinned nor been a sinner, as if I had been as 

perfectly obedient as Christ was obedient for me.11
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Promises Guaranteed

God turned his wrath away from you and toward Christ on the cross. 
In the resurrection, God turns your eyes away from your sins and 
directs them to Christ. This means that the gospel is not just negatively 
stated—no more guilt, no more condemnation, no more wrath—but is 
also understood positively.12 In Christ you are loved, accepted, innocent. 
You have assurance and confidence in relating to God.

The foundation of these promises to you in the gospel—the certifi-
cation and guarantee of them—is that the Son of God bore in his body 
all your punishment, guilt, condemnation, blame, fault, and corrup-
tion, so all the benefits of his sacrifice are given to you freely.

Though you were a sinner, Christ Jesus loved you so much he died 
for you. This sacrificing love of God is your only hope:

What love it is, that this holy God should give his Son—his only Son, 

his beloved—to suffer and die in the place of rebels. He gave him, not 

hoping he might be spared, but knowing that he would be despised, 

rejected, and killed. As he turned his face away from his Son in the 

blackness of Golgotha, he turned toward us—a people loaded with 

guilt, children given to corruption—and fulfilled those precious 

words “God so loved the world that he gave his only Son.” A penal 

substitutionary understanding of the cross helps us to understand 

God’s love, and to appreciate its intensity and beauty. Scripture mag-

nifies God’s love by its refusal to diminish our plight as sinners de-

serving of God’s wrath, and by its uncompromising portrayal of the 

cross as the place where Christ bore that punishment in the place of 

his people. If we blunt the sharp edges of the cross, we dull the glitter-

ing diamond of God’s love.13

About this kind of love, SØren Kierkegaard writes: “For love is 
exultant when it unites equals, but it is triumphant when it makes that 
which was unequal equal in love.”14 First John 4:10 says that you will 
know what love is when you understand that Jesus Christ laid down his 
life for you. God loves you now, right now. He doesn’t love some future 
version of you that tries harder, is more obedient, that pays him back for 
your sins, or that proves that you deserve love. While you were a sinner 
he died for you because he loved you, and he still loves you now.

You have the assurance that you are fully known and fully loved, 
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despite your faults and failings and irrespective of how badly others 

have treated you. You can approach God with confidence. Because Jesus 

has paid for your sins, you can come to God with confidence and con-

fess all your sins. You can be honest about every sin and failure without 

fear because you know he is for you and will forgive you for Jesus’ sake. 

Because he accomplished your redemption, guilt and sin have no right 

to condemn you. You may condemn yourself or others may condemn 

you, but for those who are in Christ there is now no condemnation:

I cannot think little of sin, when I look at the cross of Christ. Would 

I know the fullness and completeness of the salvation God has pro-

vided for sinners? Where shall I see it most distinctly? Shall I go to the 

general declarations of the Bible about God’s mercy? Shall I rest in 

the general truth that God is a God of love? Oh! no! I will look at the 

cross of Christ. I find no evidence like that. I find no balm for a sore 

conscience, and a troubled heart, like the sight of Jesus dying for me 

on the accursed tree. There I see that a full payment has been made 

for all my enormous debts. The curse of that law which I have broken 

has come down on One who there suffered in my stead. The demands 

of that law are all satisfied. Payment has been made for me, even to 

the uttermost farthing. It will not be required twice over. Ah! I might 

sometimes imagine I was too bad to be forgiven. My own heart some-

times whispers that I am too wicked to be saved. But I know in my 

better moments this is all my foolish unbelief. I read an answer to my 

doubts in the blood shed on Calvary. I feel sure that there is a way to 

heaven for the very vilest of men, when I look at the cross.15

He forgave you all your sins. Jesus’ death cleanses your guilty conscience 

so you can now have confidence, rather than fear, in relating to God. 

This boldness in approaching God is the opposite of the fear of death, 

the guilt of sin, and expectation of judgment. The great reversal has 

taken place. Freedom has taken the place of bondage and judgment 

because Christ has taken the place of the guilty. Because there is no con-

demnation, you can have a clear conscience—love replaces darkness, joy 

replaces despair, and peace replaces fear.

While you have confidence now in approaching God, you can rest 

in the assurance that you are secure. You will never be rejected by God 

who calls you his. You are accepted. If you trust in Christ, then that is all 
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you will ever hear! There is no more charge against you and no barrier 
between you and God.

You are accepted. Isn’t that what you long to hear, especially 
when you know you don’t deserve it and can’t earn God’s acceptance? 
Undeserved acceptance is a great way of explaining grace. It somehow 
changes guilt into assurance. Grace comes to you when you are weak, 
not strong. It’s yours when you are in pain and restlessness. Grace floods 
you when you feel that your separation is deeper than usual. It runs to 
you when your disgust for your weakness and your lack of composure 
has become intolerable to you. Grace is already there when the longed-
for progress does not appear, when the old compulsions reemerge, 
when despair destroys joy and courage. Grace is the wave of light that 
breaks into the darkness, and you hear God say: “Because of what my 
Son did, you are accepted. Once you had not received mercy, but now 
you receive mercy. You belong to me. Do not try to do anything right 
now. Do not seek for anything; do not perform anything; do not intend 
anything. Simply accept the fact that you are accepted!”

As you trust in Christ, may grace and peace overwhelm you instead 
of guilt. Instead of dealing with your real guilt by denial, escapism, res-
olutions, looking down on others, and obsessing, you are free to repent 
of your sins and receive forgiveness and blessing from God.
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Mandy’s Story

By the time I was twenty-one it seemed like sexual abuse, sexual assault, 

and sexual addiction would always somehow be a part of my life. But by 

that age I had found comfort knowing that I was the one in control of 

sex; it wouldn’t be used against me, but rather I would use it to manipu-

late and toy with men the way I had been “toyed” with for years. But that 

sense of control was exposed as a lie the week before my twenty-second 

birthday. I was out dancing at a night club and after the bar closed I was 

invited into the VIP room. It was in that room where four or five men 

raped me and left me in tears on the floor. I was never in control.

For the next three years I remained emotionally disconnected from 

the event, numbing the pain with various types of escape like drugs, 

alcohol, and extreme behaviors. I became cold toward men. I left my 

childhood faith in Jesus, allowing my heart to become hardened and 

bitter against life and against God. After all, it seemed as though I had 

been abandoned by God anyway, so I relied on myself for comfort, pro-

tection, and direction.

But God had not abandoned me. In fact, he pursued me in a number 

of different ways. Eventually I was brought to my knees, crying out for 

him to explain himself! If it was true that he loved me, how could he 

let such harm befall me? I don’t remember waiting for him to actually 

answer me. It was in Christian counseling that I found some solace in 

this idea: God did not want me to be raped, but he will use it to bring 

about something good. At the time, I accepted that as truth, and as I 

grieved over the rape and all the pain I endured, God was softening 

my heart, changing my desires, and redeeming many areas of my life. I 

figured that I had “gotten over it” and was healed.

But if I was to be truly honest, something seemed forced. When I 

would tell my story, there was still a disconnect between my head and 

my heart in acknowledging God in the midst of that horrific crime. 
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Even though it seemed my life was full of joy, there was still a lingering 
resentment toward the men who raped me. I did not feel angry toward 
them, but I refused to see them in my mind. They were the bad guys, my 
enemies. I wanted nothing to do with them. As time passed I believed 
that was where God wanted me, and I thought he even agreed with me. 
It was “us” against “them.”

Then, seven years after the rape had passed, God said through some 
life circumstances that there was more to be done. I was reminded of the 
rape and God plunged me back into the pain, asking me to go deeper 
than I had gone before. I was terrified yet willing. The first time I asked 
him what he wanted to show me, he led me to Psalm 54 and told me that 
he is my vindication, that he knows my suffering, and that someday I 
will look upon my enemies in triumph. I felt comforted and validated. 
But he didn’t leave it at that. He was also reminding me of his goodness, 
reminding me that he upholds my life, and that even in the midst of 
being raped he loved me and had good in mind for me. That’s when I 
realized my greatest fear—could I really enter into the deepest part of 
this pain and still believe that God is good? Is it really possible to taste 
the searing agony of intense destruction and at the same time taste and 
see that the Lord is good? Would I trust him to find out? With apprehen-
sion and fear I slowly said, “Yes.”

As I walked through each moment of that night, acknowledging 
the many ways I was harmed by those men, bringing into present real-
ity what I had kept in a distant past, I cried out and God comforted me, 
showing me that even then I was in his hands. He held me in that deep-
est darkest moment, just as he holds me now. As he taught me to stop 
minimizing the pain associated with the rape, I began to see the fullness 
of the evil done against me. Progressively, as the magnitude of the evil 
grew in my awareness, it was amazing for me to realize that God is even 
bigger. His love encompassed that whole night. Following him through 
that dark valley and resting in his real promises rather than my own 
ideas became the true healing that I needed. I came to know the true 
God, sovereign over all, who is ultimately good. And I was his daughter, 
cherished and loved by him even in the midst of being raped.

When I reached that point, my heart was soft toward God, and I 
asked him what else he had for me. I remember driving to work saying, 
“Is there more, here?” And that’s when it hit me. I saw their faces. I saw 
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the men who raped me and felt a surprising compassion towards them. 
I began to cry out for them, “God save them.” Just as I was an enemy 
of God in need of reconciliation, so they need to be reconciled by the 
blood of Christ. I wept for them for quite a while and still often find 
myself tearing up on their behalf, wishing that I could see them face-
to-face and tell them of a great God who is bigger than their harmful 
acts of violence, who loves them to the point of crushing his own Son to 
deliver them from death. This forgiveness was a miracle. I have found 
freedom in loving them with the love of Christ. My anger, bitterness, 
resentment, escape, numbness, denial, self-pity, or any other response 
is not capable of removing their sin. Nothing but the blood of Christ 
will pay their debt.

And so I can look back on that night, recognizing the fullness of 
the pain God counted me worthy to suffer, and also look on it with the 
joy of knowing my God in a more intimate and magnificent way. It has 
become a mark of God’s help in my life, a place where he ordained heal-
ing for me . . . and possibly even for those men. I would be overjoyed to 
someday raise our hands together in worship of the God who brings life 
out of darkness.
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Anger

Sexual assault is unquestionably an evil, sinful act that understandably 

elicits anger. Deep in the hearts of victims, anger swells up against the 

perpetrator, their rage inflamed by suffering. Anger can be a natural 

and healthy response to sexual assault. While nearly all victims appro-

priately experience anger, most express it poorly or not at all.

Anger can evoke fear of being out of control and vulnerable. A pow-

erful emotional force, anger is often used to conceal feelings of hurt, 

sadness, fear, and a threatened sense of security. Anger is not neutral. It 

can be confusing that the same word, “anger,” reflects both a godly and 

appropriate response to evil and destructive feelings and acts. Anger felt 

by God and humans for the right reasons is good; the important factor 

is not who is feeling the anger but why it is felt. But when anger festers, 

it settles into bitterness and hostility, and becomes sinful, consuming, 

and destructive.

It is likely that you have been discouraged from expressing your 

anger. Most victims feel pressure from their families, society, or reli-

gion to ignore or suppress it. But suppression does not help anger to 

dissipate over time. Instead, anger turns into bitterness, hatred, and 

revengeful obsessions. In fact, unresolved or denied anger can become a 

destructive force that can tear your life apart through depression, anxi-

ety, paralyzing fear, physical ailments, or symptoms of post-traumatic 

stress.1 Anger holds you hostage and leaves you vindictive, addicted, 

embittered, immoral, and unbelieving.

Paradoxically, while you may feel pressure to suppress your anger, 

you may also be consumed by it. You can feel the adrenaline rush and 

your muscles clench as your mind races, your heart beating harder and 

faster. You want revenge against the person who harmed you. Amid 

your obsession, the people and things that really need your attention 

get swept aside as you fixate on your hatred for the perpetrator. And 
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the longer anger consumes you, the harder it is to let go of the pride 
that comes with it. You feel justified. You truly have been wronged and 
the perpetrator should pay. Being consumed with anger slowly erodes 
the good and life-giving things in your life and starts to cloud your 
thinking about everyday situations that have nothing to do with why 
you are angry.

Ignoring your anger or being consumed by it probably makes you 
feel isolated from the people you love and who love you. Perhaps this 
is because you pick fights just because you want to be angry and have 
an opportunity to vent. Maybe you scream at a loved one even when 
they are not the object of your wrath. Anger can keep you from getting 
close to others who love and support you. It hinders you from opening 
up and sharing your feelings honestly. You may even push others away 
who don’t want to listen to your complaining or who are intimidated 
by your hostility.

In an attempt to control your rage, maybe you’ve internalized your 
anger. Though no one would notice it on the surface, you silently loathe 
yourself or even go as far as to inflict self-harm like cutting. These are all 
examples of misdirected anger, which manifests in subtle and sophis-
ticated ways by lashing out at others or shutting down emotionally. 
This is detrimental to relationships and can ruin them entirely, which 
further promotes your sense of isolation, distrust, and hostility.

When the appropriate feeling of anger turns into bitterness 
and hatred, it usually leads to an obsession with seeking vengeance. 
Bitterness and hatred are states of being characterized by intense ani-
mosity, hostility, reproach, vexation, or resentfulness; they are anger 
gone sour, an attitude of deep discontent that poisons your soul and 
destroys your peace. Though bitterness and hatred may dull the ache 
of desperation, hurt, fear, and vulnerability, you’ve fixed your focus 
outward rather than inward where the pain resides. These are very com-
mon, but rarely talked about experiences for victims of sexual assault.

The writer of Hebrews warns that bitterness can take root in your 
life and grow to “cause trouble and defile many.”a Bitterness arises and 
sets in when you deny the anger you feel from the assault. Instead of 
crying out to God and dealing with how you really feel, you become 
consumed with sheer hatred for the perpetrator or ways to seek ven-

aHeb. 12:15 niv.
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geance. Locked in bitterness, you tend to hold grudges and are charac-
terized by cynicism, implacability, vindictiveness, arrogance, hatred, 
and hostility.

You can spend years—even a lifetime—enslaved to bitterness, 
the consequences of which are adopting the character of the injured 
and helpless victim, with all the self-righteousness, resentment, and 
self-pity of that role. An unhealthy preoccupation with how you have 
been sinned against may be an attempt to justify your anger, gain 
sympathy, or gather allies in your efforts to seek revenge. In your bit-
terness, you might demand that others respond to your plight or pay 
the consequences.2

It is appropriate to be angry about the injustice, sin, violence, and 
evil you experienced. You have the right to be angry that you were 
violated, that perpetrators often get light sentences or none at all, that 
society often blames the victim, and that you feel vulnerable and afraid 
much of the time as a result of your assault. Scripture does not instruct 
Christians to suppress anger. However, it is where you go and what you 
do with your anger that must be examined. There is godly anger and 
sinful anger. Godly anger is healing and redemptive; sinful anger is 
ugly and vindictive as it gives way to bitterness and hatred.

Godly Anger—“Be Angry” (Ephesians 4:26a)

Despite popular misunderstanding, Scripture does not always describe 
anger as sin. As a matter of fact, the angriest person in the Bible is God. 
Isaiah 9:17 says that when he sees sin “his anger has not turned away.”b 
The word “wrath” is used over six hundred times in reference to God’s 
response to sin and evil. John 3:36 says that “the wrath of God remains 
on” those who do not believe in Jesus Christ. In Romans, Paul mentions 
God’s anger over fifty times. Paul features the anger of God promi-
nently in his letters: God’s anger against sin and its effects is justified 
and displayed.c

That God is angry tells us something important: “Anger can be 
utterly right, good, appropriate, beautiful, the only fair response to 
something evil, and the loving response on behalf of evil’s victims.”3 
God’s people can also express godly anger: “Be angry and do not sin.”d 
bnasb.
cRom. 1:18; 2:5, 8; 3:5; 9:22; Eph. 5:6; Col. 3:6; 1 Thess. 2:16.
dEph. 4:26. 
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This passage from Psalm 4:4 and quoted in Ephesians 4:26 shows that 
anger need not and should not be sinful. Legitimate anger should be 
felt and expressed in an appropriate manner. The fact that Paul distin-
guishes between anger and sin indicates that there is an anger that is not 
sinful. Anger at the evil done to you and the betrayal you experienced 
falls into the realm of godly anger.

God is angry and calls you to “be angry.” God is angrier over the 
sin committed against you than you are. He is angry because what hap-
pened to you was evil and it harmed you. Godly anger is participating 
in God’s anger against injustice and sin. To those who are ignoring their 
anger or settling for weak distortions such as bitterness or hatred, God 
invites you to participate in his anger for the sins done against you.

Not only are you invited to be angry at evil, but you are also expected 
to be angry. Because you are made in the image of God, you are a moral 
being. B. B. Warfield writes: “It would be impossible for a moral being 
to stand in the presence of perceived wrong indifferent and unmoved.”4 
We are created with the capacity for anger at wrongdoing, as an expres-
sion of love for God and for those harmed by sin.

This is the opposite of denying, ignoring, or suppressing anger. 
Expressing godly anger with God is not a sin but is actually encouraged. 
In the Bible, there are many examples of godly anger in which anger is 
directed at the right objects.e Anger against sin or injustice is appropri-
ate, good, and summoned by God.

God is angry at sin and at human oppression, a result of sin. It 
shows that he is the defender of the wronged. Every assault involves 
some form of injustice, and an injustice is any violation of God’s design 
for life. Because he is holy and just, his anger is always legitimate:

Yahweh can be angry because of human cruelty, or He can be angry 

exclusively because of the idolatry, rebellion, or pride of human be-

ings. That Yahweh can be angry because of humans disregarding 

their common sense of justice demonstrates that He cares about how 

humans treat humans. . . . He is concerned about the lives of human 

beings and whether justice takes place among them. This concern is 

not merely a passive interest. He is angrily involved if the miscarriage 

of justice takes place.5

eEx. 16:20; 32:19; Lev. 10:16; Num. 16:15; 31:14; Judg. 9:30; 1 Sam. 11:6; 2 Sam. 12:5; 13:21; Neh. 5:6; 
Jer. 6:11.
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God loves what is good and hates sin. Because God loves, he’s angry at 
what harms. Stanley Grenz writes: “We dare not confuse God’s love with 
sentimentality. As the great lover, God is also the avenging protector of 
the love relationship. Consequently, God’s love has a dark side. Those 
who spurn or seek to destroy the holy love relationship God desires to 
enjoy with creation experience the divine love as protective jealousy or 
wrath.”6

Jesus was angry because of his great love for people: “Jesus burned 
with anger against the wrongs He met with in His journey through 
human life, as truly as He melted with pity at the sight of the world’s 
misery: and it was out of these two emotions that His actual mercy pro-
ceeded.”7 He was angry when he encountered people who perverted the 
worship of God and contributed to or were calloused to the sufferings 
of others.

Mark 3:5 is the only passage where Jesus is clearly said to be angry. 
His anger was fueled by compassion for a man with a withered hand. 
Jesus’ reason for anger fits the pattern for God’s anger at sin, oppres-
sion, and injustice. Even when anger is not attributed to Jesus, there are 
times when it is implied.f Jesus felt godly anger about injustice and for 
God’s honor. However, in his teachings, anger that divides and fosters 
personal hatred against another person is prohibited.

God’s anger is a response to sin and rebellion. John Stott writes: 
“His anger is neither mysterious nor irrational. It is never unpredict-
able, but always predictable, because it is provoked by evil and evil 
alone.”8 At the same time, God is slow to anger and quick to forgive.g 
Our anger is similar to God’s anger when it has the same cause and 
object. The problem often faced in our anger is that our standards are 
not God’s. Thus, our anger is like God’s in form, yet we do not have the 
character to feel it for the right reasons or to execute judgment in the 
right way.

Numerous psalms connect God’s steadfast love and mercy to this 
loving wrath by which he does and will deliver his children from their 
sins and from those who harm them.h David Powlison argues: “We 
might fairly speak of the ‘steadfast love/anger of the Lord,’ of His ‘lov-
ingangerkindness.’ The ‘unfortunate, needy, and afflicted’ who face the 

fMatt. 3:7; 16:23; 18:6; 21:12; 23:2–36; Mark 8:33; 10:14; 11:15; 12:24–27; Luke 19:45; John 2:14–17.
gIsa. 48:9; Dan. 9:9; Rom. 9:22; 2 Pet. 3:9.
hPsalms 9–10, 37–40.
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angry malice of others hope in the anger of God’s love to make things 
right.”9 God’s anger at the sins of our enemy is an object of faith in some 
psalms. Psalm 37 tells us we can trust God because God’s anger will deal 
with evildoers. In Psalm 40, God’s steadfast love/anger delivers us from 
our own sins and from those who hurt us.

