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God calls his church, his sons and daughters, to give hope and to give healing; to open this 

sacred book and to bring the kind of truth that gets to the heart.  So if we’re not just going to turn 

a blind eye like many generations did in the past, but if we’re actually going to jump into the 

deep end and love people, both who have been abused and who have been abusive, how should 

we do it? 

 

Many years ago, a woman from my church came to my office with her children and she told me 

about the abuse.  She confessed in a really hushed and meek tone what her husband and the 

children’s father had been doing in their home.  And it broke my heart to hear her story of abuse 

but it also raised another huge question in my mind because the man she was talking about was 

also a member of our church.  That meant as a pastor, God was pushing me into this position of 

helping and loving and healing and ministering to both the abused and the abusive.   

 

God calls his church, his sons and daughters, to give hope and to give healing, to open this 

sacred book and to bring the kind of truth that gets to the heart.  So if we’re not just going to turn 

a blind eye like many generations did in the past but if we’re actually going to jump into the deep 

end and love people – both who have been abused and who have been abusive – how should we 

do it?   

 

If you’re anything like me, you didn’t grow up with much abuse.  Honestly, the more I study 

abuse and the more I look back at my past, I was spoiled and so insanely blessed and I had no 

idea.  I mean, honestly, the worst part of my childhood was when my mom and dad refused to 

buy me a Nintendo 64 video game system the week that it came out.  Yes, I know, poor me, 

right?  So I had no idea what this looks like; I had no idea what to say or what to do so I had to 

learn.  And I’ve got to say, over the past few years and especially the last few weeks, God has 

been giving me a lot of learning.  And I’ve been able to absorb his truth and by the grace of God 

give it to the people who need it the most.   

 

And today, that’s what I want to do with you.  I want to open the Bible, primarily to one single 

passage and God is going to help us minister to both the abused and the abusive.  So if you’re 

ready to be a force for good in this broken world, let’s open our Bibles to Isaiah 1 and we’re 

going to play ourself in verse 17 today.  Here's what our heavenly Father says:  “Learn to do 

right.  Seek justice, defend the oppressed.”  God wants you to learn to do right.  You might not 

know right away the right thing to do so you have to learn.  And what does he want you to learn?  

How to seek justice.  That means how to deal with every single person who crosses a moral line 

so the guilty are punished and to protect every single innocent person from harm and damage and 

sin.  And where does God go next?  He says, for example, “defend the oppressed.”  Now my 

dictionary says the word oppressed can be defined as ill-treated, tyrannized, or – can you guess 
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it?  Abused.  So in this passage, God is saying bluntly, directly, seriously to his people, I want 

you to defend the abused.  You know, when I hear that word, defend, I kind of think of an 

ancient city like Jerusalem where Isaiah would have spent much of his time.  You know, here’s 

this city, there’s dangerous people out there so you build these thick walls where soldiers can 

walk around, strong towers with archers, and the goal of a city like that is to defend the people 

inside so the people outside can’t hurt them.  And to me, that’s a lot like abuse.  There are 

hurting, broken, mistreated, oppressed people that God wants us to huddle inside and keep them 

safe and it’s your job and my job to stand on the top of the wall, to climb up to the top of the 

tower, and make sure that abusive people don’t hurt them again.  Defend the oppressed. 

 

So how do we do that?  It sounds good, I’m hoping as a Christian you agree with that, but what 

does that look like in practice?  Well, let me make two points.  First of all, we defend the 

oppressed with truth.  Now just a couple weeks ago, a young woman from our church emailed 

me.  She had just heard the first message that I had preached on abuse and she emailed and said, 

“Pastor, do you remember when we sat down for coffee a few years ago?”  We had met at a local 

coffee shop and she started to tell me the problems she was having with her boyfriend.  She was 

looking for my advice as her pastor what she should do and how she could be a better girlfriend, 

more loving, more humble, more Christlike.  But when she told me about the dynamics of what 

was happening, my initial reaction to her – and forgive me if this is my lack of compassion – was 

“You should dump him.”  You know, she’s kind of a quiet type so she didn’t say much in the 

moment but in her email, she confessed that what she was thinking in the moment was my 

pastor’s crazy!  He doesn’t get it.  He doesn’t understand the details.  He’s so black and white 

about this. No, there must be something that I can do.  And it took her months, maybe even 

years, to see the truth that I saw:  That this guy was not healthy and he was not good; he was not 

stable.  That he was using and manipulating and controlling her.  And this woman gave me some 

great advice; advice that she wanted me to share with you.  That sometimes when you’ve been 

living surrounded by lies for so long, you think the truth is crazy.  And so when you and I defend 

the oppressed with truth, we don’t just say it once or twice and there; we fixed it.  Sometimes, we 

have to say it again and again and then again and then again and then again and again and again 

and again and again until finally the light goes on and they see it for themselves. 