God’s anger now extends into the future, when God promises to 
end all suffering from others’ sinfulness. This is the culmination of 
the theme of God’s comfort for his afflicted people. God hates the way 
people hurt other people. In his steadfast love, God will deliver us from 
our enemies and destroy all causes of pain forever.

Sinful Anger—“And Do Not Sin”  
(Ephesians 4:26b–31)

God is the only one who is perfectly angry and is never sinfully angry. 
Because we are sinners, we frequently distort and confuse godly anger 
with our own desire for vengeance or control. This is why the general 
message of Scripture is that anger is a dangerous emotion that is most 
often destructive.i Most anger against another is not compatible with 
God’s standards as the Bible does prohibit the thoughtless, unrestrained 
temper that often leads to rash, harmful, and irretrievable actions.

Ephesians 4:26 allows for anger. But it also warns against sinful 
anger—“and do not sin.” Godly anger is permitted, and sinful anger 
is forbidden. And that which is forbidden is mentioned in Ephesians 
4:31—bitterness, wrath, and anger that wills harm to another.

Sinful anger springs from malice and the desire to hurt people: 
“Anger can be utterly wrong, bad, inappropriate, ugly, a completely 
destructive response.”10 Sinful anger rebels against God and does harm. 
Godly anger loves God and loves doing good for people. Sinful anger 
feeds on itself and grows, making situations worse by responding to evil 
with evil, begetting more evil.

Godly, legitimate anger should not cause us to overlook the destruc-
tive force of anger. There is no question that sinful anger is seen as a 
destructive force in many Old Testament passages. It was the motiva-
tion behind the first murder as “Cain became very angry.”j And the 
logical result of anger is reflected in Genesis 6:11—“The earth was filled 

iGal. 5:19–21; Col. 3:8; Eph. 4:31.
jGen. 4:5 nasb.
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with violence.” Ungodly anger “harbors the hatred of Cain— it kills to 
make someone pay for exposure and pain.”11

Close to but not synonymous with anger is hatred. Hatred is charac-
terized by a general and long-standing negative evaluation of a person 
while anger is usually felt against a specific offense. Hatred is forbidden 
in many instances.k While hatred toward an individual is prohibited in 
some texts,l anger against them is not. Hatred which is long lasting and 
based on an overall negative quality is not to be felt against individuals, 
whom God made and loves. Anger that is often over a specific offense and 
is short-lived can be felt against an individual. “Anger must be directed 
toward destroying the problem, not toward destroying the person.”12

God’s anger is part of executing final judgment, which is his exclu-
sive domain. Those harboring bitterness and hatred don’t act as if God 
is concerned about their plight. Out of that false belief they often take 
matters into their own hands to seek justice. When one actively believes 
the distortion that anger is a catalyst simply for the self-satisfaction of 
seeing their perpetrator punished, God is displeased. Ungodly anger 
attempts to rectify the wrong done to us by empowering us to act 
instead of waiting vulnerably for God to do something. 13 It is not only a 
protection against harm; it is a taunt against God for apparently refus-
ing to act on our behalf:

Although our anger may be directed against others, ultimately we 

are directing our curses against God. Even when our anger is directed 

against inanimate objects, it is an attack against the Creator. We are 

furious at God for inequality. God seems to be either unable or un-

willing to address injustice; sometimes it even feels as if He is on the 

side of evil, joining the assault against us. We want vengeance. The 

desire to violate is our repayment to God and others for the emptiness 

and harm that is not recompensed. It is an attack against an attack. 

And it will not be satisfied until the other is defeated, humiliated, and 

utterly annihilated.14

This sinful anger is now a given, after the fall, as we are hardwired for 
resentment and hatred for God and others.

Sinful anger creates vicious circles where evil begets evil. When our 

kLev. 19:17; Prov. 24:17; 25:21.
lTitus 3:3; 2 Thess. 3:14–15.
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anger becomes punitive, out to get revenge, it is the opposite of godly 
anger that has a redemptive purpose of destroying ugliness in order 
to enhance what is good. Revenge does not heal; it only makes things 
worse: “Violence feeds on revenge; revenge, on violence.”15 The trouble 
with revenge is that it enslaves us as vengeance “acts in the form of react-
ing against an original trespassing, whereby far from putting an end to 
the consequences of the first misdeed, everybody remains bound to the 
process, permitting the chain reaction contained in every action to take 
its unhindered course.”16

There is only one way out of this vicious cycle binding victim and 
perpetrator and perpetuating more violence:

Repay no one evil for evil. . . . Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but 

leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, “Vengeance is mine, I will 

repay, says the Lord.” To the contrary, “if your enemy is hungry, feed 

him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink; for by so doing you 

will heap burning coals on his head.” Do not be overcome by evil, but 

overcome evil with good.m

God’s vengeance makes the spiral of vengeance grind to a halt 
because the assurance that God will punish sin allows believers to freely 
love. You don’t need to repay evil with evil because the Bible teaches that 
in the future God will take vengeance on his adversaries in such a hor-
rific way that the violence of the Old Testament pales by comparison.n 
Because vengeance is God’s, you don’t have to be vengeful; you can love 
and forgive your enemy. As a matter of fact, if you don’t forgive, you are 
usurping God’s authority to act as judge.

You may be offended or shocked, and that would make sense since 
forgiveness is an outrage “against straight-line dues-paying morality.”17 
But Christianity is not about karma; it is about grace. And this grace is 
sometimes shocking.

Love and Forgiveness (Ephesians 4:32–5:2)

We have seen that anger can be good and right. We’ve also seen that God 
uses anger for a redemptive plan, which is for grace to triumph. This 

mRom. 12:17–21.
nMatt. 23:33; Mark 9:43–49; Col. 3:6; Heb. 10:26–31; 2 Pet. 3:7, 10–12; Rev. 6:16–17; 11:18; 14:10–11, 
19–20; 15:1–8; 16:1–21; 19:15.
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doesn’t mean we stop being angry at evil, but it does mean that we are 
to take seriously the Lord’s Prayer: “Forgive us our debts, as we also have 
forgiven our debtors.”o

Forgiveness means not taking vengeance into our own hands 
toward those who have sinned against us. Godly anger allows the 
offense to be seen as an issue between the offender and God. When 
someone sinned against you, they also sinned against God. Vengeance 
belongs to God, and he will repay.

Forgiveness means more than not being vengeful, it also means 
loving your enemies, and anyone who sins against you acts like your 
enemy: “But I say to you who hear, Love your enemies, do good to those 
who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse 
you.”p To forgive is to love despite being sinned against. Miroslav Volf 
anchors forgiveness in love: God’s love toward us, and then our love for 
others.18

We see this reflected in Ephesians 4:32–5:2, which calls us to extend 
forgiveness and love to others because that is what we receive from God: 
“Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God 
in Christ forgave you. Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved chil-
dren. And walk in love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a 
fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.”

Receiving forgiveness and love from God through Christ is essen-
tial to understanding forgiveness. Because God forgave you for your 
sins, you are now free to forgive others. Jesus received God’s anger and 
punishment so those guilty of cosmic treason would be forgiven. The 
gospel forgives and changes angry people into loving and forgiving 
people who are characterized by love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.

Grace is the miracle that causes change. It creates loving people who 
are empowered by the Spirit to do good in this world of hostility and 
evil. As sinners who have received mercy instead of wrath, we have the 
otherwise inexplicable capability simultaneously to hate wrong and to 
give love to those who do wrong. It is a miracle for a sinner to forgive 
another sinner. But this miracle is based on the prior miracle of God 
freely offering his Son to bear the wrath deserved by the guilty.

oMatt. 6:12. Also see Luke 11:4, “Forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive everyone who is 
indebted to us.”
pLuke 6:27–28.
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This is why Robert Cheong defines love and forgiveness as the 
“work of God.” Cheong writes: “Love is a work of God on the human 
soul that compels one to give oneself to another, regardless of the cost, 
so that the other might love God more deeply. . . . Forgiveness is a work 
of God’s love in the human soul that compels one to give oneself for 
another, despite being sinned against, so that the other might love God 
more deeply.”19

What God did for us becomes the power to change. He forgave 
us. That opens up a relationship of love and a future of hope. Tender-
heartedness flows from a heart overwhelmed with being loved unde-
servedly and being secured eternally. The command to be tenderhearted 
has more to do with what God has done for you than what your perpe-
trator did to you. You are not enslaved to your past.

When we forgive others their sins, we echo the forgiveness granted 
by a just and loving God who forgave our sins. Christ took upon himself 
God’s fierce anger, which should have been poured out on us. As a result 
of Christ’s sacrifice, for those who believe, God’s anger is satisfied. As a 
result we rest in God’s grace, enjoying his blessings free from the violence 
of his curses. God’s one-way love toward us amid our sin undermines our 
bitterness and can prompt forgiveness of those who sin against us.

In repenting of your own sins—including the trespass of sinful 
anger—mercy and grace will flow into your life, making you merciful to 
others, even those who, like you, don’t deserve it: “A pardoned soul is a 
monument of mercy.”20 If you’ve found the mercy of Jesus overflowing 
toward you for spectacular and fatal sins—cosmic treason—it is only 
natural for mercy to overflow toward others for their lesser, but still 
painful, sins against you. The more deeply you get to the heart of your 
participation in sin, the more you will understand with joy the mercy 
of God to you.

In the Psalms, those who cry out to God for justice are aware of 
their own guilt, that they are participants in the problem of evil, not 
just victims. For example, see Psalm 69:5: “O God, you know my folly; 
the wrongs I have done are not hidden from you.” Crying out to God 
because of sins done to you will remind you that you are also guilty of 
sin, but have received forgiveness. And receiving forgiveness for your 
cosmic treason will undermine your bitterness for those who sinned 
against you and can prompt your forgiveness of them.
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Mercy works to soften your heart. Jesus tells us to love our enemiesq 
and pray for their well-being, which includes their repentance unto 
eternal life.r Mercy charges us to do persistent, straightforward acts of 
unmerited kindness.s

The command to forgive as you have been forgiven is repeated in 
the Bible.t Christian forgiveness demands that we take the initiative to 
forgive even before the evildoer has repented. Forgiveness from God 
frees us from the condemnation of our sins, compelling us to forgive 
others as we have been forgiven. Forgiveness is not contingent on the 
perpetrators repenting for their sins toward you. Our forgiveness of 
others is unconditional, even for unrepentant sinners.

Biblical forgiveness first involves a condemnation, accusation, or 
blame of some wrongdoing; second, it involves giving the gift of not 
counting the wrongdoing against the wrongdoer.21 Therefore, when 
one receives forgiveness, one is first admitting to the guilt of the blame, 
and second, is receiving the gift of it no longer counting against him or 
her.22 So in the case of an unrepentant sinner unwilling to accept the 
blame in the first place, the blame and condemnation remains on that 
person.23 Forgiveness has been concretely granted but rejected. Because 
forgiveness has as a necessary starting point the condemnation of some 
evil, that condemnation remains upon the unrepentant sinner, even 
while the forgiver walks away having granted forgiveness.

Volf argues that forgiveness is not contingent on repentance, but he 
does link the two closely, making repentance very important: “Instead 
of being a condition of forgiveness, however, repentance is its neces-
sary consequence.”24 If forgiveness is conditioned on the perpetrator’s 
repentance, it once again places the victims under the control of their 
perpetrators and binds them to the destruction that bitterness and 
hatred bring.

Some have suggested that calling victims to forgive perpetrators 
may cause revictimization. That is certainly true when forgiveness is 
described in a simplistic, shallow, insensitive manner and not bibli-
cally defined. However, denying a victim the sense of freedom that only 
comes after biblical forgiveness has taken place, perpetuates the suffer-

qMatt. 5:44; Luke 6:27; 23:34; Acts 7:60.
rLuke 6:28.
sRom. 12:20.
tMatt. 6:14–15; 18:21–35; Mark 11:25; Luke 6:37; 11:4; 17:3–4; Eph. 4:32; Col. 3:13. 
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ing caused by the initial assault because it allows the poison of hatred to 
continue to fester. To make forgiveness contingent on the perpetrator’s 
repentance intensifies revictimization by stripping a victim of power 
and placing control back into the hands of the perpetrator. Not calling 
victims to forgive, or making forgiveness based on the evildoers’ repen-
tance, can imprison victims “in the automatism of mutual exclusion, 
unable to forgive or repent and united in a perverse communion of 
mutual hate.”25

Many Christians mistakenly assume that forgiving someone who 
has hurt them means no longer feeling pain, anger, or a desire for 
revenge. Forgiveness does not mean that painful memories of the past 
are wiped away, nor does it mean that a desire for justice is ignored. 
Neither does forgiveness mean that the victim will not first feel a deep 
sense of anger and hurt for what has happened. In most, if not all, cases, 
real forgiveness cannot even be considered until those who have been 
assaulted have come out of the darkness of denial and have begun to 
feel the weight of wrongs committed against them. Forgiveness means 
a willingness and desire to cancel the debt that is owed to you because 
of the far greater kindness God has shown.26 For the victim, forgiveness 
is not an event to be logged, but obedience to God and a freedom from 
bitterness that should be celebrated and nurtured.

Forgiveness is not a substitute for justice. As Volf writes: 
“Forgiveness is no mere discharge of a victim’s angry resentment and 
no mere assuaging of a perpetrator’s remorseful anguish, one that 
demands no change of the perpetrator and no righting of wrongs. On 
the contrary: every act of forgiveness enthrones justice; it draws atten-
tion to its violation precisely by offering to forego its claims.”27

Forgiveness provides a framework in which the quest for properly 
understood justice can be fruitfully pursued. Only those who are for-
given and willing to forgive will be capable of relentlessly pursuing 
justice without falling into the temptation to pervert it into injustice.

Your forgiving the perpetrator is not sanctioning the violence they 
did to you. Forgiveness does not mean that you do not participate in 
activities that impose consequences on evil behavior such as calling 
the police, filing reports, church discipline, criminal proceedings, etc. 
You can forgive your abuser without the expectation of pretending the 
assault never happened.
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In addition, dealing with anger and forgiveness does not need to 
be done alone. God’s grace creates a community of grace, which is the 
church, and we bear each other’s burdens.u Clearly, victims of sexual 
assault have been heavily burdened. They have suffered bodily harm, 
degradation, the sense of uncleanness, terrible fear, and the loss of self. 
When victims suffer, the community suffers with them.v Victims need 
to be comforted and supported, but they also need the full restoration 
of what they have lost. In this regard, the community of grace must 
support victims as they forgive perpetrators but also wisely call perpe-
trators to repentance.

There is a difference between forgiveness and reconciliation. 
Reconciliation, the restoration of relationship between parties, and 
forgiveness can happen independently. Forgiveness can happen spiri-
tually and emotionally because of what Christ did on the cross and 
through the resurrection. But the promise of reconciliation is in the 
future. Forgiveness is a precondition for reconciliation.

Frequently, forgiveness is seen as simply an exercise in releasing 
bad feelings, ignoring past harm, and pretending all is well. Yet, for-
giveness is just the opposite: “True forgiveness often deepens internal 
passion and sorrow. Yet it is a powerful agent in a process that can 
transform both the forgiver and the forgiven. It is a gift that pierces a 
hardened, defensive heart with rays of redemptive kindness.”28

Forgiveness is not ignoring harm and acting as if nothing hap-
pened; it’s the opposite. Forgiveness requires acknowledging the harm 
and calling it what it is—sexual violence, sin, evil—and calling the per-
petrators what he/she/they are—evildoers and sinners. It also means 
acknowledging the consequence of God’s judgment for the sins com-
mitted, and then not holding the charge against them. However, the 
perpetrator must deal with God at that point. The victim’s forgiveness 
is not the declaration of God’s forgiveness.

Forgiveness is costly for the victim, but it is not a naïve, foolish, sim-
plistic, look-the-other-way pretense that all is well and parties should 
return to relating as they did before the assault. Forgiveness also does 
not mean that victims should feel like they need to prove their forgive-
ness by any interaction with the perpetrator. Forgiveness is something 

uGal. 6:2.
v1 Cor. 12:26.
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the victim extends with or without the perpetrator’s being aware of 
it. When possible, communication of forgiveness is best, but there are 
circumstances when this may not be possible or prudent: “Overlooking 
harm in order to achieve a sentimental but nonsubstantive peace actu-
ally encourages sin.”29

Sadly, much revictimization can occur due to a simplistic rush to 
forgiveness, which masks an unwillingness to face complex layers of 
damage to the victim. Apart from victims encountering grace and hav-
ing received forgiveness for themselves, demanding forgiveness toward 
others is simply a cruel burden to place upon them.

Though we must forgive, the only one who can ultimately forgive 
sins is “God alone.”w Only God has the power and the right to forgive, 
and only God’s forgiveness washes others clean of their wrongdoing 
and lifts the burden of guilt.

There is a double benefit of forgiving. First, we are commanded to 
forgive, and our obedience glorifies God. Thankfully, that which God 
commands he empowers you to actually do.x Second, the miraculous 
gift of forgiveness is also the best thing for the victim—it can release 
you from the anger, resentment, hatred, and bitterness that destroy 
you.30 While forgiveness has been a topic reluctantly considered by 
sexual assault theorists,31 the results from numerous studies suggest 
that forgiveness is helpful in the counseling of victims.32 Forgiving 
provides greater reduction in the long-term symptoms associated with 
the sexual assault experience and improved overall functioning. It 
promotes more effective living, reductions in long-term effects of 
sexual assault, improved well-being, improved marital satisfaction, 
and improved relational skills.

The God of the Oppressed

You are invited by God to cry out for him to do what he has promised to 
do: destroy evil and remove everything that harms others and defames 
God’s name. For example, God promises that “the way of the wicked 
will perish.”y When evil presses in, prayer pleads for God to make it so.

The Psalms show us that rage belongs before God—the rage of the 
oppressed over injustice belongs in the presence of a just God who is 
wMark 2:7.
xPhil. 2:13.
yPs. 1:6.
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the God of the oppressed. In the light of God’s justice, the oppressed 
will also see their sinfulness and violation against God and need for 
forgiveness. In the presence of God our rage over injustice may give 
way to forgiveness. In the presence of God, you know you deserve the 
wrath of God while you cry out your need for mercy. That anger at your 
sin eventually produces repentance, hope, and faith. In Psalm 40, God’s 
steadfast love and anger deliver you from both your own sins and from 
those who hurt you.

Anger is more than just a stage to get through, “it is an act of pro-
found faith to entrust one’s most precious hatreds to God, knowing 
they will be taken seriously.”33 Anger expressed to God is the cry of the 
weak one who trusts the strong One, the hurting person who trusts the 
One who will make it all better.

In the Bible, God is One who stands with the vulnerable and power-
less and speaks judgment against those who choose to use their power in 
ways that harm others. The strong unjustly use force and deceit to take 
from the weak. The oppressors think that no one cares and no one will 
interfere with their plans. But God’s interest in the abuse of power is not 
mild. Nor is he at all resigned to injustice in a fallen world. The strong’s 
unjust use of power meant to abuse the weak strikes at the very core of 
God’s holy heart. Many passages in the Bible speak out on the issue of 
violence and God’s attitude toward those who repeatedly use violence.z

God’s wrath is a source of positive hope for the victim. You know 
that God loves you and will destroy the evil that has harmed you. God 
is the refuge of his people and shows steadfast love by destroying those 
who “strike terror.”aa The wrath of God is often presented not as some-
thing to fear, but as something on which to set your hopes, as the conso-
lation, refuge, and deliverance of God’s suffering people.

Because vengeance is God’s, you are free from the exhausting 
hamster wheel of vindictive behavior. Victims can trust God to make 
all wrongs right so they can get on with their lives and not fixate on bit-
terness and hatred. In this regard, the wrath of God is a central piece of 
the hope of God’s people.

You never have to stop longing for God to deliver you from evil. The 
Bible closes with the plea, “Come, Lord Jesus!”ab This is a request that 

zPs. 11:5; 37:9; Zeph. 1:9; Mal. 2:16.
aaPs. 10:18.
abRev. 22:20.
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the Jesus of Revelation will come to remove all evils and destroy death, 
Satan, all causes of tears, and all sin.

The Bible links hope in God with a willingness to wait.ac To wait is 
to have confidence that God will bring justice. He will satisfy the depths 
of our desire, but in his time and not ours.

acPs. 27:14; 33:20; 130:5.
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Nicole’s Story

As a teenager, I struggled with my body image, and I hated what God 

created. When I was sixteen, people in church introduced me to a thirty-

something-year-old married woman from our church who had a long 

battle with anorexia and bulimia.

Early in our friendship, I initially felt understood in my struggle. 

However, her validation of my thoughts and feelings toward my body only 

solidified the deception that Satan was trying to enslave me with. Soon 

after our friendship began, this woman began to manipulate me emotion-

ally. Soon her manipulation became very strong. She told me that she was 

the only one who could really understand and help me. After knowing each 

other for a year, she molested me for the first time.

I was devastated.

She told me that I couldn’t tell anyone because people would think 

I was a lesbian. She said that if anyone found out, her life would be 

ruined. She cried and told me how much she needed me, how lost she 

would be without me, and she even used Scripture to validate the way 

she felt. She promised never to do it again, but the cycle of molestation, 

lies, and emotional and spiritual manipulation repeated itself over two 

years like a nightmare I couldn’t wake up from.

I wasn’t a child when all this happened. In fact, I was a teenager. 

I was ridden with guilt and shame. I told myself that I should have 

known better and that somehow, what was happening must have been 

my fault. I hated every part of it yet felt completely powerless to break 

free. It seemed there was no way out. I tried countless times to break 

away, but she lured and guilted me back. My purity and femininity had 

been stolen.

I was finally able to break free and ended all communication, risk-

ing what felt like everything. Several years later, God blessed me with 

a godly husband. But I elevated him to be my savior. I believed that 
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marrying a man who loved God and had committed his life to serving 
as a pastor and engaging in God-honoring sex would finally break the 
bonds of hopelessness. I wanted to bury any remaining despair, but my 
heart only opened up for further despair. God created marriage and sex, 
but he did not create them to replace him.

I cannot fully describe the despair, disillusionment, and shame that 
overwhelmed me. I felt utterly hopeless. It wasn’t until several years 
later that I was able to break the silence and share with people I trusted 
what had happened to me. However breaking the silence did not put an 
end to my despair, and human validation offered no real hope.

Not only had sexual sin been committed against me, but this 
woman had heaped deception and darkness upon my life, and I was left 
feeling hopeless for years. She grossly misrepresented Christ to me by 
misquoting Scripture and using it as a weapon to keep me enslaved to 
her evil desires. If God was on her side, I thought, I wanted absolutely 
nothing to do with him. I was separated from the very One who would 
be my hope and bring healing. I also hated church. If God’s people could 
do such unspeakable evil, the last thing I wanted was fellowship with 
them. I was sickened by testimonies of people who spoke of God’s love. 
So I turned inward where despair and shame were my only companions.

I feasted on lies for years, which led to deeper hopelessness. The 
only relief I could imagine was death. I felt like my identity was broad-
cast on my forehead, as though everyone I encountered saw the words: 
damaged, filthy, worthless, lesbian, adulterer, broken, and beyond 
repair. This despair and shame had a numbing effect on my soul. There 
were times when I felt deep depression and brokenness.

I cried lots of tears. Then at other times, I felt nothing. In these 
moments I wanted tangible pain, so I would cut my arms and legs just 
to feel something. I wanted relief. I longed for real hope. I hungered for 
a savior.

God did not allow me to be put to shame or to die in despair. He lov-
ingly and triumphantly broke through the deception and death intended 
by my abuser and by the Evil One. I cried to the Lord and he heard me. He 
delivered me from my distress. The Lord is close to the brokenhearted and 
saves those who are crushed in spirit (Ps. 34: 17–18).

The cross is the very essence of my deliverance from despair and 
shame. The cross is not just an abstract theological symbol or a reminder 

RidOfMyDisgrace.15989.i05.indd   142 12/2/10   4:09 PM



Nicole's Story  143

of a time in history. The freedom that the cross brings is real. My Savior 
is real and alive today. My enemy has been defeated at the cross. Evil and 
death have no sting. Christ defeated them and has all authority over 
them (Col. 2:13–15).

I gave the enemy all power to tell me who I was. Deception bred 
hopelessness and despair. I was so engulfed in despair that I did not 
even realize how deceived I was. Because my Savior lives and my enemy 
is defeated, I have hope. I have hope! I have tasted freedom from shame 
and despair. And I now walk in the truth of who my Savior is and who I 
am because of my Savior.

My identity does not come from within me in my brokenness, 
shame, victimization, or pain. My identity is in Christ. What hope that 
brings! When I look to myself, I find very limited hope. But Jesus Christ 
died for me. He fully paid the price for all of my sin, and I don’t have any-
thing to add. He took all of my shame and hopelessness upon himself 
on the cross and exchanged my shame and despair for hope. I don’t have 
to strive to find hope. Instead, hope is in the very person of my Savior.

I believe God mourned as I cut my flesh to bring relief. He sum-
moned me to hear his truth. He brought me to his cross, and yet I chose 
to live in deception. I ignored the bright light of his hope. I didn’t 
believe it could possibly be true . . . for me. But this is the glorious truth: 
Jesus died to save me from myself and to redeem me from the heinous 
sin committed against me. He felt the weight of my sin, shame, and 
despair so that I could feel the weight of his forgiveness, love, and hope.

Until I am finally face-to-face with Jesus, I will continue to be 
tempted to despair. I will be lured to forsake the hope of my Savior. I will 
be reminded of my sin, the sin committed against me, and the broken-
ness it caused in my life. I will be tempted to respond to my husband as 
if he is my enemy. In some moments I will succumb to temptation, and 
in other moments I will walk in the authority and freedom of Jesus, as 
I bring to mind the finished work of the cross. And one glorious day, I 
will be face-to-face with my Savior. I will be perfect as he intended me to 
be, and I will fall to my knees to worship him who died for me. My hope 
will finally, fully be realized.
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Despair

Despair is the most commonly reported symptom of sexual assault. 

Feeling that you lost something, whether it’s your innocence, youth, 

health, trust, confidence, or sense of safety can lead to despair. For those 

who have experienced the evil of sexual violence, it’s likely that you’ve 

had an encounter with despair and depression.

Depression adds seemingly inescapable weight to the existential 

experience of despair: “Depression is the heavy cloud of hopelessness 

settling over our confidence and hope. You can be suddenly depleted 

of hope and feel your weakness so heavily that it seems to express the 

whole truth about your life. It becomes all you believe about yourself.”1

The terrible experience of being powerless and vulnerable dur-

ing an assault often leads to hopelessness. For some victims, feelings 

of hopelessness and helplessness come and go, while for others these 

feelings deepen into despair. When the feelings of powerlessness are 

internalized, self-hatred and self-pity intensify to the point of despair.

Despair invades all areas of life, depriving victims of motivation 

and sense of purpose. If you’ve experienced the exhaustion of despair, 

you’ve often wondered how you can make it through another day just 

managing day-to-day life. You might find yourself frequently crying 

over the seeming hopelessness of the present and what the future may 

hold. You may feel totally alone, as if no one cares, and abandoned with-

out help. In addition to the emotional and mental agony of fear, anxiety, 

self-hatred, and even recurring thoughts of death or suicide, despair 

may manifest physically in the form of lethargy, change in appetite 

and sleep, indecisiveness, unexplained aches or pains, or other physical 

indications of stress. Since despair is so painful, many victims “seek to 

avoid awareness of it as much as possible, purposely but unconsciously 

perpetuating their self-deception.”2

Despair is the total absence of any sense of hope, accompanied 
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by a feeling of powerlessness. Despair deadens our hearts to the hope 

that we will be rescued, redeemed, and relieved of suffering. Despair 

refuses to hope. William Styron writes: “It may be more accurate to say 

that despair . .  . comes to resemble the diabolical discomfort of being 

imprisoned in a fiercely overheated room. And because no breeze stirs 

this cauldron, because there is no escape from this smothering confine-

ment, it is entirely natural that the victim begins to think ceaselessly of 

oblivion.”3

Despair often leads to hatred of desire. Desire is aroused, but 

hope is disappointed, and the soul is consequently deadened through 

despair. After all, when there is nothing you can do to change the suf-

fering, the natural response is to simply give up. The risk of hope is too 

great. It seems easier to quit trying and become numb than to have hope 

dashed again and again. Will you ever receive the support or belief from 

your family and friends? Will you ever feel safe in new relationships, or 

should you withdraw and hide? In your loneliness, it seems as though 

no one cares whether you live or die.

Despair refuses to dream that there’s hope amid the valley of the 

shadow of death; it refuses the agonizing pangs of uncertainty, loss, 

and the irrepressible desire for redemption. It seems better to kill hope 

rather than face the agony of remembering and pondering God in the 

midst of suffering.

Despair is the enemy of hope: “Despair looks at the world and notes 

it emptiness—the lack of true relational intimacy, the utter blackness of 

death. It concludes that life is not worth it. This is the core of all forms 

of destructive despair: abandonment, loss, the death of desire, and a 

subsequent refusal to hope.”4 Hope is what propels us into the future. 

When hope is lost, life becomes mechanical, rote—seeing each day as 

nothing more than a repetition of what came before.

Hope

Is there any reason to believe that there is healing available now and 

hope for the future? Will it ever get any better? Or do you wonder, is the 

pain you are feeling right now all there is and will be?

There is hope. Rather than being simply a desire for a particular 

outcome that is uncertain, hope is characterized by certainty in the 
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Bible.a Hope is sure because God is behind the promise, and he has 
provided faithfully in the past to his people.b The hope you need right 
now borrows from God’s faithfulness in the past and anticipation of it 
in the future.

The basis you have for hope is the resurrection of Jesus from the 
dead. Peter bases hope on the resurrection: “According to his great mercy, 
he has caused us to be born again to a living hope through the resurrec-
tion of Jesus Christ from the dead, to an inheritance that is imperishable, 
undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you, who by God’s power are 
being guarded through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last 
time.”c Similarly, hope and resurrection are closely linked in Ephesians. 
“The hope to which [God] has called you” is based on God’s “great might 
that he worked in Christ when he raised him from the dead.”d

Why does the resurrection give you hope if you trust in Christ? 
First, by his resurrection, Jesus conquers all your enemies: Satan, sin, 
hell, death, and the grave. Second, the resurrection is a guarantee of 
your future resurrection to eternal life.

Conquering through Suffering

Because of Jesus’ resurrection, all threats against you are tamed if 
you trust in Christ. Jesus conquered death, so death and evil done to 
you is not the end of the story and you can have hope. In the book of 
Revelation, one of the key themes is conquering through suffering. 
This theme is evident in the number of the occurrences of the verb “to 
conquer” in the book.e John describes amazing promises to Christians, 
addressing the promises specifically to those who “conquer”: 

●  To the one who conquers I will grant to eat of the tree of life, which is in 

the paradise of God. (2:7)

●  The one who conquers will not be hurt by the second death. (2:11)

●  To the one who conquers I will give some of the hidden manna, and I will 

give him a white stone, with a new name written on the stone that no one 

knows except the one who receives it. (2:17)

aHeb. 6:13–20.
bHeb. 3:6; 6:15; 10:23.
c1 Pet. 1:3–5. Also see verse 21.
dEph. 1:18–20.
e John uses the verb “to conquer” 17 times: Rev. 2:7, 11, 17, 26; 3:5, 12, 21; 5:5; 6:2; 11:7; 12:11; 13:7; 
15:2; 17:14; 21:7.
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●  The one who conquers and who keeps my works until the end, to him I 

will give authority over the nations. (2:26)

●  The one who conquers will be clothed thus in white garments, and I will 

never blot his name out of the book of life. I will confess his name before 

my Father and before his angels. (3:5)

●  The one who conquers, I will make him a pillar in the temple of my  

God. Never shall he go out of it, and I will write on him the name of my 

God, and the name of the city of my God, the new Jerusalem, which comes 

down from my God out of heaven, and my own new name. (3:12)

●  The one who conquers, I will grant him to sit with me on my throne, as I 

also conquered and sat down with my Father on his throne. (3:21)

How will these staggering promises come to pass? How will  
they conquer amid affliction and persecution? How will they  
find the strength to endure and overcome against all odds? John  
provides the answer: they will conquer by looking by faith to the  
One who has already conquered, Jesus Christ. We read in Revelation 
5:5–6:

And one of the elders said to me, “Weep no more; behold, the Lion 

of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has conquered, so that he can 

open the scroll and its seven seals.” And between the throne and the 

four living creatures and among the elders I saw a Lamb standing, as 

though it had been slain.

John describes Jesus as the kingly Lion and the meek Lamb who has 
conquered all of his and our enemies. Jesus has conquered his enemies 
through his suffering and death on the cross, and yet he is also one who 
has been slaughtered. Jesus is “the faithful witness, the firstborn of the 
dead, and the ruler of kings on earth,” and he is the one “who loves us 
and has freed us from our sins by his blood and made us a kingdom, 
priests to his God and Father.”f We reign with him because he died and 
freed us and made us a kingdom for his glory.

This truth should be a strong encouragement to you in the middle 
of suffering. You follow a crucified Redeemer who by his death and res-
urrection has conquered death and Hades. Death and hell are no longer 
enemies that ought to produce fear in you. Jesus says: “Fear not, I am 

fRev. 1:5–6.

RidOfMyDisgrace.15989.i05.indd   148 12/2/10   4:09 PM



Despair  149

the first and the last, and the living one. I died, and behold I am alive 
forevermore, and I have the keys of Death and Hades.”g

This image of the conquering Christ who prevailed through suffer-
ing can give you hope. In being united to Christ, you, too, will conquer 
as you look through the eyes of faith to the one who has accomplished 
everything on your behalf through his death and resurrection. It is for 
this reason that John writes in Revelation 12:11: “And they have con-
quered him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testi-
mony, for they loved not their lives even unto death.”

Making All Things New

Because Jesus rose from the dead, he ascended to heaven and is “making 
all things new.”h What Jesus’ resurrection began will find its comple-
tion in the new creation. The new heavens and the new earth described 
in Revelation 21:3–5 is a picture of perfection:

Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man. He will dwell with 

them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be with them 

as their God. He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death 

shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor 

pain anymore, for the former things have passed away. . . . Behold, I 

am making all things new.

God will be with us; he will bring peace and we will be perfected in the 
new creation. Disgrace is replaced by grace. Anxiety will give way to 
peace. Sam Storms writes:

There will be nothing that is abrasive, irritating, agitating, or hurtful. 

Nothing harmful, hateful, upsetting, or unkind. Nothing sad, bad, 

or mad. Nothing harsh, impatient, ungrateful, or unworthy. Nothing 

weak, or sick, or broken, or foolish. Nothing deformed, degenerate, 

depraved, or disgusting. Nothing polluted, pathetic, poor, or putrid. 

Nothing dark, dismal, dismaying, or degrading. Nothing blamewor-

thy, blemished, blasphemous, or blighted. Nothing faulty, faithless, 

frail, or fading. Nothing grotesque or grievous, hideous or insidious. 

Nothing illicit or illegal, lascivious or lustful. Nothing marred or 

mutilated, misaligned, or misinformed. Nothing nasty or naughty, 

gRev. 1:17–18.
hRev. 21:5.
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offensive or odious. Nothing rancid or rude, soiled or spoiled. Noth-

ing tawdry or tainted, tasteless or tempting. Nothing vile or vicious, 

wasteful or wanton! Wherever you turn your eyes you will see noth-

ing but glory and grandeur and beauty and brightness and purity and 

perfection and splendor and satisfaction and sweetness and salvation 

and majesty and marvel and holiness and happiness. We will see only 

and all that is adorable and affectionate, beautiful and bright, bril-

liant and bountiful, delightful and delicious, delectable and daz-

zling, elegant and exciting, fascinating and fruitful, glorious and 

grand, gracious and good, happy and holy, healthy and whole, joyful 

and jubilant, lovely and luscious, majestic and marvelous, opulent 

and overwhelming, radiant and resplendent, splendid and sublime, 

sweet and savoring, tender and tasteful, euphoric and unified! Why 

will it be all these things? Because we will be looking at God.5

Because of the resurrection, your eyes can be fixed forward on the 
new creation, something wholly different—and better than broken life 
in the here and now. Jesus is the first of that new creation, has already 
given you new birth into that new creation, and promises to complete 
it in you, making you gloriously, perfectly like him.i

Revelation 21:4 describes the promise of your peace and restora-
tion: “He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be 
no more, neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain any-
more, for the former things have passed away.” This is what your com-
pleted restoration will look like when all cause for sorrow is removed 
forever. Your restoration will take time. And it may be painful to realize 
that your healing takes longer than you anticipated. But one thing is 
certain: if you belong to Jesus, the same Spirit of God that resurrected 
him from the dead resides in you.j Your redemption is as certain as his 
resurrection.6

Present Sufferings, Future Glory  
(Romans 8:18–39)

We’ve discussed, at length, our future hope. But what does the resurrec-
tion mean for you, in the midst of suffering right now? We will inves-
tigate Romans 8:18–39 for an answer. This passage is one of the most 

i1 Cor. 15:23; 2 Cor. 5:17; Phil. 1:6; 1 John 3:2.
jRom. 8:11.
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hopeful passages about the future and simultaneously one of the most 

realistic about present sufferings.

Not Worth Comparing

In Romans 8:18, Paul makes an amazing claim: “For I consider that the 

sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory 

that is to be revealed to us.” He says your current sufferings will seem 

slight when compared to the glory that will be revealed. This is not to 

deny suffering. Paul concedes that suffering is painfully real. But in 

comparison to glory, suffering looks different because it is dwarfed 

by the grandeur of glory awaiting believers. It is important to see that 

rather than minimizing suffering, Paul is actually maximizing glory.

Paul boldly states that those who trust in Jesus are the adopted chil-

dren of God who will receive a great inheritance. The statement about 

our suffering in verse 18 is in the context of ten references to us being 

the adopted children of God—six times in verses 14–17 and four times 

in verses 19–23.

The imagery of adoption means that you are not naturally a child 

of God, but that you have become one because of Christ. Isn’t this what 

you need to hear in the middle of your despair? Being a child of God 

indicates warmth as well as confidence to call on God as a father who is 

able and ready to help.

Your adoption combats the cruel notion that you should feel uncer-

tain concerning your status with God. Being the adopted child of God 

summarizes the message of the Bible: that God is merciful, loving, and 

patient, that he is faithful and true, and that he keeps his promises. All 

the promises of God were fulfilled in the gift of his only begotten Son, 

that according to John 3:16 “whoever believes in him should not perish 

but have eternal life.”

If your future is based on Christ, you can have hope that your pres-

ent sufferings are not the final cries in an empty universe. Instead, your 

cries are the prelude of joy at the final redemption. Through Christ, God 

has secured your eternal life and salvation. Because of that you can have 

hope; God is not done with you. Philippians 1:6 says: “And I am sure of 

this, that he who began a good work in you will bring it to completion 

at the day of Jesus Christ.”
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Holy Spirit

In Romans 8:23–27, Paul encourages you by drawing your attention 

to the support you have in the midst of suffering. You do not face 

despair or trouble in isolation because God sent his Holy Spirit to 

comfort you:

We ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as 

we wait eagerly for adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies. 

For in this hope we were saved. Now hope that is seen is not hope. For 

who hopes for what he sees? But if we hope for what we do not see, 

we wait for it with patience. Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weak-

ness. For we do not know what to pray for as we ought, but the Spirit 

himself intercedes for us with groanings too deep for words. And he 

who searches hearts knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because the 

Spirit intercedes for the saints according to the will of God.

Paul admits clearly that God’s children “groan inwardly” under the 

pressure of suffering. The pain and darkness can be so much that we 

“do not know what to pray for as we ought.” But the Spirit is with us. 

Instead of arguing against “groaning,” Paul does the opposite and says 

the Spirit groans even deeper: “the Spirit himself intercedes for us with 

groanings too deep for words.” The Holy Spirit feels your pain and bears 

your burdens before the Father. When you are discouraged to the point 

that you are speechless, the Spirit cares and speaks for you. The Spirit is 

with you in your suffering.

God’s Sovereignty

In addition to the gift of the Spirit, Paul encourages us by pointing us 

to the plan of God. Romans 8:28 tells us that God has a plan for our 

troubles; he will use them for our good: “And we know that for those 

who love God all things work together for good, for those who are called 

according to his purpose.”

Notice how this divine plan is all-encompassing. All things—not 

some or most—work together for your good. But no matter how discour-

aging the despair, you know something that gives hope. God has a plan 

to turn despair into blessings. He’s so merciful, creative, and sovereign 

that he uses everything, no matter what it is, for your ultimate good.
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Because of God’s plan for you, you can have hope. The world may 
be a place of suffering, and Paul will not deny that. But rather than only 
lamenting that, he directs your gaze in hope toward the future. That is 
why you can groan in expectation; it is both out of suffering and out of 
expectation that he will not let you remain suffering forever.

If God can turn the murder of his Son, the ultimate travesty of 
justice, into the redemption of the world, how much more can he use 
things in your life for your ultimate good? If he can turn murder into 
salvation, you can be confident that he can transform and use things in 
your life.

In Romans 8:29–30, Paul lists things God’s determined for us. He 
does this to assure us that God is absolutely unwavering in his desire to 
bring good out of our suffering: “For those whom he foreknew he also 
predestined.  .  .  . And those whom he predestined he also called, and 
those whom he called he also justified, and those whom he justified 
he also glorified.” When we understand these aspects of God’s plan, we 
can rest assured that God is fully determined to work all things for our 
good.