 

And that’s what I want to encourage you to do:  Fill yourself up with truth.  Say what you see.  

Open this book and repeat the truth of the Bible.  Educate yourself on all the different types of 

abuse.  That’s what I had to do.  I googled it, I looked for Christian books about it, I found local 

domestic abuse shelters and studied their websites.  There’s really great answers and they’re 

really easy to find.  So if you don’t know what this looks like, just search.  Take a step, seek 

justice, as Isaiah said, and you will learn to defend the oppressed, the truth. 

 

But there’s a second way we defend the oppressed.  Yes, we do it according to Isaiah with truth, 

but we also do it, secondly, with grace.  With love.  With undeserved, persistent, patient, I’m not 

going to give up on you kind of love.  You know, I realized how important that kind of grace and 

love is recently with another case of abuse.  A woman who is kind of new to our church told me 

about the horrendous things that her husband had done. I mean, the physical violence was 

disturbing to her, to the children, there was hospitalizations.  Thankfully, the police were called, 

legal action was taken, justice got involved, and the relationship ended.  And then it didn’t.  She 

got back together with him; with a man that had beaten her.  The man that had assaulted their 
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mutual children.  And I want to be careful that I don’t jump to conclusions because God can 

change people and I’m not sure, maybe this man has totally changed.  Like the apostle Paul, his 

heart has 180’d and he used to be a violent man and he isn’t anymore.  But in the moment, all I 

thought was, “This is so complicated.”  When you’re in a relationship, even if it’s toxic and 

unhealthy, even if it gets violent, sometimes the relationship draws people back.  When you have 

children together and you know the kids need not just a father but also a mother, not just a 

mother but also a father, it draws you back.  When family ties or friendships or relational 

connections mean it’s not so easy just to go your separate ways, you get drawn back.  And when 

you look at that from the outside, it might seem like the most illogical thing in the world.  This 

guy manipulated you, he insulted you, he called you names, he raised the back of his hand!  She 

controlled you and belittled you and made you think that you couldn’t live without her.  Why 

don’t you just leave?  You should dump her.  You should dump him.  But fellow Christian, grace 

is willing to wait.  Grace is, just like Jesus waits for me, I’m going to wait for you.  And so I 

think you should go.  I think you need to leave.  But whatever you choose today, I’m here for 

you tomorrow.  If you’re going to stay in that relationship, I’m still here for you.  If you need me 

to come to your place and pack up the stuff and move you out today, grace says, I’m here for 

you.  If you decide to move back in with her even though I think it’s the wrong idea, I’ll help you 

because grace is here for you.  If your son or your daughter runs back to that relationship, “I told 

you so” is not the thing to say.  “I’m here for you,” is.   

 

Grace, like all biblical love, is patient.  It’s kind.  And it always protects, it always hopes, it 

always perseveres.  Grace and love never fails.  And while you’re there for them, grace does the 

best thing of all:  It gives the gospel.  You can say to an abused person, whether they’re stuck in 

the abuse or trying to escape it, do you know how much God loves you?  Do you know because 

of Jesus the kind of things that God says about you? You’re not worthless.  You’re not useless.  

You’re not dirty.  You’re not broken.  You’re not damaged goods.  God loves you.  God likes 

you.  The Bible says that God delights in you.  Jesus so completely forgave you that when God 

thinks of you, his face shines upon you and he looks upon you with favor.  Remember the 

blessing that we say in church?  That’s God!  If you think anything else, that’s a lie that you’ve 

been told because here’s the truth:  Jesus made you new and he loves you like a perfect husband.   

 

Our Father in heaven is not like some fathers on earth; he loves and protects and cares about his 

children and that will never change.  Grace gives the truth; the truth of the gospel.  So when we 

put those two things together – truth and grace; here’s what it is and here’s how much I love you 

– most importantly, here’s how much God loves you.  That friends, is the primary way that we 

defend the oppressed.   

 

Ah, but our lives aren’t just filled with people who have been hurt.  God might just bring into 

your path someone who has done the hurting.  So what do we do then?  Well, this passage from 

Isaiah is really curious.  In my Bible right here, in Isaiah 1:17, it says, “Learn to do right, seek 

justice, defend the oppressed,” and then there’s a tiny little letter “a.”  And if you open your 

Bible or even your digital Bible, you’ll see the exact same thing.  And that little letter “a” means 

that the original Hebrew that Isaiah used might be translated in a different way.  And way on the 

bottom here, you’ll find the different way that it could be translated.  It says that this might not 

mean “defend the oppressed” but “correct the oppressor.”  I know that’s kind of confusing and 

translating languages can be but Isaiah might be saying what we find actually throughout the 
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Bible; that God doesn’t just want us to care about these people, but also those people.  Yes, God, 

says defend them but also correct them.   