Before the universe was created, God gave individual and personal 
attention to you. From the infinite recesses of eternity, God cared for 
you with tender love and affection. God settled ahead of time the direc-
tion your life would take. Your trajectory is not toward destruction and 
disgrace but toward healing and grace. Your future is not open to the 
winds of random change. All those in Christ had their futures abso-
lutely determined before the world even existed.

Surprisingly, Paul says we are “glorified.” Notice that it is past tense. 
From God’s eternal perspective you have already been glorified. Your 
full redemption is not something that hangs in the balance of future 
events. You are secure and your glorification is as good as done. This is 
why Article 17 of the 39 Articles of Faith says that predestination and 
election is “full of sweet, pleasant, and unspeakable comfort.” When 
you grasp how God’s unchanging eternal decrees secure your future, 
you can hold on to hope even when the time “in between” becomes very 
difficult. God does not immediately turn every event of suffering into 
a blessing, but eventually everything that happens, without exception, 
will be for your good.

This perspective on the sovereignty of God can free you to breathe 
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a sigh of relief and thanksgiving instead of despair. Because God’s plan 
for you is never to allow anything to separate you from his love, you can 
face the worst of the world’s uncertainties with great confidence:

What then shall we say to these things? If God is for us, who can be 

against us? He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for 

us all, how will he not also with him graciously give us all things? 

Who shall bring any charge against God’s elect? It is God who justi-

fies. Who is to condemn? Christ Jesus is the one who died—more than 

that, who was raised—who is at the right hand of God, who indeed 

is interceding for us. Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? 

Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, 

or danger, or sword? As it is written, “For your sake we are being killed 

all the day long; we are regarded as sheep to be slaughtered.” No, in 

all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved 

us. For I am sure that neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor 

things present nor things to come, nor powers, nor height nor depth, 

nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the 

love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.k

Since God did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all, God 
will most surely, most certainly, without any doubt or any possibility of 
failure, provide for us: “The wonder is not only that God the Father gave 
His Son but that He did so in this way, by sacrificing the one He loved. 
It is astonishing that He gave the Beloved for those who hated Him. See 
how highly He honors us. If even when we hated Him and were enemies 
He gave the Beloved, what will He not do for us now?”7

Because God’s plan for you is so certain, you can face the worst dif-
ficulties, the most terrifying enemies, and the most devastating ordeals 
with confidence. You do not merely survive your trials; you are “more 
than a conqueror” because absolutely nothing will be able to separate 
you from the love of God in Christ.

Redemptive Sorrow

Godly despair is the groan of the Holy Spirit, and while you may see no 
explanation for your pain, he knows there is an answer and lovingly 
communicates your pain to a sovereign God who listens. Your God is 

kRom. 8:31–39.
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strong and he, not the evil done to you, will have the final say about 
you. That hope animates “groans within ourselves” that everything will 
someday be renewed. We will be delivered from all sin and misery. Every 
tear will be wiped away when evil is no more.

So we groan in pain because the painful is still painful. But we also 
groan in hope because we know what is to come. Hope is a positive 
expectation for something in the future as opposed to despair that sees 
only pain and hardship.8 Biblically, hope has the power to encourage 
in the present because it is based on sure future expectations. Gabriel 
Marcel wrote, “Hope is a memory of the future.”9 This side of glory, we 
will not be fully redeemed and satisfied, but sorrow opens the heart to 
the desire for the hope of redemption to be fully realized.
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Sin, Violence, and  
Sexual Assault

In this chapter, we will explore what God says in Scripture about sexual 
assault and its effects. But before doing that, we must investigate what 
the Bible says about sin, evil, and violence. This is important because 
sexual assault is a result of sin, evil, and violence. Evil and sin work to 
infuse disgrace and violate peace. Sexual assault is a powerful means of 
achieving such destructive effects.

In the Beginning

The Bible begins with God, the sovereign, good creator of all things: “In 
the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.”a God’s creative 
handiwork, everything from light to land to living creatures, is called 
“good.”b But humanity, being the very image of God, is the crown of 
God’s good creation (“behold, it was very good”c). As the pinnacle of 
God’s creation, human beings reveal God more wonderfully than any 
other creature—as they were created to be like God,d by God,e for God,f 
and to be with God.g

In Genesis 1:26, God says “Let us make man in our image.”1 In the 
very beginning, our Creator gave us a remarkable title: he called us the 
image of God. This reveals the inherent dignity of all human beings.

To fully understand what “image of God” means, we need to look 
at the context of Old Testament history. Moses, the author of Genesis, 
and his Israelite readers understood these words because they lived in a 
world full of images. The most dominant images in the cultures of the 

aGen. 1:1.
bSee the sevenfold use of “good”: Gen. 1:4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25, 31.
cGen. 1:31.
dGen. 1:26.
eGen. 1:27.
fGen. 2:15.
gGen. 2:15.
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ancient Near East were those of kings. Kings throughout the ancient 
world made images of themselves and placed them in various locations 
in their kingdoms. The pharaohs of Egypt, the emperors of Babylon, 
and the rulers of other empires used images of themselves as a way to 
display their authority and power. This custom of Moses’ day helped 
him understand what was happening when God called Adam and 
Eve his image. Just as human kings had their images, the divine King 
ordained that the human race would be his royal image. Put simply, the 
expression “image of God” designated human beings as representatives 
of the supreme King of the universe.2

Immediately after making the man and woman, God granted them 
a special commission: “And God blessed them. And God said to them, 
‘Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it and have 
dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and 
over every living thing that moves on the earth.’ ”h This verse contains 
five commands: “be fruitful,” “multiply,” “fill,” “subdue,” and “have 
dominion.” These decrees reveal our most basic human responsibilities.

It was God’s design that humanity should extend the reign of God 
throughout the world. This involves two basic responsibilities: multi-
plication and dominion. First, God gave Adam and Eve a commission 
to multiply: “Be fruitful . . . multiply . . . fill.” Their job was to produce 
so many images of God that they would cover the earth. Second, God 
ordered them to have dominion over the earth: “fill . . . subdue . . . have 
dominion.” Adam and Eve were to exercise authority over creation, man-
aging its vast resources on God’s behalf. Having dominion means being 
good stewards of creation and creators of culture—not dominating.3

Richard Pratt argues that multiplication and dominion are deeply 
connected to our being the image of God. To explain this, he describes 
the ancient Near Eastern context:

Many kingdoms in the ancient Near East stretched for hundreds of 

square miles. The kings of these empires were powerful leaders, but 

the sizes of their domains presented serious political problems.  .  .  . 

Ancient kings simply could not have personal contact with all regions 

of their nations. They needed other ways to establish their authority. 

Many rulers solved this problem by erecting images of themselves 

at key sites throughout their kingdoms. They produced numerous 

hGen. 1:28.
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statues of themselves and endowed their images with representative 

authority. . . . When citizens saw the images of their emperor, they un-

derstood to whom they owed their allegiance. They knew for certain 

who ruled the land.4

Moses described the twofold job of humanity against this historical 
background. To be sure, God had no problem filling the earth with his 
presence, but he chose to establish his authority on earth in ways that 
humans could understand. Similar to how ancient emperors filled their 
empires with images of themselves, God commanded his images to 
populate the landscape of his creation. In the command to “multiply,” 
God wanted his images to spread to the ends of the earth. Just as an 
emperor conferred authority on his images, God commanded his like-
ness to reign over the world. His command to “have dominion” is God 
giving humans authority to represent him in his world.5

Shalom and Violence

In Genesis 1 and 2, we see that God’s plan for humanity was for the earth 
to be filled with his image bearers, who were to glorify him through 
worship and obedience. This beautiful state of being, enjoying the cos-
mic bliss of God’s intended blessing and his wise rule, is called shalom. 
One scholar writes, “In the Bible, shalom means universal flourishing, 
wholeness, and delight—a rich state of affairs in which natural needs are 
satisfied and natural gifts fruitfully employed, a state of affairs that 
inspires joyful wonder as its Creator and Savior opens doors and wel-
comes the creatures in whom he delights. Shalom, in other words, is the 
way things ought to be.”6

Shalom means fullness of peace. It is the vision of a society without 
violence or fear: “I will give peace (shalom) in the land, and you shall lie 
down, and none shall make you afraid.”i Shalom is a profound and com-
prehensive sort of well-being—abundant welfare—with its connota-
tions of peace, justice, and the common good. While it is “intertwined 
with justice,” says Nicholas Wolterstorff, it is more than justice. In Until 
Justice and Peace Embrace, Wolterstorff argues that shalom means harmo-
nious and responsible relationships with God, other human beings, 
and nature. In short, biblical writers use the word shalom to describe 

iLev. 26:6.
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the world of universal peace, safety, justice, order, and wholeness God 
intended.j7

Genesis 3 records the terrible day when humanity fell into sin and 
shalom was violated. Adam and Eve violated their relationship with God 
by rebelling against his command. This was a moment of cosmic trea-
son. Instead of trusting in God’s wise and good word,k they trusted in 
the crafty and deceitful words of the Serpent.l In response, the Creator 
placed a curse on our parents that cast the whole human race into futil-
ity and death. The royal image of God fell into the severe ignobility we 
all experience.8

This tragic fall from grace into disgrace plunged humankind into a 
relational abyss. Paul Tripp writes:

What seemed once unthinkably wrong and out of character for the 

world that God had made now became a daily experience. Words like 

falsehood, enemy, danger, sin, destruction, war, murder, sickness, 

fear, and hatred became regular parts of the fallen-world vocabulary. 

For the first time, the harmony between people was broken. Shame, 

fear, guilt, blame, greed, envy, conflict, and hurt made relationships 

a minefield they were never intended to be. People looked at other 

people as obstacles to getting what they wanted or as dangers to be 

avoided. Even families were unable to coexist in any kind of lasting 

and peaceful union. Violence became a common response to prob-

lems that had never before existed. Conflict existed in the human 

community as an experience more regular than peace. Marriage 

became a battle for control, and children’s rebellion became a more 

natural response than willing submission. Things became more valu-

able than people, and they willingly competed with others in order to 

acquire more. The human community was more divided by love for 

self than united by love of neighbor. The words of people, meant to 

express truth and love, became weapons of anger and instruments of 

deceit. In an instant, the sweet music of human harmony had become 

the mournful dirge of human war.9

God’s good creation is now cursed because of the entrance of sin.m10 
The world is simply not the way it’s supposed to be. The entrance of sin 

jIsa. 32:14–20.
kGen. 2:16–17.
lGen. 3:1–5.
mGen. 3:14–24. 
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into God’s good world leads to the shattering of shalom. Sin, in other 
words, is “culpable shalom-breaking.”11

Evil is an intrusion upon shalom. The first intrusion was Satan’s 
intrusion into God’s garden, which led to Adam and Eve’s tragic disobe-
dience—the second intrusion. When sin is understood as an intrusion 
upon God’s original plan for peace, it helps us see the biblical descrip-
tion of redemption as an intrusion of grace into disgrace or light into 
the darkness of sin or peace into disorder and violence. Just as sin and 
evil are an intrusion on original peace, so redemption is an intrusion of 
reclaiming what was originally intended for humans: peace.

Sin wrecks the order and goodness of God’s world. Sin is the “van-
dalism of shalom.”12 Plantinga writes: “God hates sin not just because 
it violates his law but, more substantively, because it violates shalom, 
because it breaks the peace, because it interferes with the way things are 
supposed to be. God is for shalom and therefore against sin. In fact, we 
may safely describe evil as any spoiling of shalom, whether physically, 
morally, spiritually, or otherwise.”13

Regarding this dimension of sin, Plantinga writes: “All sin has 
first and finally a Godward force. Let us say that a sin is any act—any 
thought, desire, emotion, word, or deed—or its particular absence, 
that displeases God and deserves blame. Let us add that the disposi-
tion to commit sins also displeases God and deserves blame, and let 
us therefore use the word sin to refer to such instances of both act and 
disposition. Sin is a culpable and personal affront to a personal God.” 14

God’s image-bearers were created to worship and obey him and to 
reflect his glory to his good creation. According to G. K. Beale, “God has 
made humans to reflect him, but if they do not commit themselves to 
him, they will not reflect him but something else in creation. At the core 
of our beings we are imaging creatures. It is not possible to be neutral 
on this issue: we either reflect the Creator or something in creation.”15 
After the fall, humankind was enslaved to idolatry (hatred for God) and 
violence (hatred for each other). Sin inverts love for God, which in turn 
becomes idolatry, and inverts love for neighbor, which becomes exploita-
tion of others. Instead of worshiping God, our inclination is to worship 
anything else but God. Idolatry is not the ceasing of worship. Rather, it is 
misdirected worship, and at the core of idolatry is self-worship.

Instead of loving one another as God originally intended, fallen 
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humanity expresses hatred toward their neighbors. Sin perverts mutual 
love and harmony, resulting in domination and violence against oth-
ers.16 Both the vertical relationship with God and the horizontal rela-
tionship with God’s image-bearers are fractured by the fall. Evil is 
anti-creation, anti-life, and the force that seeks to oppose, deface, and 
destroy God, his good world, and his image-bearers. Simply put, when 
someone defaces a human being—God’s image-bearer—ultimately an 
attack is being waged against God himself.

The foundational premise of the Bible after Genesis 3, therefore, is 
that this fallen world, particularly fallen humanity, is violent.17 The cos-
mic war begun by the Serpent in Eden, described in Genesis 3, produces 
collateral damage in the very next chapter. Immediately after the fall, 
there is a radical shift from shalom to violence, as the first murder takes 
place in Genesis 4. After God shows regard to Abel’s worshipful offer-
ing, Cain responds by raging against God and murdering his brother.n 
The downward spiral of humankind and the constant spread of sin 
continued as God’s blessing is replaced by God’s curse.o

Violence is sin against both God and his image-bearers. In our 
hatred for God, we hoard worship for self and strike against those 
who reflect God’s glory. Cornelius Plantinga explains: “Godlessness is 
anti-shalom. Godlessness spoils the proper relation between human 
beings and their Maker and Savior. Sin offends God not only because it 
bereaves or assaults God directly, as in impiety or blasphemy, but also 
because it bereaves and assaults what God has made.” 18

A portion of the Old Testament is a catalog of cruelty. Widespread 
violence and the appalling evil of fallen humanity are recorded in detail 
on nearly every page of the Hebrew Bible:

Acts of reprobate violence explode from the pages of the Old Testa-

ment as evil people perform unspeakable acts: Children are cannibal-

ized (2 Kings 6:28–29; Ezek. 5:10; Lam. 2:20), boiled (Lam. 4:10), and 

dashed against a rock (Ps. 137:9). During the Babylonian invasion, Ze-

dekiah is forced to watch his sons slaughtered, after which his own 

eyes are gouged out (Jer. 52:10–11). Pregnant women are ripped open 

(2 Kings 15:16; Amos 1:13). Other women are raped (Gen. 34:1–5; 1 Sam. 

13:1–15; Ezek. 22:11); one of them is gang raped to the point of death 

nGen. 4:4–5, 8.
oThe word “curse” occurs five times in Genesis 3–11: 3:14, 17; 4:11; 5:29; 9:25.
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(Judg. 19:22–30). Military atrocities are equally shocking. We read 

about stabbings (Judg. 3:12–20; 2 Sam. 2:23; 20:10) and beheadings  

(1 Sam. 17:54; 2 Sam. 4:7–9). These are normal military atrocities.  

More extraordinary cases involve torture and mutilation: limbs are 

cut off (Judg. 1:6–7), bodies hewed in pieces (1 Sam. 15:33), eyes gouged 

out (Judg. 16:21; 2 Kings 25:7), skulls punctured (Judg. 4:12–23; 5:26–

27) or crushed by a millstone pushed from a city wall (Judg. 9:53). Two 

hundred foreskins are collected (1 Sam. 18:27), seventy heads gathered 

(2 Kings 10:7–8), thirty men killed for their clothing (Judg. 14:19). 

Bodies are hanged (Josh. 8:29), mutilated and displayed as trophies 

(1 Sam. 31:9–10), trampled beyond recognition (2 Kings 9:30–37),  

destroyed by wild beasts (Josh. 13:8; 2 Kings 2:23–24) or flailed with 

briers (Judg. 8:16). Entire groups are massacred (1 Sam. 22:18–19;  

1 Kings 16:8–14) or led into captivity strung together with hooks 

through their lips (Amos 4:2).19

Sin and Sexual Assault

We have seen how violence is a bitter fruit of the fall and is, without 
question, a “vandalism of shalom.” In biblical thinking, we can under-
stand neither shalom nor sin apart from reference to God. David con-
fesses to God, “Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil 
in your sight, so that you may be justified in your words and blameless 
in your judgment.”p Despite committing adultery with Bathsheba and 
orchestrating the murder of her husband, Uriah, David can write that 
he has sinned against God “only.”q David’s sins against other human 
beings were also, in the ultimate sense, transgressions committed 
against God himself. According to Plantinga, “Shalom is God’s design 
for creation and redemption; sin is blamable human vandalism of these 
great realities and therefore an affront to their architect and builder.”20

Sexual assault is a vandalization of shalom. It can influence how 
victims feel about themselves, how they understand connections 
and boundaries with others, and ultimately, how they relate to God. 
Throughout the Bible, the conception of sexual assault is that it has 
devastating emotional and psychological consequences for the victim.r

Sexual violence uses sex as a weapon of power and control against 

pPs. 51:4.
qSee 2 Samuel 11.
rDeut. 22:25–29; Judg. 19:22–25; 20:5; and 2 Sam. 13:12, 22, and 32 are a few places where sexual 
coercion is depicted in the Bible.
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others. Sex is the means by which we fulfill our calling of multiplying 
and taking dominion. It is noteworthy that the very means of fulfilling 
God’s plan for humanity is now a tool for violence toward other images 
of God. In shalom, sex was also a reflection of unity and peace between 
man and woman. It is a picture of two becoming one.

God meant for sexual feelings, thoughts, and activity to give plea-
sure and build intimacy in marriage. Satan understands the importance 
of what God has designed, and sexual assault is one of his chief means 
of destroying it. Sexual abuse creates in the victim’s mind a tragic and 
perverse linkage between sex, intimacy, and shame. When someone 
is sexually violated, one of the most creative and intimate of human 
experiences—sexuality—is transgressed by violence and subjugation.

Sex, the very expression of human union, intimacy, and peace, 
becomes a tool for violence after the fall. Plantinga writes: “The story of 
the fall tells us that sin corrupts: it puts asunder what God had joined 
together and joins together what God had put asunder. Like some 
devastating twister, corruption both explodes and implodes creation, 
pushing it back toward the ‘formless void’ from which it came.”21 
Violence is also the outworking and fruit of idolatry as humans have 
inherent dignity as the image of God. One scholar notes:

The Old Testament records some horrific incidents of sexual vio-

lence: when people are alienated from God, depravity and violence 

are inevitable. Biblical stories of rape are infrequent but vivid, includ-

ing the story of Dinah’s rape and the resulting sexual retaliation by 

her brothers (Genesis 34), the abuse to death of the Levite’s concubine 

(Judges 19) and Amnon’s rape of his sister Tamar (2 Samuel 13:1–21). 

In a similar vein are pictures in the prophetic books of the ravishing 

of wives and virgins as the aftermath of a nation’s being conquered 

(Isaiah 13:16; Lamentations 5:11; Zechariah 14:2).22

Sexual violence distorts this beautiful act of union, pleasure, 
calling, and worship. God intended humankind to “be fruitful and 
multiply,”s spreading divine image-bearers throughout his good world. 
This multiplying of offspring and exercising of dominion was to hap-
pen through the God-ordained sexual union between man and woman, 
husband and wife, in the context of marriage: “Therefore a man shall 

sGen. 1:28.
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leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and they shall 
become one flesh. And the man and his wife were both naked and were 
not ashamed.”t

This peaceful, loving relationship was shattered by the entrance of sin 
into the world. Instead of unashamed intimacy and trust, there is shame 
and mistrust. Instead of grace, there is disgrace. Hatred toward other 
divine image-bearers, not love, characterizes human life after the fall:

As soon as human rebellion and self-assertiveness reared their ugly 

heads, shame, guilt and self-consciousness took over. Pathetic at-

tempts at self-concealment (Gen 3:7) are replaced by God’s own pro-

vision of covering (Gen 3:21). Henceforth nakedness was unnatural. 

Clothing is God’s covering, his divine gracious response to human re-

bellion. Being unclothed thus becomes a metaphor for being exposed 

to the judgment of God.23

A foundational element of paradise—sexual innocence in com-
munity—has been spoiled by the treachery of sexual assault. Sexual 
assault is uniquely devastating precisely because it distorts the foun-
dational realities of what it means to be human: embodied personhood 
is plundered, sexual expression is perverted and used for violence, 
intrapersonal trust is shattered, and disgrace and shame are heaped on 
the victim.

Sexual assault is one of the most frequent and disturbing symbols 
of sin in the Bible. It is a complete distortion of relationship, a mockery 
and devastation of the original intent of being made for relationships 
with God and others. References to sexual violence is a way that God, 
through the biblical authors, communicates that sin has progressed so 
far that sex, an expression of union, peace, and love, is now used as a 
tool for violence.

The betrayal of creation and the refusal of any sense of covenantal 
relationship, sexual assault physically, emotionally, culturally, and 
structurally wounds the victim. Sexual assault is not just a criminal, 
physical, and psychological act; it is also a spiritual act in which the con-
nectedness of humans with one another and with God is violated and 
broken, and the reality of defilement, guilt, terror, shame, alienation, 
and separation can take years to be made whole again.

tGen. 2:24–25.
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Sin names the reality of sexual assault, and assault in turn symbol-
izes sin and its destructive effects. The Bible speaks about the reality 
and effects of sin in various ways: disease, burden, debt, and defilement. 
Sexual assault is another way to speak of sin, in both its reality and 
effects. Sexual assault both names and symbolizes that sin is not only 
something that is done to us but also carries the effects of defilement, 
woundedness, and terror.

Sin is broken relationships with God, self, and others, and sexual 
assault signifies, even as it causes, brokenness and disruption. Sexual 
assault reminds us of the double-sidedness of so much sin: it is both 
personal and cultural. Sexual assault is an individual act of violence, 
one person against another. But it’s also cultural: it is used as a weapon 
in warfare,24 and it’s an epidemic in nearly all cultures.25 

There appears to be a societal impulse to blame traumatized indi-
viduals for their suffering. Alexander McFarlane and Bessel van der 
Kolk suggest that doing otherwise would threaten our cherished con-
ceptions that the world is essentially just and that persons are free, 
self-determining, and basically good individuals responsible for their 
destinies:

Society becomes resentful about having its illusions of safety and pre-

dictability ruffled by people who remind them of how fragile security 

can be. Society’s reactions [to traumatized people] seems to be . . . in 

the service of maintaining the beliefs that the world is fundamentally 

just, that people can be in charge of their lives, and that bad things 

only happen to people who deserve them.26

In short, we sacrifice those who suffer so we can maintain our illusions 
of autonomy and safety.

The distress caused by sexual assault can be described well by 
Simone Weil’s term “affliction.” An event constitutes “affliction” if it 
has uprooted and attacked someone in all dimensions: physically, psy-
chologically, and socially. Since affliction involves “social degradation 
or the fear of it in some form,” it can be argued that one of the factors 
involved in affliction includes some form of interpersonal neglect or 
harm.27 If victims were offered sufficient social support, they could be 
spared from the kind of suffering that constitutes affliction.

Marie Fortune describes sexual assault four different ways. First, 
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it is a bodily sin. Sexual assault is a violation of bodily boundaries of 
personal space and distorts one’s sense of body image. Second, sexual 
assault is a sin against relationship, violating the command to love 
one’s neighbors as oneself. Third, it is a sin betraying trust and destroy-
ing relationships between victims and those who should have cared 
for them but instead caused them harm. The consequence of this sin is 
that it creates barriers of trust for victims in their future relationships. 
Fourth, it is a sin against not only the victims but also the community 
surrounding those victims.28

It is obvious that sexual assault is a sin against another human 
involving physical, psychological, and emotional violation through the 
commission of a nonconsensual sexual act imposed through coercion, 
intimidation, force, domination, and violence. Such an act entails not 
only a violation of the physical boundaries of the body, but also a denial 
of the victim’s will or agency—one dimension of being the image of 
God.

Through sexual assault, the assailant aims to reduce the victim to 
a nonperson. Because the assault is bodily, it is sexed, and the scope of 
its harm includes the very personhood of the victim. The dominance 
inherent in an act of sexual assault, by which the assailant forces his/
her incarnate will on the victim, is a hierarchical structure in which 
the victim’s difference from the assailant is stamped out, erased, and 
annihilated.29

This aspect of sexual assault involves the violation of the victim 
both bodily and mentally. By constraining the victim and disregarding, 
disbelieving, or deliberately acting contrary to her or his desires, the 
transgressor undermines the victim’s sense of personhood.30 Such acts 
of violence often result in emotional trauma for the victim, which is 
manifest in a sense of helplessness, loss, vulnerability, shame, humili-
ation, and degradation.31 A particularly evil effect of sexual assault is 
that some victims not only feel a sense of radical disgrace, but also par-
ticipate in their own self-destruction.32 The self-hatred, defilement, and 
guilt they experience cause them to act out self-destructively.

Violence ensnares the psyche of the victim and propels its action 
in the form of defensive reaction. This is one of the most insidious 
aspects of violence. In addition to inflicting harm, the practice of evil 
keeps re-creating a world of violence, either against others or oneself. 
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Evil generates new evil as evildoers fashion victims in their own ugly 
image.

In addition to being a sin against others, sexual assault is also a sin 
against God because the blessing of sexuality is used to destroy instead 
of build intimacy. It is an attack against his image in his imager-bearers. 
The ability of sexual assault to obscure internal and external relation-
ships makes it a cosmic affront to the Creator and the order of his cre-
ation.u33 Sexual assault is a sin against God because it violates his most 
sacred creation, human beings made in his image.

There are explicit passages calling sexual assault sin—a viola-
tion of God’s law. Deuteronomy 22:25–29 addresses nonconsensual 
sexual acts and shows concern for the welfare of the violated woman. In 
Deuteronomy 22:25–27, the perpetrator is put to death by stoning, and 
it is stressed in the text that the woman is innocent of any wrongdoing 
and that no harm should come to her.34

In addition to these and other biblical texts calling sexual assault 
sin, there are also depictions of sexual acts that the Bible characterizes 
as sexual assault resulting in emotional trauma. These passages are  
2 Samuel 13, Hosea 2:1–13, Jeremiah 13:20–27, and Ezekiel 16 and 23. 
They demonstrate an understanding that such acts of sexual assault 
result not only in emotional trauma for the victim, but also in humilia-
tion and a debilitating loss of sense of self. These passages depict sexual 
assault as deeply traumatizing and resulting in devastating emotional 
and psychological consequences for the victim.

The Bible says that sexual assault is wrong, should not be done, 
and is not something the victims should experience. It also claims that 
God sees, knows, and cares about this sin and its effects, and has acted 
to redeem people from its effects.

Transgression against God and Victim

Far from being a peripheral issue in the Bible, sexual assault is clearly 
depicted as sin against God and neighbor, mentioned frequently 
throughout the Bible, and referred to as a symbol of how badly sin has 
corrupted God’s good creation.

The Bible confirms the effects of sexual assault we described in 
chapter 3. On what the Bible says about sexual assault, Hilary Lipka 

uGen. 6:1–3.
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writes: “A comprehensive study that includes all biblical texts reveals 
that there is evidence not only of a core conception of rape, but also an 
understanding that sexual violence is devastating for the victim, result-
ing in emotional trauma and a debilitating loss of sense of self.”35

We have seen in this chapter that sexual assault is a sin against the 
victim and a sin against God. However, it is very difficult in the Bible 
to distinguish the difference between the transgression against the 
victim and the transgression against God. It is so difficult that some 
scholars assert that there is no distinction between these two aspects of 
transgression. Sexual assault is always a sin against the victim and God 
because all crimes are depicted as sins, that is, violations of God’s will 
and the reflection of his glory in others.36

The victim’s experience of assault is not ignored by God, mini-
mized by the Bible, or outside of the scope of healing and hope found in 
redemption. God’s response to evil and violence is redemption, renewal, 
and re-creation. Evil and violence are not the final word. They are not 
capable of creating or defining reality. That is God’s prerogative alone. 
However, evil and violence can pervert, distort, and destroy. They are 
parasitic on the original good of God’s creation. In this way evil serves 
as the backdrop on the stage where God’s redemption shines with even 
greater brilliance and pronounced drama. What evil uses to destroy, 
God uses to expose, excise, and then heal.37

God’s redemption imparts grace and brings peace. We turn to God’s 
redemption in the next two chapters.
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Grace in the  
Old Testament

In the previous chapter, we saw the effects of the vandalism to shalom 
as generally expressed in violence and as it is specifically expressed 
in sexual violence. While the fall brought a curse upon creation, God 
did not leave his image-bearers to rot under its effects forever without 
hope of rescue. Before the fall, Adam and Eve were “both naked and 
unashamed.” Post-fall, however, nudity is sheer vulnerability. More 
than polite embarrassment, shame implied the danger of physical 
exploitation and humiliation. We see this as Adam’s shame soon festers 
into Noah’s exploitation.1 Nakedness and exploitation mark the earli-
est characters in Genesis and are traced throughout as a symbol of the 
depth of the effects of sin.

Originally, Adam and Eve were naked without shame,a enjoying 
open harmony with each other and God. Post-fall, however, they rec-
ognized that they were naked and ashamed—no longer holy and righ-
teous. They were morally defiled because of sin.

From the very beginning, God made provisions through establish-
ing sacrifices to deal with guilt from sin. After Adam and Eve disobeyed, 
they realized they were guilty and tried to cover themselves with fig 
leaves. God replaced their leaves with garments made from animal 
skins. Bible scholars refer to this as the first sacrifice in the Bible. A life 
had to be sacrificed before Adam and Eve were clothed.

E. J. Young, an Old Testament scholar, writes, “It would also appear 
that this act of God in the taking of animal life laid the foundation for 
animal sacrifice.”2 In this passage we see the pattern for all salvation 
history. God took a sacrificial animal (probably a lamb), slew it before 
the eyes of Adam and Eve, and wrapped the skins about their naked 
bodies. At that time, God gave them instructions about sacrifice and 
aGen. 2:25.
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the covering of sins. The animal was God’s gift. He furnished the skins 
to cover Adam and Eve. Since his first covering of guilt and shame, God 
has always provided his people with adequate covering for them to 
stand before him.3

God did not desert them to the futility of sin’s harsh dominion. 
Even before covering them, God declared a plan to redeem them from 
sin and death: “And I will put enmity between you and the woman, and 
between your offspring and hers; he will crush your head, and you will 
strike his heel.”b This declaration is about the hope for redemption, but 
notice the violence it involves—enmity, crushing, and striking.

Martin Luther called Genesis 3:15 the “proto-evangelion”—the 
first gospel announcement and promise concerning Jesus Christ. At 
first glance, a curse against God’s enemy—the Serpent—may not seem 
like amazing grace. But this verse reveals God’s plans to redeem human-
ity by his victory over Satan. The Serpent will continue to trouble Eve’s 
descendants, constantly nipping at their heels, but one day the off-
spring of Eve will crush Satan’s head in glorious victory.

This redemptive plan has unfolded through the history of the 
Old Testament and was fulfilled in the cross and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ. The New Testament tells us that this wondrous destiny is ulti-
mately realized in Christ, the greatest child of Eve. In his death, Christ 
destroyed Satan: “Since therefore the children share in flesh and blood, 
he himself likewise partook of the same things, that through death he 
might destroy the one who has the power of death, that is, the devil.”c

When Christ rose from the dead he gained victory over death: 
“‘Death is swallowed up in victory.’ ‘O death, where is your victory? O 
death, where is your sting?’ The sting of death is sin, and the power of 
sin is the law. But thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through 
our Lord Jesus Christ.”d

The final victory over Satan and the curse of death will occur when 
God’s redeemed people inherit the new heavens and new earth. As Paul 
told the Romans, “The God of peace will soon crush Satan under your 
feet.”e Christ will lead his people to glory even as Adam led us into 
death.

bGen. 3:15 niv.
cHeb. 2:14.
d1 Cor. 15:54b–57.
eRom. 16:20.
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Although Christ’s ultimate victory over the grave is a future event, 
God in his grace has not deserted the human race to the horrors of futil-
ity and death. The testimony of Scripture is clear. Christ is the climax 
of a long historical process. God granted rich blessings in the exodus, 
the Day of Atonement, and the prophetic promises of the Messiah. He 
paved a way for his fallen image-bearers to receive foretastes of the res-
toration and dignity Christ will give to his people.

The Bible attests again and again to God’s persistence and desire for 
the redemption of his people: “God wants shalom and will pay any price 
to get it back. Human sin is stubborn, but not as stubborn as the grace of 
God and not half so persistent, not half so ready to suffer to win its way.”4

God expresses grace to his people in his willingness to suffer for the 
sake of shalom: “Before the Fall the experience of wholeness flowed natu-
rally from unhindered fellowship between Adam and Eve and between 
them and God. Afterward the experience of wholeness with God requires 
the grace of God . . . because of violence within and without.”5

Separation from God and one another is a feature of the fallen 
order, whereas union with God and others is an essential feature of the 
gospel. Moving forward, we will explore the Bible for the unfolding 
themes of violence and redemption—or disgrace and grace.

Violence after the Promise

After the fall, the human capacity to injure others is consistently greater 
than the ability to show neighborly love. The raging cataract of vio-
lence that fills the pages of the primeval history in Genesis reaches a 
culmination in the flood narrative (Gen. 6:9–8:22): “The Lord saw that 
the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every intention 
of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually.”f Instead of the 
original “good” creation, we read that God’s world was “corrupt in 
God’s sight, and the earth was filled with violence.”g

It was “violence” that intruded upon and violated God’s creation 
(Gen. 6:11, 13) and pained his heart.h The “violence” and corruption 
(Gen. 6:11) refer to cruelty, oppression, and moral perversion. Stephen 
Dempster writes: “The world has become a frightful place under the 
rule of sin. The magnificent creation that once elicited the seven-fold 
fGen. 6:5.
gGen. 6:11.
hGen. 6:6.
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‘it is good’ has become a house of horrors. The creation is being raped 
by a humanity engaging in widespread evil.”6 In response to this, God 
determines to un-create his fallen creation through the judgment of the 
flood (Gen. 6:7, 17).

Redemption and the Flood

Even on this dark canvas of violence shine the bright colors of God’s 
merciful redemption. God graciously spares Noah, who found grace 
and favor in his eyes (Gen. 6:8), but after the flood, we still read of the 
negative effects of sin. Even amid God’s blessing of Noah we find the 
effects of the curse still remain.

The Flood as a Divine Re-Creation

Genesis 1–3 Genesis 9

God blesses humankind: “Be fruitful and 
multiply and fill the earth” (1:28).

God blesses Noah: “Be fruitful and multi-
ply and fill the earth” (9:1).

God plants a garden for humans to 
enjoy (2:8).

Noah plants a vineyard / orchard 
(9:20).

Adam and Eve eat of the fruit and 
become naked (2:25; 3:6–7).

Noah eats the fruit of his vineyard and 
becomes naked (9:21).

Adam and Eve cover the shame of their 
nakedness (3:7, 21).

Shem and Japheth cover the shame of 
Noah’s nakedness (9:23).

A curse (3:14–19). Blessing and a curse (9:25–27).

If the flood is an act of divine “de-creation” against human rebellion 
and sin, it is also an act of divine “re-creation” because of God’s original 
good purpose. According to Paul Williamson,

The climax of the flood narrative is best understood in terms of a “re-

creation”—a restoration of the divine order and God’s visible king-

ship that had been established at creation. . . . The earth is made in-

habitable by the separation of the land from the water (Gen. 8:1–3; cf. 

Gen. 1:9–10). Living creatures are brought out to repopulate the earth 

(Gen. 8:17–19; cf. Gen. 1:20–22, 24–25). Days and seasons are reestab-

lished (Gen. 8:22; cf. Gen. 1:14–18). Humans are blessed by God (Gen. 

9:1; cf. Gen. 1:28a), commanded to “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill 

the earth” (Gen. 9:1b, 7; cf. Gen. 1:28b), and given dominion over the 

animal kingdom (Gen. 9:2; cf. Gen. 1:28c). God provides humanity—
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made in his image (Gen. 9:6; cf. Gen. 1:26–27)—with food (Gen. 9:3; 

cf. Gen. 1:29-30).7

The message of the flood narrative is clear. Even in this fallen 
world, God can make all things new. Human depravity cannot stop 
God’s steadfast love from blessing, saving, and restoring all those who 
trust in him. Despite the actions of sinful people, God’s will is accom-
plished. His good purposes cannot be thwarted. This is seen clearly in 
the Genesis 9 narrative: immediately following the flood, God makes a 
covenant with Noah and his offspring (Gen. 9:8–11).

Noah, much like Abraham after him, represents a new beginning 
for humanity through God’s gift of the covenant. Williamson writes: 
“The glue that binds all the biblical covenants together is God’s cre-
ative purpose of universal blessing. Each of the subsequent covenants 
simply takes us one step closer towards the realization of that divine 
goal.”8 The redemption of God’s people is rooted in God’s covenantal 
faithfulness, his enduring steadfast love or hesed. Hesed is God’s loving-
kindness—“the consistent, ever-faithful, relentless, constantly pursu-
ing, lavish, extravagant, unrestrained, one-way love of God.”9 It is often 
translated as covenant love, loving-kindness, mercy, steadfast love, loyal 
love, devotion, commitment, or reliability. In the Bible, God describes 
himself as having an overwhelming and abundant “steadfast love and 
faithfulness” toward his people. Hesed and grace describes God’s good-
ness, love, mercy, and kindness toward his people without regard to 
their deeds and in spite of what they deserve.10

Hesed is the foundation for God’s redemption and is seen through-
out the entire Bible, especially in the psalms.i The most repeated phrase 
used in praising God—“his steadfast love endures forever”—includes 
the idea of God’s covenantal faithfulness, even if the word hesed is not 
present.j This means that the foundation of faith in God is God’s endur-
ing love for his people.

God’s love moves him to compassion for his people. God’s acts 
of redemption are motivated by his love and compassion. He feels his 
people’s suffering.k God’s love implies his jealousy for his people as he 
pours out wrath on their sin and the sin that is done against them.

iPs. 44:26; 92:1–2; 103:17–18; 106:44–45; 143:12.
jPs. 92:12; 106:1; 107:1; 118:1; 136:1–26; 1 Chron. 16:34; 2 Chron. 20:21.
kPs. 103: 9–14; Jer. 3:19; Jeremiah 30 and 31; Isa. 14:1; 49:14–16; 54:7–8; 63:16; 66:16; Hos. 11:8–9.
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Redemption and the Exodus

Violence and redemption meet again in the exodus, the greatest divine 
act of salvation in the Old Testament. According to Dempster, “the 
story of the Exodus is the central salvation event in the Old Testament. 
The account of the liberation of a band of Hebrew slaves from horrific 
oppression in Egypt is the event that shaped virtually everything in the 
biblical imagination.”11

The exodus brings three redemptive themes together: God com-
passionately responding to his people by freeing them from their bond-
age, atoning for sins in the Passover, and fighting against their enemy. 
These are all based on his promise to be their God and for them to be his 
people (Ex. 6:7; 25:8; 29:45–46).

The violence and redemption narratives in Exodus occur because of 
God’s hesed for his people. This is clearly proclaimed in Exodus 34:6–7: 
“The Lord, the Lord, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and 
abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for 
thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, but who will 
by no means clear the guilty.” It’s precisely because of his hesed for his 
suffering people that God violently conquers their enemy.

Redemption and grace are central to understanding the themes of 
the exodus. Dempster writes: “Exodus language becomes the grammar 
used to express future salvation. Whether it is Hosea speaking of Israel 
going up from the land (Hos 1:11), Isaiah of leading the people through 
the sea again (Isa 11:15), Micah of Yahweh leading an exodus of crippled 
and outcasts (Mic 4:6–7), Jeremiah of a new covenant (Jeremiah 31–34), 
the Exodus language of salvation is the way Israel construed its under-
standing of the future. .  .  . Without this Exodus grammar it becomes 
virtually impossible to understand the language of the Bible.”12

The narrative begins with God’s people languishing in Egypt, 
enslaved to a murderous dictator,l and seemingly abandoned by their 
God. Yet God is “merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding 
in steadfast love (hesed) and faithfulness.”m And at their time of greatest 
need, God heard Israel’s desperate cries for help. The covenant had not 
been forgotten: “Israel groaned because of their slavery and cried out for 
help. Their cry for rescue from slavery came up to God. And God heard 

lEx. 1:22.
mEx. 34:6.
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their groaning, and God remembered his covenant with Abraham, 
with Isaac, and with Jacob.”n In this passage, God shows more personal 
knowledge of his people, more compassion for those suffering, and 
more faithfulness to his promises to his people, than any one of them 
could muster for themselves. Redemption focuses on God’s love (hesed) 
and not self-love.

The author of Exodus makes an explicit connection back to the God 
of the patriarchs. This means that God is a covenant-keeping God. He is 
the God of the patriarchs, “the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and 
the God of Jacob.”o God “remembered” his covenant pledge to Israel, 
just as he had also graciously “remembered” Noah,p Abraham,q and 
Rachel,r in their times of greatest distress. This covenantal “remem-
brance” is intended to produce hope: “Israel’s presence in Egypt is no 
product of chance. The Israelites in Egypt are to view their present suf-
fering and oppression in light of God’s larger, unchanging picture. God 
chose a people for himself and brought them down into Egypt. He will 
bring them out again.”13

In spite of major opposition from Pharaoh and “in the midst of the 
horrific genocide in Egypt, a child is born that is preserved from the 
holocaust. Moses is saved from the water and will eventually save his 
people from the water.”14 Moses, God’s chosen deliverer, escapes death 
by being placed in an ark (same Hebrew word used for Noah’s arks) in 
the Nile River.t So the deliverance of Moses from the deadly waters not 
only looks back to God’s redemption of Noah but it also foreshadows a 
greater saving work yet to come in the exodus narrative when God saves 
his people at the Red Sea.

In the exodus, God is depicted as a divine Warrior, completely sov-
ereign and mighty to save. This story of God’s people being delivered 
from the hands of their oppressors is filled with violence. This is a con-
tinued unfolding of the Genesis 3:15 promise. D. G. Reid writes:

God’s conquest of the Egyptian army in the Exodus event shapes an 

archetypal image of salvation in the Bible. It is a portrait of divine and 

nEx. 2:23–25.
oEx. 4:5; cf. 3:16.
pGen. 8:1.
qGen. 19:29.
rGen. 30:22.
sGen. 6:14.
tEx. 2:1–10 kjv.
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redemptive violence in which God shows himself to be a divine war-

rior, superior to the powerful gods of Egypt (Exod. 15) and overthrow-

ing the proud and mighty on behalf of the weak and the oppressed. Yet 

the Genesis story of Israel’s descent into Egypt is fraught with violence 

within the patriarchal family (Gen. 37:12–36; cf. also Gen. 38; 49:5).15

However, this image of God’s greatness and strength is not what 
the narrator focuses his attention on in the beginning of the story. The 
Lord, the God who keeps his covenant, is merciful and compassionate. 
In Israel’s bleakest hour, amidst genocidal oppression, God mercifully 
remembers his covenant promises and draws near to his people.

Not only does God hear, God also sees. And out of hearing and seeing, 

God knows the suffering of the people. These three words are repeat-

ed: first the narrator uses them in Exodus 2:24–25, and then God af-

firms them of himself in Exodus 3:7: “I have indeed seen the affliction 

of my people in Egypt. I have heard their outcry because of their slave-

masters, and I know their sufferings.”16

The Almighty sympathizes with the groans of his people. Another scholar 
writes, “God is not such a transcendent being as to be exalted above 
engagement with people. . . . God gets involved with their suffering.”17

After remembering his gracious promises to Abraham, God 
responds by calling Moses to be the chosen deliverer of his covenant 
people.u God says to Moses:

I have surely seen the affliction of my people who are in Egypt and have 

heard their cry because of their taskmasters. I know their sufferings, 

and I have come down to deliver them out of the hand of the Egyptians 

and to bring them up out of that land to a good and broad land, a land 

flowing with milk and honey. . . . And now, behold, the cry of the peo-

ple of Israel has come to me, and I have also seen the oppression with 

which the Egyptians oppress them. Come, I will send you to Pharaoh 

that you may bring my people, the children of Israel, out of Egypt.v

God’s rescue mission begins as Moses returns to Egypt and con-
fronts Pharaoh. But instead of releasing the enslaved people of Israel, 

uEx. 3:1–4:31.
vEx. 3:7–10.
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the king of Egypt increases their labor.w Yet, the cruelty of Pharaoh 
proves no match for the omnipotent mercies of the Creator who com-
mands Moses to declare to all of Israel:

I am the Lord, and I will bring you out from under the burdens of the 

Egyptians, and I will deliver you from slavery to them, and I will re-

deem you with an outstretched arm and with great acts of judgment. 

I will take you to be my people, and I will be your God, and you shall 

know that I am the Lord your God, who has brought you out from 

under the burdens of the Egyptians. I will bring you into the land 

that I swore to give to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob. I will give it to 

you for a possession. I am the Lord.x

God then performs ten devastating plagues upon Egypt.y The 
culminating plague takes the life of every Egyptian firstborn son and 
persuades the hard-hearted Pharaoh to finally release his captives.z The 
purpose of these plagues was not to destroy but, rather, to display.aa God 
displays his righteous judgment against the hostile powers opposed to 
his people and his good purposes. He also demonstrates his magnificent 
saving power to all the earth.ab The plundering of Egypt,ac the parting 
of the Red Sea,ad and the destruction of Pharaoh’s pursuing armyae 
inspire a song of praise for the triumphant God of Israel:af “Your right 
hand, O Lord, glorious in power, your right hand, O Lord, shatters the 
enemy.”ag Out of sheer grace, God responded to the cries of his needy 
people and saved them to the uttermost.

According to Christopher Wright,

In the exodus God responded to all the dimensions of Israel’s need. 

God’s momentous act of redemption did not merely rescue Israel 

from political, economic, and social oppression and then leave them 

to their own devices to worship whom they pleased. Nor did God 

wEx. 5:1–18.
xEx. 6:6–8.
yEx. 7:1–12:36.
zEx. 12:29–32.
aaSee Ex. 9:16; Isa. 19:16–25.
abRom. 9:17.
acEx. 12:35–36.
adEx. 14:1–22.
aeEx. 14:23–31.
afEx. 15:1–21.
agEx. 15:6.
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merely offer them spiritual comfort of hope for some brighter future 

in a home beyond the sky while leaving their historical condition 

unchanged. No, the exodus effected real change in the people’s real 

historical situation and at the same time called them into a real new 

relationship with the living God. This was God’s total response to Is-

rael’s total need.18

Later biblical writers reflect upon the exodus as the paradigm of 
God’s gracious salvation. Isaiah 43:1–3 reads as a poem of remembrance 
of God’s redemption:

Fear not, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name, you 

are mine. When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and 

through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you; when you walk 

through fire you shall not be burned, and the flame shall not consume 

you. For I am the Lord your God, the Holy One of Israel, your Savior.

At the heart of the exodus lies God’s costly and saving grace. And the 
pinnacle of this grace is the Passover.

Passover

Right before God delivered his people from their bitter bondage in 
Egypt through the exodus, he instituted a sacrifice—the Passover.19 
According to Dempster, “the Passover is the climax in a titanic battle 
that is waged between the God of Israel and the gods of Egypt.”20 This 
battle reflects the original conflict between God and Satan in Genesis 
3:15—the proto-evangelion.

According to God’s instruction to Moses, every Israelite household 
was to select a year-old, unblemished, male lamb and slaughter it at 
twilight.ah Morris notes that the “animal was to be roasted whole and 
eaten that night, together with bitter herbs and bread made without 
yeast.”21 God tells Moses, “They shall take some of the blood and put 
it on the two doorposts and the lintel of the houses in which they eat 
it. . . . The blood shall be a sign for you, on the houses where you are. And 
when I see the blood, I will pass over you, and no plague will befall you 
to destroy you, when I strike the land of Egypt.”ai Only those who are 

ahEx. 12:5, 6, 21.
aiEx. 12:7, 13.
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covered in the blood of the lamb would be saved. “The Passover lamb 
functioned as a penal substitute, dying in the place of the firstborn sons 
of the Israelites, in order that they might escape the wrath of God.”22 
The shedding of blood averted divine punishment. Moses believed 
God’s promise. He walked by faith. And he was spared. “By faith he 
[Moses] kept the Passover and sprinkled the blood, so that the Destroyer 
of the firstborn might not touch them.”aj

In this one act of bloody sacrifice, through the slaying of a spotless 
lamb, God’s people were protected from his wrath and consecrated to 
his holiness. The celebration of the Passover was to remain an annual 
reminder to Israel of the greatest act of redemption in their storied his-
tory. Successive generations were to remember what God had done in 
their midst: “And when your children say to you, ‘What do you mean 
by this service?’ you shall say, ‘It is the sacrifice of the Lord’s Passover, 
for he passed over the houses of the people of Israel in Egypt, when he 
struck the Egyptians but spared our houses.’ ”ak

Dempster notes that this is the “second time in the larger storyline 
that a firstborn son is spared by the spilling of sacrificial blood (cf. Genesis 
22). The narrative awaits a time when such a son will not be so fortunate, 
but whose spilled blood will save the world, not just a nation.”23

Redemption and the Day of Atonement 

God’s presence with his people is a theme that can be traced in the Bible 
from cover to cover, all the way from Edenal to the new heaven and 
the new earth.am Not surprisingly, it is also a major theme in Exodus. 
During their wilderness wanderings, the Lord went ahead of Israel and 
guided the nation with a pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of fire by 
night.an God also manifested his holy presence on Sinai at the giving of 
the law.ao

Yet God’s holy presence is problematic when sinful people draw 
near to him. Morris notes: “Approach to God was a tricky business in the 
days of Moses and Aaron. On the one hand it was the greatest of bless-
ings and nobody wanted to be without God’s promised presence. . . . But 

ajHeb. 11:28.
akEx. 12:26–27.
alGenesis 2–3.
amRevelation 21.
anEx. 13:21–22.
aoExodus 19.
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on the other hand God was awe inspiring and powerful. To approach 
him in the wrong way might be disaster.”ap24

How can a holy and righteous God dwell in the midst of a sinful 
and unclean people? The resolution to this problem comes in the book 
of Leviticus where we learn that the “relationship between a holy God 
and a sinful people can be maintained by sacrifice.”25 And the central 
sacrifice in the book of Leviticus is the Day of Atonement.

The Day of Atonement was the climax of the Old Testament sacri-
ficial system and was a day of great bloodshed in which the gravity of 
humanity’s sin could be seen visibly. Because of its importance, it even-
tually became referred to simply as “the Day.”

The primary section in Scripture concerning the Day of Atonement 
appears in Leviticus 16–17. This passage functions as the center of the 
book of Leviticus, which itself is the center of the Pentateuch:

[Leviticus 16] is like a hinge for the whole book of Leviticus. It brings 

to a climax all the preceding chapters about priestly duties in rela-

tion to sacrifice and to the diagnosis and treatment of uncleanness. 

The Day of Atonement provided an annual opportunity to “wipe the 

slate clean” by cleansing both the sanctuary and the people of all the 

defilements that had not been noticed and dealt with routinely. Fixed 

in the annual calendar exactly six months after the spring Passover, 

which celebrated the unique historical event of Israel’s redemption, 

it provided the ongoing means of cleansing God’s redeemed people 

so that he could continue to dwell among them.26

On this day, and on this day alone, the high priest would enter the 
Holy of Holies to atone for the sins of Israel in order to avert the holy 
wrath of God for the sins of the past year and to remove their sin and its 
stain from them. Two healthy goats without defect were chosen. They 
were therefore fit to represent sinless perfection.

The first goat was a propitiating sin offering. The high priest 
slaughtered this goat, which acted as a substitute for the sinners who 
deserved a violently bloody death for their many sins. Atonement 
and blood sacrifice are wedded in the book of Leviticus: “For the life 
of the flesh is in the blood, and I have given it for you on the altar to 
make atonement for your souls, for it is the blood that makes atone-

apSee Lev. 10:1.
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ment by the life.”aq Commenting on this verse, David Peterson writes: 
“Atonement here is not simply a matter of removing guilt or defilement 
by purging, but averting the wrath of God by offering the life of a sub-
stitute.”27 The substitutionary nature of the sacrifice is clear.

Then the high priest, acting as the representative and mediator 
between the sinful people and their holy God, would take the second 
goat and lay his hands on the animal while confessing the sins of the 
people. This goat, called the scapegoat (i.e., escape goat) would then be 
sent away to die in the wilderness away from the sinners, symbolically 
expiating or removing the sins of the people by taking them away. “The 
goat shall bear all their iniquities on itself to a remote area, and he shall 
let the goat go free in the wilderness.”ar

The scapegoat was sent away to a solitary place or a remote area, 
literally to “a land of cutting off.” “Throughout Leviticus we find that to 
be excluded, or cut off, from the camp of Israel was to experience God’s 
punishment for sin (e.g. Lev. 7:20–27; 17:4, 8–14; 18:29; 19:8; 20:3, 5–6, 
17–18; 22:3; 23:29). The clear implication is that the goat is depicted in 
12:22 as suffering this fate.”28

Propitiation and Expiation

The slaughtered goat diverts the wrath of God from the people to the 
goat. This is called propitiation. The scapegoat achieves purity and 
cleanliness for the people as it removes the guilt and shame of sin. This 
is expiation. The sacrifices of the Day were designed to pay for both sin’s 
penalty and sin’s presence in Israel. The shedding of blood and the send-
ing off of the scapegoat were meant to appease God’s wrath against sin 
and to cleanse the nation, the priesthood, and even the sanctuary itself 
from the taint of sin.as This day speaks of the Lord’s gracious concern 
both to deal fully with his people’s sin and to make them fully aware 
that they stand before him, accepted and covered irrespective of all 
iniquity, transgression, and sin.at

Propitiation is “an offering that turns away the wrath of God 
directed against sin.”29 Expiation removes sin and its effects because sin 
is “canceled out by being covered over.”30

aqLev. 17:11.
arLev. 16:22.
asLev. 16:30.
atLev. 16:21.
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Expiatory views of atonement focus on sacrifices as the way to free 

people of sin and its defilement. Propitiatory understandings of 

atonement present sacrifices as the appeasement of divine wrath. The 

symbolism of two goats on the Day of Atonement indicates that both 

concepts are essential in the OT imagery of atonement. The sacrificial 

system of the OT is presented as God’s design for satisfying the just 

judgment of God but also for removing the guilt of sin from those for 

whom sacrifices are made.31

In both cases the ultimate goal of the atonement was to restore 
the relationship between the covenant God and his covenant people. 
“Sacrifice was the means of making the unholy pure again and restor-
ing fellowship in the presence of a holy God who cannot tolerate the 
presence of sin and uncleanness. In other words, sacrifice was the means 
by which the central blessing of the covenant—communion between 
Yahweh and his people—was ensured and maintained.”32 The way 
of communion with God was through sacrifice. But the oft-repeated 
offerings for sin under the old covenant pointed to a greater sacrifice, a 
perfect sacrifice that was yet to come.

Redemption and the Suffering Servant

The vision of an ultimate atoning sacrifice is literally personified in the 
prophetic vision of Isaiah 53. This passage paints a portrait of the suffer-
ing servant who is subjected to unjust violence for the sake of and in the 
place of others. Through substitutionary violence, the suffering servant 
brings shalom to sinners:

He was wounded for our transgressions; he was crushed for our in-

iquities; upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace, and 

with his stripes we are healed. All we like sheep have gone astray; we 

have turned —every one—to his own way; and the Lord has laid on 

him the iniquity of us all.au

The suffering servant becomes, himself, a sin offering, so that sin-
ners might be healed and forgiven. The suffering servant, the righteous 
one, through the anguish of his soul, bears the iniquities of his people, 
in order that they might be counted righteous before God.

auIsa. 53:5–6.
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The “servant of the Lord” is described in Isaiah’s four so-called 
“servant songs.”av While the first three servant songs are often 
interpreted as referring collectively to the nation of Israel, the final 
song describes an individual. And not just any individual, but the 
Messiah.33

In the fourth servant song, the identity of the servant is most cer-
tainly an individual who suffers in place of others. The servant endures 
violence on behalf of and for others. The sinless servant becomes a substi-
tute for sinners:

The Servant is explicitly said to suffer “for” others. The substitution-

ary character of his suffering is highlighted by the repeated contrast in 

Isaiah 53:4–6 between he, his, and him on the one hand, and we, us, we all, 

and us all on the other. The original Hebrew text underlines this even 

more forcefully by an emphatic use of personal pronouns. . . . A simi-

lar use of pronouns is found in verse 11, “their iniquities—he will bear 

them,” and in verse 12, “for he—the sins of many, he bore them.” All of 

this serves to underline the simple fact that the Servant, who is distinct 

from God’s people, suffered in their place, as their substitute.34

Few passages in the Old Testament weave together more redemptive 
images and themes than this final servant song in Isaiah 52:13–53:12. 
Cole summarizes the saving work of the suffering servant:

The servant sprinkles the nations, an idea with sacrificial overtones 

(Isa. 52:15). He takes on our infirmities and carries our sorrows (Isa. 

53:4). He is pierced for our transgressions, crushed for our iniqui-

ties, and bears our punishment (Isa. 53:5). He substitutes for others. 

But in so doing he brings peace (shalom, Isa. 53:5). His wounds heal 

(Isa. 53:5). All this when we mistakenly thought it was God who was  

afflicting him for his iniquities (Isa. 53:6). He suffers for the sins of 

others, not his own. He is like a sacrificial lamb going to slaughter 

(Isa. 53:7). His conduct is exemplary (Isa. 53:7). Experiencing vio-

lence, he returns none (Isa. 53:9). He even intercedes for the transgres-

sors (Isa. 53:12). He bears our iniquities and in fact bears the sins of  

many (Isa. 53:11–12). He becomes a guilt offering (Isa. 53:11). This 

is the offering that wipes out guilt (cf. Lev. 5:1–19; Num. 5:8; 1 Sam.  

6:3–8). . . . His faithfulness leads to triumph (Isa. 53:10–12).35

avIsa. 42:1–4; 49:1–6; 50:4–9; 52:13–53:12.
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The suffering of this servant is a violent affair. The servant “had done no 
violence” yet he substituted himself and bore in his own body chastise-
ment that brings peace to others. Reid writes:

Isaiah articulates a new and powerful vision of redemption in which 

violence is absorbed and transformed. In Isaiah 52–53 the heralding 

of Israel’s divine warrior returning to bring Zion’s deliverance (Isa. 

52:7–12), suddenly gives way to a description of a suffering servant 

of Yahweh (Isa. 52:13–53:12). This representative servant figure, who 

has “done no violence” (Isa. 53:9), suffers violence on behalf of Israel, 

even to the extent of being “stricken by God, smitten by him, and af-

flicted” (Isa. 53:4). His triumph and exaltation (framing the passage in 

Isa. 52:13 and 53:12) is not a consequence of violent warfare but of his 

pouring out his life unto death (Isa. 53:12).36

The servant dies for the sins of the people and is “cut off out of the 
land of the living.”aw Yet, he “shall see his offspring” and the Lord “shall 
prolong his days.”ax This servant, “the righteous one,” will justify and 
“make many to be accounted righteous.”ay In order to procure these 
blessings, the servant endures unspeakable evil. “From beginning to 
end, the passage emphasizes the appalling horror of what the Servant 
endured—far beyond what has ever been borne by any other human 
being.”37 He is a “man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief.”az

Yet this servant not only has solidarity with humankind. The ser-
vant, while distinguished from the Lord in Isaiah 53, is also accorded 
divine status by the phrase “high and lifted up” in Isaiah 52:13: “Behold, 
my servant shall act wisely; he shall be high and lifted up, and shall be 
exalted.”38 This Hebrew phrase only appears three other times in the 
Old Testament, all of them in Isaiah,ba and in each case they refer to 
the Lord. Alan Groves notes, thus “Yahweh’s own lips declared that the 
servant was to be identified with Yahweh himself.”39

So this passage is chiefly about the atoning work of a human/divine 
figure who will make “an offering for guilt.”bb This phrase refers unmis-
takably to the guilt offerings described in Leviticus 5–7 as the atoning 

awIsa. 53:8.
axIsa. 53:10.
ayIsa. 53:11.
azIsa. 53:3.
baIsa. 6:1; 33:10; 57:15.
bbIsa. 53:10.
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sacrifice for sins. “By using the same word here Isaiah plainly intends to 
ascribe the same significance to the suffering Servant. Isaiah 53:10 thus 
anticipates something that will become explicit in the New Testament: 
the animal sacrifices of Leviticus are ultimately fulfilled in the sacrifi-
cial death of a person.”40

Restoring Shalom

The Old Testament prophets are filled with images of a time when God 
would put things right again, and when shalom would be finally and 
permanently restored to God’s creation.bc Plantinga writes:

The prophets dreamed of a new age in which human crookedness 

would be straightened out, rough places made plain. The foolish 

would be made wise, and the wise, humble. They dreamed of a time 

when the deserts would flower, the mountains would run with wine, 

weeping would cease, and people could go to sleep without weapons 

on their laps. People would work in peace and work to fruitful ef-

fect. Lambs could lie down with lions. All nature would be fruitful, 

benign, and filled with wonder upon wonder; all humans would be 

knit together in brotherhood and sisterhood; and all nature and all 

humans would look to God, walk with God, lean toward God, and 

delight in God. Shouts of joy and recognition would well up from 

valleys and seas, from women in streets and from men on ships. The 

webbing together of God, humans, and all creation in justice, fulfill-

ment, and delight is what the Hebrew prophets call shalom.41

The restoration of shalom is frequently united to the coming of the 
Messiah, the long-awaited deliverer, prophesied throughout the Old 
Testament. The hope of shalom was the hope of Israel. And the hope of 
Israel was the only hope for the world. According to the book of Isaiah, 
the hope of Israel was clearly embodied in the messianic child of Isaiah 
9 and the suffering servant of Isaiah 53. This figure, the messianic 
child and the suffering servant of Isaiah, is one in the same: a suffering 
Messiah who brings shalom.

For to us a child is born, to us a son is given; and the government shall 

be upon his shoulder, and his name shall be called Wonderful Coun-

bcIsa. 2:2–4; 11:1–9; 32:14–20; 42:1–12; 60; 65:17–25; Joel 2:24–29; 3:17–18.
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selor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace [Heb. shalom]. 

Of the increase of his government and of peace [Heb. shalom] there 

will be no end, on the throne of David and over his kingdom, to es-

tablish it and to uphold it with justice and with righteousness from 

this time forth and forevermore. The zeal of the Lord of hosts will 

do this.bd 42

Note, again, Isaiah 53:5: “But he was wounded for our transgressions; 
he was crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that 
brought us peace [Heb. shalom], and with his stripes we are healed.”

The New Testament writers clearly understand this suffering ser-
vant, this bringer of peace, to be Jesus of Nazareth. Isaiah 53 is directly 
quoted seven times in the New Testament as referring to Jesus Christ,be 
and alluded to over thirty-four times.43 In his perfectly sinless life and 
his substitutionary atoning death, Jesus secured salvation for sinners 
and brought them shalom with God.

Jesus Christ came into this violent world that was shattered by sin, 
and he suffered a violent death at the hands of violent men in order 
to save rebellious sinners, rescuing them from divine wrath, and sup-
plying them with divine peace, mercy, grace, and love. The sinless one 
suffered disgrace in order to bring sinners grace. The light of heaven 
entered into the darkness of this world. “The people dwelling in dark-
ness have seen a great light, and for those dwelling in the region and 
shadow of death, on them a light has dawned.”bf

In our survey of the Old Testament, we have seen that the Scriptures 
do not avoid the issue of violence. “The Bible is not a ‘nice’ book that 
hides the sordid side of life. The Bible is a book of thoroughgoing real-
ism. The Bible’s stories of violence demonstrate the depths of depravity 
to which the human race descends. Paradoxically, though, the nadir of 
depravity represented by biblical stories of violence is also the climax 
of the Bible’s story of redemption. The violence of the cross is the pivot 
point of redemption.”44

And it is the cross of Jesus Christ, the pivot point of redemption, to 
which we now turn our attention.

bdIsa. 9:6–7. 
beMatt. 8:16–17; Luke 22:37; John 12:38; Acts 8:32–35; Rom. 10:16;  1 Pet. 2:22–25.
bfMatt. 4:16; cf. Isa. 9:2.
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Grace in the  
New Testament

We have already focused on the radical shift from peace and shalom to 

violence and sin. We have seen that God’s desire to restore peace and 

bring redemption is expressed throughout the entire Old Testament by 

tracing the themes of violence (disgrace) and redemption (grace). Now 

we will see how they converge on the cross of Jesus Christ:

An entire episode of human history is sealed with the narrator’s judg-

ment that “the earth was filled with violence” (Gen. 6:11). The biblical 

logic of redemption, viewed through the canonical lens of the incar-

nation and the cross, allows no other course for its plot line than to 

run the gauntlet of human violence. But the outcome is a divine and 

dramatic resolution of violence, and the world-transforming power 

of the gospel.1

The cross is God’s attack on sin and violence; it is salvation from 

sin and its effects. The cross really is a coup de grace, meaning “stroke 

of grace,” which refers to the deathblow delivered to the misery of our 

suffering:

Jesus’ submission to the violence of the cross demonstrates God’s 

will to absorb in the Son the wrath that is due to Israel and the world.  

Jesus’ prayer to the Father from the cross, “forgive them, for they do 

not know what they are doing” (Luke 23:34; cf. Acts 7:60 niv), memo-

rably expresses the commandment to love one’s enemies even as they 

perpetrate their violence. The cross embodies Jesus’ victory over vio-

lence and is the climax of the biblical story of violence.2

In the cross God is not revealed in the power and glory, which natural 

reason can recognize as divine, but in the very opposite of divinity, 
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in human disgrace, poverty, suffering and death, in what seems to be 
weakness and foolishness.

God’s desire for shalom and his response to violence culminates in 
the person and work of Jesus Christ. The life, death, and resurrection of 
Jesus fulfills redemption themes from the Old Testament: the Passover 
sacrifice in Exodus, God in Exodus as the divine Warrior protecting his 
people by conquering their enemy, the sacrifices of propitiation and 
expiation in Leviticus 16, and the suffering servant whose suffering 
brings peace. This good news of the Bible is that in Jesus Christ, the 
God-man, our Creator has become our Redeemer.

This astounding reality is the best part of the good news. For this 
reason, the gospel of Jesus Christ occupies the central place in the New 
Testament, as the message of first importance.3 The heart of this mes-
sage concerns the person and the work of Jesus Christ, that is, who Jesus 
is and what he has accomplished by his life, death, and resurrection.4

Tim Keller explains the scope and goal of the good news:

The “gospel” is the good news that through Christ the power of God’s 

kingdom has entered history to renew the whole world. When we be-

lieve and rely on Jesus’ work and record (rather than ours) for our re-

lationship to God, that kingdom power comes upon us and begins to 

work through us. Through the person and work of Jesus Christ, God 

fully accomplishes salvation for us, rescuing us from judgment for 

sin into fellowship with him, and then restores the creation in which 

we can enjoy our new life together with him forever.5

To better understand that Jesus is the fullness of God’s plan to redeem 
humanity, restore shalom, and replace disgrace with grace, we will look 
at who Jesus is and what he has done.

Who Jesus Is—God with Us
Like Genesis, the Gospel of John begins in the beginning.a John 1:1–3 
tells us: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, 
and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things 
were made through him, and without him was not any thing made that 
was made.” From the very outset of his Gospel, John shines the spot-
light on the Son of God, Jesus Christ. Christ is the eternal Word of God,b 
aGen. 1:1 and John 1:1.
bJohn 1:1.
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who was eternally with God,c and who was the agent through whom all 
things were created by God.d

The highlight of John’s prologue comes in 1:14 when he writes: 
“And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his 
glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.” 
According to John, the eternal, divine Son of God, the one who made all 
things, became flesh. In Jesus, God became a man and lived on the earth 
that he created. God took on flesh, which is the meaning of “incarna-
tion.” In Jesus, “the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily.”e In Jesus 
Christ, the invisible God has become visible: “No one has ever seen God; 
the only God, who is at the Father’s side, he has made him known.”f 
Therefore, God the Son makes known God the Father.

John goes on to say that our Creator has become our Redeemer. The 
Son of God came in the flesh in order to make possible the salvation of 
sinners: “He came to his own, and his own people did not receive him. 
But to all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the 
right to become children of God, who were born, not of blood nor of the 
will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God.”g

The divine Son of God has come into the very world he created on 
a rescue mission to save sinners from the wrath of God, condemnation, 
sin, and sin’s effects. The rescue mission of Jesus is a key theme in each 
Gospel account, but particularly in the Gospel of John.6 This rescue is 
described as light intruding into the darkness: “The light shines in the 
darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.”h Jesus Christ, who 
called himself “the light of the world,”7 entered into the darkness of this 
world to bring light and eternal life to sinners who are dwelling in the 
darkness of their rebellion and sin: “The people dwelling in darkness 
have seen a great light, and for those dwelling in the region and shadow 
of death, on them a light has dawned.”i

Between his two claims to be the light of the world,j Jesus heals a 
blind man. The miracle of giving sight to the man born blind demon-
strates the purpose of Jesus’ ministry. It illustrates Jesus’ power to bring 

cJohn 1:2.
dJohn 1:3.
eCol. 2:9.
fJohn 1:18.
gJohn 1:11–13.
hJohn 1:5.
iMatt. 4:16; see also Isa. 9:2.
jJohn 8:12; 9:5.
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his light to those in darkness. Where darkness, death, and decay had 
reigned, Jesus breaks in with light, liberation, and love.

A picture of this comes from Robert Louis Stevenson, the author 
of Treasure Island, who lived in Scotland in the nineteenth century. As a 
boy, his family lived on a hillside overlooking a small town. Robert was 
intrigued by the work of the old lamplighters who went about with 
a ladder and a torch, lighting the streetlights for the night. One eve-
ning, as Robert stood watching with fascination, his nurse asked him, 
“Robert, what in the world are you looking at out there?” With great 
excitement he exclaimed: “Look at that man! He’s punching holes in 
the darkness!”8 

The light of the world has entered into the world’s darkness in 
order to punch holes in it and bring those who dwell in darkness into 
the dawn of his grace and truth. None of this would be possible apart 
from Christ’s incarnation. But, in addition to rescuing us, the incarna-
tion also means that God is present with us: “[God] comes for you, in the 
flesh, in Christ, into suffering, on your behalf. He does not offer advice 
and perspective from afar; he steps into your significant suffering. He 
will see you through, and work with you the whole way. He will carry 
you even in extremis.”9

The Gospel of Matthew introduces Jesus as the long-awaited deliv-
erer of God’s people. In the narrative of Jesus’ birth, Matthew quotes 
Isaiah 7:14, an Old Testament prophecy about the coming Messiah who 
would save his people from their sins: “All this took place to fulfill what 
the Lord had spoken by the prophet: ‘Behold, the virgin shall conceive 
and bear a son, and they shall call his name Immanuel.’ ”k Matthew tells 
us that “Immanuel” is a Hebrew name that is translated “God with us.” 
Even though “Immanuel” is used only two times in the Bible,l we have 
seen that the idea of God’s dwelling with humankind, his gracious pres-
ence with his people, spans the entire story of redemption. Hesed, God’s 
covenantal love, is a repeated theme throughout both testaments: “I 
will live among them and walk among them, and I will be their God and 
they will be my people.”m So the hope of a Savior is found in this person 
called “Immanuel.” And that person is Jesus.
kMatt. 1:22–23.
lIsa. 7:14; 8:8.
mGen. 17:8; Ex. 6:7; 25:8; 29:45–46; Lev. 22:33; 26:11–12; Deut. 4:20; 7:6; 14:2; 29:13; 1 Kings 6:13; 
Zech. 2:10; Jer. 7:23; 11:4; 24:7; 30:22; 31:33; 32:38; Ezek. 11:20; 14:11; 36:28; 37:23, 27; Matt. 1:22–23; 
and 2 Cor. 6:16.
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While the Gospel of Matthew begins by saying that Jesus is “God 
with us,” the rest of the book details what Jesus did while he was on 
earth.10 At the end of Matthew, Jesus issues a glorious promise: “Behold, I 
am with you always, to the end of the age.”n Matthew’s Gospel begins with 
the prophecy that the Savior would be “Immanuel, that is, ‘God with us,’” 
and it ends with Jesus’ promise to his disciples: “I am with you always.” In 
other words, the Gospel of Matthew tells us that the way God will be with 
his people is through a relationship with his Son, Jesus Christ. 

What Jesus Has Done

Our knowledge of the life and ministry of Jesus Christ comes almost 
entirely from the four New Testament Gospels. These books detail 
what Jesus taught and what Jesus did during his three-and-a-half-year 
ministry in and around Jerusalem.11 However, the central emphasis of 
these books is the atoning death and triumphant resurrection of Jesus. 
According to Mark Driscoll, “In total, the four Gospels, which faith-
fully record his life, devote roughly one-third of their content to the 
climactic final week of Jesus’ life leading up to the cross.”12 With such an 
overwhelming emphasis on the atonement, on the redemptive suffer-
ing of Jesus Christ, the Gospels have been often described as crucifixion 
narratives with extended introductions.

The New Testament is brimming with descriptions of what God 
did for us through the cross of Christ:

Jesus is presented as having paid the penalty for sin (Rom. 3:25–26; 

6:23; Gal. 3:13). He died in place of sinners so that they might become 

God’s righteousness (2 Cor. 5:21). He redeemed sinners through his 

blood (Eph. 1:7). He paid the price for sinners to go free (1 Cor. 6:20; 

Gal. 5:1). He won the victory over death and sin, sharing with believ-

ers the victory (1 Cor. 15:55–57) that he paraded in spectacular fashion 

by his cross (Col. 2:15). Peter’s statement captures well the means and 

importance of Jesus’ ministry of atonement: “He himself bore our 

sins in his body on the tree, so that we might die to sin and live for 

righteousness; by his wounds you have been healed” (1 Pet. 2:24).13

A central way that these Gospel narratives describe the way God has 
dealt with sin is often called penal substitutionary atonement.14 On the 

nMatt. 28:20, emphasis added.
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cross, Jesus took our place and bore the wrath that we deserved: “The 
doctrine of penal substitution states that God gave himself in the per-
son of his Son to suffer instead of us the death, punishment and curse 
due to fallen humanity as the penalty for sin.” 15

Jesus Paid Our Ransom

First, to free us from bondage, Jesus paid our ransom on the cross. In 
the Gospel of Mark, Jesus foretells his death three times in detail.o After 
these predictions, Jesus says to his disciples in Mark 10:45, “For even the 
Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a 
ransom for many.” In other words, Jesus would serve and take the low 
place, humbling himself to die on the cross as a “ransom for many.” In 
his death, Jesus paid the ransom price of his life as a substitutionary 
payment in the place of sinners.16

The New Testament writers frequently borrow the language of 
the Old Testament to describe the redemption secured by Jesus. Mark, 
in using the idea of a “ransom,” is borrowing from the Old Testament 
imagery connected with the exodus.17 During his transfiguration, Luke 
tells us that Jesus “appeared in glory and spoke of his departure [literally 
“exodus”], which he was about to accomplish at Jerusalem.”p18 Just like 
Moses, Christ would lead his people out of bondage. But Christ’s deliv-
erance would far surpass the work of Moses.19

Ransom is a major dimension of God’s redemptive plan revealed in 
Scripture. According to theologian John Murray:

The language of redemption is the language of purchase and more 

specifically of ransom. . . . Ransom presupposes some kind of bondage 

or captivity, and redemption, therefore, implies that from which the 

ransom secures us. . . . Redemption applies to every aspect in which 

we are bound, and it releases us into a liberty that is nothing less than 

the liberty of the glory of the children of God.20

In his letter to the Colossians, Paul says that we ought to give 
“thanks to the Father, who has qualified you to share in the inheritance 
of the saints in light. He has delivered us from the domain of darkness 
and transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved Son, in whom we have 

oMark 8:31; 9:31; 10:33–34.
pLuke 9:31, emphasis added. 

RidOfMyDisgrace.15989.i05.indd   196 12/2/10   4:09 PM



Grace in the New Testament  197

redemption, the forgiveness of sins.”q Paul contrasts the condition sin-
ners found themselves in apart from the gospel. We were in the “domain 
of darkness.” We were citizens of Satan’s dark kingdom. But in Christ, 
because of the cross, Paul says we have been brought out of this deadly 
kingdom into the life and light of the kingdom of God’s beloved Son.

Bible scholar N. T. Wright notes that Paul borrows the salvation 
vocabulary of the exodus: “This is Exodus language. Just as the chil-
dren of Israel were brought out of slavery under Pharaoh and were 
established as God’s free people, so now, by the preaching of the gospel, 
people everywhere can be transferred from the grip of the powers into 
the kingdom of Jesus.”21 All those who have trusted in Christ and have 
been saved by him are partakers of a kingdom that includes the glorious 
inheritance of the saints in light.

This inheritance is described elsewhere as “imperishable, unde-
filed, and unfading, kept in heaven for you.”r All of these spectacular 
blessings were purchased by Christ’s redemption. This redemption has 
at its heart, the forgiveness of sins: “You were ransomed from the futile 
ways inherited from your forefathers, not with perishable things such 
as silver or gold, but with the precious blood of Christ, like that of a 
lamb without blemish or spot.”s

Peter, like Paul, saw the work of redemption purchased by Christ, 
to be a new exodus: “But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a 
holy nation, a people for his own possession, that you may proclaim the 
excellencies of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous 
light. Once you were not a people, but now you are God’s people; once 
you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy.”t

Jesus Bore Our Curse

Jesus not only paid our ransom; Jesus also bore our curse. According to 
Paul, “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for 
us—for it is written, ‘Cursed is everyone who is hanged on a tree.’ ”u Christ 
became our curse-bearer on the cross: “When Jesus emptied the cup of God’s 
wrath, He endured the ultimate limit of the Law’s curse. Christ became a 

qCol. 1:12–14.
r1 Pet. 1:4.
s1 Pet. 1:18–19.
t1 Pet. 2:9–10.
uGal. 3:13.
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curse for us. Literally, He became a curse in our place as our substitute. He 
experienced the full fury of the curse that we should have experienced.”22

Part of the curse that Jesus bore for sinners was the God-forsakenness 
that he endured during the final hours of his crucifixion. According to 
Mark’s Gospel: “And at the ninth hour Jesus cried with a loud voice, 
‘Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani?’ which means, ‘My God, my God, why 
have you forsaken me?’ ”v

J. I. Packer comments about this passage:

On the cross Jesus lost all the good that he had before: all sense of his 

Father’s presence and love, all sense of physical, mental, and spiri-

tual well-being, all enjoyment of God and of created things, all ease 

and solace of friendship, were taken from him, and in their place was 

nothing but loneliness, pain, a killing sense of human malice and cal-

lousness, and a horror of great spiritual darkness.23

While the physical pain was excruciating, this paled in comparison to 
the mental and spiritual sufferings Jesus endured on Calvary. “What was 
packed into less than four hundred minutes was an eternity of agony.”24 

Christ endured the curse for us, and we receive all of heaven’s spiri-
tual blessings in him.w According to Jerry Bridges, “We should never 
cease to be amazed that the One who established the Law and deter-
mined its curse should Himself ransom us from that curse by bearing 
it in our place.”25 Bearing our curse, Jesus fulfilled the promise of the 
suffering servant, who is also identified as the “man of sorrow” in Isaiah 
53. “Jesus suffered the indignity of accusation and condemnation and 
the shame of crucifixion. His was the tortured soul in Gethsemane, the 
torn flesh at Calvary. And as thick darkness enveloped the whole land, 
it was He who was pierced for our transgressions and crushed for our 
iniquities; His was the punishment that brought us peace; His were the 
wounds that wrought our healing.”26

Jesus Was Our Propitiation and Expiation

In Romans 3:21–26, Paul describes how God has completely and justly 
dealt with our sins and condemnation in a way that perfectly accords 
with his righteousness:

vMark 15:34.
wEph. 1:3.
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But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the 

law, although the Law and the Prophets bear witness to it—the righ-

teousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe. For 

there is no distinction: for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of 

God, and are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption 

that is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a propitiation by his 

blood, to be received by faith. This was to show God’s righteousness, 

because in his divine forbearance he had passed over former sins. It 

was to show his righteousness at the present time, so that he might be 

just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus.

God’s wrath is his holy hostility toward sin and his just anger 
towards anything that violates his holiness. It is his righteous reaction 
against unrighteousness. God’s holy and righteous wrath should be 
justly poured out on all of humanity. According to Packer: “The wrath 
of God is as personal, and as potent, as his love; and, just as the blood-
shedding of the Lord Jesus was the direct manifesting of his Father’s 
love toward us, so it was the direct averting of his Father’s wrath against 
us.”27

In Christ, God has made a way possible for both his grace and his 
righteousness to be displayed in the salvation of sinners. God did this 
by putting Christ forward as a “propitiation by his blood.”x According 
to John Murray, the doctrine of propitiation is precisely this:

That God loved the objects of His wrath so much that He gave His 

own Son to the end that He by His blood should make provision for 

the removal of His wrath. It was Christ’s so to deal with the wrath that 

the loved would no longer be the objects of wrath, and love would 

achieve its aim of making the children of wrath the children of God’s 

good pleasure.28

The book of Hebrews also emphasizes both the propitiation and 
expiation that Jesus secured through his work as both high priest 
and sacrifice. The imagery that Christ was “made . . . sin” for usy and 
that he “bore our sins”z matches the role of both goats on the Day of 
Atonement—the one sacrificed as a sin offering and the one that carried 

xRom. 3:24–25.
y2 Cor. 5:21.
z1 Pet. 2:24.
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off the confessed sins of the people. In his death, “the Lord has laid on 
him the iniquity of us all.”aa In Psalm 51:1–2 we read: “Have mercy on 
me, O God, according to your steadfast love; according to your abun-
dant mercy blot out my transgressions. Wash me thoroughly from my 
iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin!”

The Day of Atonement was a foreshadowing of Jesus, the Lamb of 
God who takes away the sins of the world, and our great High Priest 
who is able to sympathize with us in our weaknesses. These great 
images of the priest, slaughter, and scapegoat are all given by God to 
help us more fully comprehend Jesus’ bloody sacrifice for us on the 
cross. Jesus’ fulfillment of the Day of Atonement is why we are forgiven 
for and cleansed from our sins. Regarding the centrality of sacrifice for 
atonement, Charles Spurgeon writes: “Many pretend to keep the atone-
ment, and yet they tear the bowels out of it. They profess to believe in 
the gospel, but it is a gospel without the blood of the atonement; and 
a bloodless gospel is a lifeless gospel, a dead gospel, and a damning 
gospel.”29 Jesus Christ fulfills and accomplishes forever what the two 
goats symbolized. The Old Testament sacrifice of animals has been 
replaced by the perfect sacrifice of Christ.ab Christ paid sin’s penalty.ac 
He redeemed us,ad paying the price that sets us free.ae He turned away 
God’s wrathaf and reconciled believers to Godag so we can be forgiven for 
our sins and cleansed from all unrighteousness.ah

First John 1:9 refers to propitiation and expiation: “If we confess 
our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us 
from all unrighteousness.” Elsewhere in 1 John, the work of Jesus is said 
to “cleanse us from all sin”ai and to be “the propitiation for our sins.”aj

Salvation by Substitution because of Love

In Romans 5:6–11, Paul describes how the salvation of sinners is not only 
by propitiation but also by substitution. That is, Jesus Christ became 

aaIsa. 53:6.
abHeb. 9:26; 10:5–10; 1 John 2:1–2; 4:9–10.
acRom. 3:25–26; 6:23; Gal 3:13.
adEph. 1:7.
ae1 Cor. 6:20; Gal. 5:1.
afRom. 3:25.
agEph. 2:16.
ah1 John 1:9.
ai1 John 1:7.
aj1 John 2:2.
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a substitute and died in our place for our sins. At the cross, God, once 
and for all time, demonstrates his love for us. God provides evidence 
through action of his love for sinners: “God shows his love for us in that 
while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”ak Notice the tense of the 
verb: “God shows.” The death of Christ in the past proves today, tomor-
row, and for all time that God loves us. The death of Christ is a timeless 
proof of God’s love. Throughout the endless ages of eternity forgiven 
sinners will sing the glories of the Lamb who was slain for them on 
Calvary. The cross is the supreme display of God’s love.

The cross is not only the public display of God’s righteousnessal but 
also of God’s love.am And Paul makes clear in this passage that there is no 
love that has ever been that can compare to the dying love of Christ for 
sinners. Paul’s words “Christ died for us” in 5:8 are even more amazing 
when you observe how he has described “us.” In the context, the “us” is 
described as “weak,”an “ungodly,”ao “sinners,”ap and “enemies.”aq This 
is astounding. While we were helpless, ungodly, wicked, sinners, and 
enemies of God, Christ died for us.

Christ died in place of his enemies. He died in our place for our sins. 
Paul says this in another way in Romans 4:25: Jesus “was delivered up 
for our trespasses.” In other words, Jesus was handed over for our sins. 
This was only possible because Jesus didn’t have any sins: “For our sake 
he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become 
the righteousness of God.”ar

Salvation and Obedience

The work of Jesus was not just his death on the cross, but also his perfect 
life. His death accomplished the forgiveness of our sins and removed 
the guilt and stain of sins securing assurance of eternal life. Our sins 
were imputed (attributed) to Christ, and he died the death of a sinner. 
However, his righteousness was imputed to those who have faith in 
Christ.

Francis Turretin explains the significance of Christ’s obedience:
akRom. 5:8.
alRom. 3:21.
amRom. 5:8.
anRom. 5:6.
aoRom. 5:6.
apRom. 5:8.
aqRom. 5:10.
ar2 Cor. 5:21.
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The obedience of Christ has a twofold efficacy, satisfactory and meri-

torious; the former by which we are freed from the punishments 

incurred by sin; the latter by which (through the remission of sin) 

a right to eternal life and salvation is acquired for us. For as sin has 

brought upon us two evils—the loss of life and exposure to death—

so redemption must procure the two opposite benefits—deliverance 

from death and a right to life, escape from hell and an entrance into 

heaven.30

The benefits of Christ’s righteousness are proclaimed in Romans 
5:18–19: “Therefore, as one trespass led to condemnation for all men, so 
one act of righteousness leads to justification and life for all men. For as 
by the one man’s disobedience the many were made sinners, so by the 
one man’s obedience the many will be made righteous.” John Calvin 
explains how Christ’s obedience is the ground for our pardon: “To 
justify therefore, is nothing else than to acquit from the charge of guilt, 
as if innocence were proved. Hence, when God justifies us through 
the intercession of Christ, he does not acquit us on a proof of our own 
innocence, but by an imputation of righteousness, so that though not 
righteous in ourselves, we are deemed righteous in Christ.”31

Not only are believers delivered from condemnation and exempted 
from eternal death because of his death, but they are also deemed wor-
thy of reward and declared righteous because of Christ’s sinless life. 
His purity is imputed to us and we are declared and judged righteous 
“in order that the righteous requirement of the law might be fulfilled 
in us.”as

The work of Christ is a fulfillment of Isaiah 61:10: “I will greatly 
rejoice in the Lord; my soul shall exult in my God, for he has clothed 
me with the garments of salvation; he has covered me with the robe of 
righteousness.” Jonathan Edwards writes: “Christ’s perfect obedience 
shall be reckoned to our account so that we shall have the benefit of it, 
as though we had performed it ourselves: and so we suppose that a title 
to eternal life is given us as the reward of this righteousness.”32

Jesus did not just come that our sins would be removed, but he also 
came that we might receive his righteousness, which was only possible 
after the debt for our sin had been paid: “For our sake he made him to 
be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteous-

asRom. 8:4.
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ness of God.”at The benefit of this is reconciliation and a new identity. 
In Colossians 1:21–22, we read an amazing promise: “And you, who once 
were alienated and hostile in mind, doing evil deeds, he has now recon-
ciled in his body of flesh by his death, in order to present you holy and 
blameless and above reproach before him.” Notice the words, “holy,” 
“blameless,” and “above reproach.” These descriptive words are usually 
used in reference to Jesus Christ. But now, because of what Jesus Christ 
has done for us, paying the penalty of sins, we can now stand before 
God our Creator holy, blameless, and above reproach. By faith we are “in 
Christ” and as such we are seen as he is. Because of faith in Christ, you 
are the righteousness of God.

Jesus Gave Us Access to God

By his death and resurrection, Jesus becomes our way to God. His death 
is the sacrifice for us. He is the Lamb of God who takes away your sins, 
but he is also your priest. In the OT, the priest represented God to the 
people and the people back to God. But now Jesus is your High Priest. 
Being both God and man, he fulfills the role of priest perfectly. The 
temple was where God was present, but in the temple was a veil that 
separated sinful humans from the presence of the holy God. But in 
Jesus, humanity had the most personal presence of God possible. He 
was called Immanuel, meaning “God with us.” Jesus called himself the 
Temple of God. And when Jesus died, the veil in the temple—the bar-
rier between God and us—was torn in two from top to bottom. This 
means that God tore his own temple veil and makes himself accessible 
to us through the death of Jesus.

First Timothy 2:5 calls Jesus the only mediator between God and 
humanity. Hebrews refers to Jesus twice as the mediator of the new 
covenant.au In Jesus you have unbridled and unhindered access to God. 
You can now approach God without fear of judgment and with bold-
ness.av God has made himself accessible. Jesus, the “great high priest,” 
has enabled you to “draw near to the throne of grace” of the Father with 
“confidence.”aw No longer do you have to hold your head in shame in 
prayer, but you can come to the Father with Christ-centered confidence.

at2 Cor. 5:21.
auHeb. 9:15; 12:24.
avEph. 3:12.
awHeb. 4:16.
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Jesus Conquered Our Enemy

Much of the focus so far has been on the cross as God’s gracious response 
to our own sinful and willful irresponsibility, choices, and actions. This 
is because we are perpetrators of evil—and this is what separates us 
from God. It is this aspect of sin that has been dealt with by the vicarious 
sacrifice theme of the atonement.

However, we are also victims of evil and have enemies who harm 
us. We are victims who have been sinned against in numerous ways. 
Because of sins done to us, we are also captive, held in bondage by pow-
ers in some sense external to us and greater than we are. Or we may be 
held in bondage to our own desires or fears, our self-centeredness or 
despair. Sometimes the Bible describes the human problem understood 
as suffering, being in bondage, slavery, or captivity, each and all of 
which separate us from God.

What we need in this regard is for God to fight on our behalf, 
against our enemy, for our freedom from bondage. This is what God did 
in the exodus for his people. The clearest and most powerful manifesta-
tion of God doing this for us is Christ’s victory over death in the resur-
rection.ax In this victory over the principalities, powers, and death, the 
Son reclaims creation for the Father and freedom for you. “He disarmed 
the rulers and authorities and put them to open shame, by triumphing 
over them in him.”ay

In answering the question, “How does Christ’s resurrection benefit 
us?” the Heidelberg Catechism answers: “First, by his resurrection he 
has overcome death, so that he might make us share in the righteous-
ness he won for us by his death. Second, by his power we too are already 
now resurrected to a new life. Third, Christ’s resurrection is a guarantee 
of our glorious resurrection.”

God accomplished redemption in Christ’s victory over sin and 
death, but the effects of that victory have yet to be fully realized. So 
while the ultimate outcome has been assured,az the struggle between 
life and death, good and evil, continues. However, the shalom, freedom, 
and rest of redemption will one day be fully realized when Jesus returns.

Christ’s victory gives us back our identity and restores our mean-
ing. We recognize, and may truly know for the first time, that we have 
axEph. 1:19–20.
ayCol. 2:15.
azRom. 8:18–21; 1 Cor. 15:51–57; Revelation 21.
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a future that ends in peace, as well as a past that can be healed and 
forgiven, and now live in the hope of the gospel. Christ opens up for 
us a new identity because he himself remained always true to his own 
identity, a share of which he offers to us.

In Christ’s victory, fear and shame are banished, to be replaced by pro-
found joy that we are no longer strangers to God and to one another, that 
we are no longer so utterly isolated and alone. Robert Sherman writes: 
“Liberation from the bondage of our past and yearning for a fulfilled 
future find their realization in Christ’s reclaiming of the creation.”33

Our Future Salvation 

The blessings of Christ’s work will be enjoyed by all of the redeemed 
into the ages of eternity. Paul writes:

God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he 

loved us, even when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive 

together with Christ—by grace you have been saved—and raised us 

up with him and seated us with him in the heavenly places in Christ 

Jesus, so that in the coming ages he might show the immeasurable riches 

of his grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus.ba

One of the purposes of God’s redemptive work for us in Christ was to 
demonstrate the riches of his grace for all eternity.34

For this reason, it is helpful to understand more fully the implica-
tions of the atonement for the age to come. According to Yarbrough:

“Atonement” may be defined as God’s work on sinners’ behalf to rec- 

oncile them to himself. It is the divine activity that confronts and  

resolves the problem of human sin so that people may enjoy full fel-

lowship with God both now and in the age to come. While in one 

sense the meaning of atonement is as broad and diverse as all of God’s 

saving work throughout time and eternity, in another it is as particu-

lar and restricted as the crucifixion of Jesus. For in the final analysis 

Scripture presents his sacrificial death as the central component of 

God’s reconciling mercy. This explains why Revelation 22:3, for ex-

ample, shows not only God but also the Lamb—slain to atone for 

sin—occupying the throne of heaven in the age to come.35

baEph. 2:4–7, emphasis added.
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The new heavens and the new earth described in Revelation 21:1–6 
is a picture of perfection:

Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and 

the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. And I saw 

the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, 

prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. And I heard a loud voice 

from the throne saying, “Behold, the dwelling place of God is with 

man. He will dwell with them, and they will be his people, and God 

himself will be with them as their God. He will wipe away every tear 

from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be 

mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the former things have 

passed away.” And he who was seated on the throne said, “Behold, I 

am making all things new.” Also he said, “Write this down, for these 

words are trustworthy and true.” And he said to me, “It is done! I am 

the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end. To the thirsty I 

will give from the spring of the water of life without payment.”

Revelation 21 describes a world reborn, a new creation where everything 
we lost in the fall is regained. This vision of a new creation,bb a new 
heaven and a new earth after judgment, reminds us of God’s promise 
to Noah to make all things new despite sin. The covenantal refrain 
repeated in Exodus is also fulfilled in the new creation—“They will be 
his people, and God himself will be with them.”bc Immanuel, “God with 
us,” is not just about the incarnation but is the eternal presence. The 
final home for believers will not be a disembodied heaven but rather a 
fully glorified and bodied existence in the new heaven and new earth. 
It won’t just be Eden restored—but rather it will be a whole new world 
reborn, a place where the curse is completely and totally reversed! Death 
will be replaced by life.bd Night will be replaced by light.be The light of 
the world will be the light of heaven! Corruption will be replaced by 
purity.bf Disgrace will be replaced by grace.

God himself will dwell with his people, in his perfect place, and 
will bless his people with his presence. Forever. The chief reason why 
this place will be perfect is because believers will be in the presence of 

bbRev. 21:1.
bcRev. 21:3.
bdRev. 21:4.
beRev. 21:23–25.
bfRev. 21:27.
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Almighty God. God will once again dwell with his people, and we will 
see him face-to-face!bg Faith will give way to sight, and prayer to praise. 
Sin and violence will be ultimately and finally replaced by shalom.

Our eyes will be fixed upon the Lamb of God, slain for sinners, who 
occupies the throne of God. John calls Jesus “Lamb” twenty-eight times in 
the book of Revelation.bh This is a clear reference to the sacrifices of Passover 
and the Day of Atonement. This Lamb is also on a throne, symbolizing that 
he is victorious King. John tells us that Jesus conquered by suffering and 
dying on the cross. He shed his blood to cleanse his people of their sins.

Christopher J. H. Wright explains that the work of Jesus restores 
the peace that was vandalized in Genesis 3:

And the river and tree of life, from which humanity had been barred in 

the earliest chapters of the Bible’s grand narrative, will, in its final chap-

ter, provide the healing of the nations which the narrative has longed 

for ever since the scattering of Babel (Rev. 22:2). The curse will be gone 

from the whole of creation (Rev. 22:3). The earth will be filled with the 

glory of God and all the nations of humanity will walk in His light (Rev. 

21:24). Such is the glorious climax of the Bible’s grand narrative.36

The Gospel Is Hesed

In the Bible, suffering is regarded as an intrusion into this created 
world. Creation was made good.bi When sin entered, suffering also 
entered in the form of conflict, pain, corruption, drudgery, and death.bj 
The work of Christ is to deliver us from suffering, corruption, and 
death,bk as well as from sin.bl In the new heaven and new earth, suffer-
ing has been finally abolished.bm

In the gospel of Jesus Christ, God demonstrates that he is for us and 
not against us. Everything we have as believers has been granted to us 
because of what Jesus has already done for us. According to D. A. Carson:

Everything that is coming to us from God comes through Christ Je-

sus. Christ Jesus has won our pardon; He has reconciled us to God; He 

bgRev. 22:4.
bhRev. 5:6, 8, 12ff.; 6:1, 16; 7:9ff., 14, 17; 8:1; 12:11; 13:8; 14:1, 4, 10; 15:3; 17:14; 19:7, 9; 21:9, 14, 22ff.; 22:1, 3.
biGen. 1:31.
bjGen. 3:15–19.
bkRom. 8:21; 1 Cor. 15:26.
blMatt. 1:21.
bmRev. 21:4; Isa. 65:17ff.
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has canceled our sin; He has secured the gift of the Spirit for us; He 

has granted eternal life to us and promises us the life of the consum-

mation; He has made us children of the new covenant; His righteous-

ness has been accounted as ours; He has risen from the dead, and all of 

God’s sovereignty is mediated through Him and directed to our good 

and to God’s glory. This is the Son whom God sent to redeem us. In 

God’s all-wise plan and all-powerful action, all these blessings have 

been won by His Son’s odious death and triumphant resurrection. All 

the blessings God has for us are tied up with the work of Christ.37

And all of these blessings are freely yours in Jesus Christ. Now and 
forever. All by grace. Grace is available because Jesus went through the 
valley of the shadow of death and rose from death. The gospel engages 
our life with all its pain, shame, rejection, lostness, sin, and death. 
So now, to your pain, the gospel says, “You will be healed.” To your 
shame, the gospel says, “You can now come to God in confidence.” To 
your rejection, the gospel says, “You are accepted!” To your lostness, 
the gospel says, “You are found and I won’t ever let you go.” To your 
sin, the gospel says, “You are forgiven and God declares you pure and 
righteous.” To your death, the gospel says, “You once were dead, but 
now you are alive.”

Because of his finished work, anyone who trusts in Jesus Christ can 
have this comfort in life and in death:

That I am not my own, but belong—body and soul, in life and in 

death—to my faithful Savior Jesus Christ. He has fully paid for all my 

sins with his precious blood, and has set me free from the tyranny of 

the devil. He also watches over me in such a way that not a hair can 

fall from my head without the will of my Father in heaven: in fact, 

all things must work together for my salvation. Because I belong to 

him, Christ, by his Holy Spirit, assures me of eternal life and makes 

me wholeheartedly willing and ready from now on to live for him.38

The gospel of Jesus Christ is the fulfillment of God’s hesed—God’s 
steadfast love that endures forever.

RidOfMyDisgrace.15989.i05.indd   208 12/2/10   4:09 PM



Concluding Prayer

“Wave upon Wave of Grace”

O God of grace, teach me to know that grace precedes, accompanies, 

and follows my salvation; that it sustains the redeemed soul, that not 

one link of its chain can ever break.

From Calvary’s cross, wave upon wave of grace

reaches me,

deals with my sin,

washes me clean,

renews my heart,

strengthens my will,

draws out my affection,

kindles a flame in my soul,

rules throughout my inner man,

consecrates my every thought, word, work,

teaches me Your immeasurable love.

How great are my privileges in Christ Jesus.

Without him I stand far off, a stranger, an outcast;

in him I draw near and touch His kingly scepter.

Without him I dare not lift up my guilty eyes;

in him I gaze upon my Father-God and friend.

Without him I hide my lips in trembling shame;

in him I open my mouth in petition and praise.

Without him all is wrath and consuming fire;

in him is all love, and the repose of my soul.

Without him is gaping hell below me, and eternal anguish;

in him its gates are barred to me by His precious blood!

Without him darkness spreads its horrors before me;

in him an eternity of glory is my boundless horizon.

Without him all within me is terror and dismay,

in him every accusation is charmed into joy and peace.

Without him all things external call for my condemnation;

in him they minister to my comfort,

and are to be enjoyed with thanksgiving.

Praise be to you for grace,

and for the unspeakable gift of Jesus.1
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Chapter 3: What Are the Effects of Sexual Assault?

1. “Because the person in pain is ordinarily so bereft of the resources of speech, it 
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CHRISTIAN COUNSELING

“Careful research, lots of Scripture, and a demonstration that the work of 
Christ says ‘you are washed clean’ to those who feel like outcasts: Rid of My 
Disgrace will speak to victims of sexual abuse.”

Ed Welch,  Counselor and Faculty, The Christian Counseling and Educational Foundation

“Gives sexual assault victims, and those who love and serve them, the freedom 
to grieve the violence against them and the tools to experience healing and 
hope in Jesus.”

Grace Driscoll,  pastor’s wife, mother of five, conference speaker, author

“I praise God for the gospel that can heal and restore and for the Holcombs 
who had the courage and wisdom to write this book for us.” 

Matt Chandler,  Pastor, The Village Church, Dallas, TX

“Reminds victims of sexual assault that they are not alone and it is not the end 
of the story. From King David’s daughter Tamar to the courageous survivors 
telling their stories today, the Holcombs take sexual assault out of the shadows 
of shame and isolation and into the light of the gospel.”

Monica Taffinder,  cofounder and counselor, Grace Clinic Christian Counseling

“In my interaction with teens and young adults, I have heard many stories of 
sexual abuse. I am so thrilled that there is a resource like this book that offers 
relevant, practical, and biblical hope.”

Rebecca St. James, singer, author, actress

JUSTIN S. HOLCOMB (PhD, Emory University) is a pastor at Mars Hill 
Church (Seattle) and director of the Resurgence. He is also adjunct professor 
of theology at Reformed Theological Seminary.

LINDSEY A. HOLCOMB is a deacon at Mars Hill Church (Seattle), where 
she counsels victims of sexual assault and trains leaders to care for them.
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