 

So what would that look like?  If God gives you an opportunity to minister to an abuser, what do 

you do and what do you say?  You know, when I think about that question, my mind goes back 

to that man.  Remember my story about the wife and the mother and the kids who came to see 

me?  Well, a few days later, I got to meet with the father; the husband.  We were in the same 

church, in the same office; I actually sat in the very same chair.  And I remember that 

conversation because I said something then that I don’t think I’ve ever said in all my other years 

of ministry.  I said, “You’re lying.”  You see, the man was weeping, crying, absolutely denying.  

“I didn’t do this, Pastor.  None of it!”  “None of it,” I asked?  “No, I have no idea why my kids 

said that, why my wife said that.  I’ve never ever, ever, ever done it.”  And God, forgive me if I 

was wrong, but I said, “You’re lying.”   

 

You see, the primary way we correct an abuser is actually the same way that we defend the 

abused – with truth.  Since abuse thrives in a culture of lies, this is going to be the hardest thing 

in the world for the abuser to hear; the truth.  The truth is, this is your fault.  This evil behavior 

that God hates?  That he despises?  This is you.  This isn’t on them; don’t blame it on the beer, 

on the wine, on the mixed drinks.  You chose to drink; you didn’t have to.  And lots of people 

drink and a lot of people drink too much but not everyone says what you said, not everyone does 

what you did.  Not everyone smashes the wall or insults or say vile things to their spouse.  Not 

everyone pushes their children, intimidates, touches; you did that and you have to own that.   

 

You’re stressed?  Lots of people are stressed.  Not everyone hurts other people when they are.  

The kids are crazy?  Listen, everybody’s kids are crazy.  It doesn’t mean you get to say that or 

call them that or do that.  Here’s the truth:  You did it.  You’re abusive.  Back in the Garden of 

Eden, Adam tried to deny it; he tried to finger point and blame and God wasn’t having it.  

You’ve got to own it, Adam.  Confess it, repent of it; that’s the truth.  And you and I will have to 

say the same thing.  You need to change.  You need help.  I love you.  I’m not going to run away 

from you because you’ve been abusive but you have been and you need help.  And guess what 

else we get to give?  Grace.  The uniquely, powerfully, evangelically, amazing thing that 

Christians get to do for abusers is give them grace.  To preach to them that there is a God and he 

doesn’t just love to save some people, he loves to save all people.  That there’s a Jesus, who on 

the cross, said to his heavenly Father, “Forgive my abusers; they don’t know what they’re 

doing.”   

 

And I’ve got to tell you, one of the things that has made me so proud of my church recently is 

that they insisted that I say that.  Before sharing these messages, I sent out a survey to our church 

and 159 people sent back a response.  The top response that I got about the topic of abuse was 

that my church wanted me to remember that abuse isn’t just physical; it very often happens in 

different ways.  But the second thing that they put on their list, what kept coming up in survey 

after survey after survey, without being prompted was, “Pastor, don’t let us become pharisees 

and don’t let the abusers become tax collectors.  Please do not let this become a church where we 

get rid of people like that who cause so many problems.  You make sure to tell them that if they 

come to Jesus, repentant, humble and broken, that there is hope and there is healing for them, 

too.  Oh, and I’m so proud of my church for saying that.  I’m so proud of you for so many who 
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realized that, too.  Yes, abuse is serious.  Yes, we need to protect and defend the oppressed.  And 

yes, we even want abusers here with us to change and to find grace in Jesus.   

 

But that’s not my idea; that’s actually what Isaiah said.  Isaiah 1:17 says, “Defend the oppressed 

or correct the oppressor,” and then in verse 18, the very next verse, he says this:  “Come now, 

let’s settle the matter,’ says the Lord.  ‘Though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as white as 

snow.  Though they are as red as crimson, they shall be like wool.  If you are willing, if you are 

obedient, you will eat the good things of the land.  The mouth of the Lord has spoken.’” 

 

Isn’t that amazing?  Isaiah doesn’t take 50 chapters to get to grace; it’s the very next verse.  

“Come now.”  Have you been an oppressor?  Come, let’s reason together.  Let’s settle this 

matter.  Your sins are like scarlet.  We shouldn’t have to wear a scarlet letter “A” for the abusive 

sins of our past but God says they can be as white as snow.  Yes, there might be consequences 

but Jesus came and he lived and he died and he rose from the dead so there would be no 

condemnation, even for you.  So that people who have committed the sin of abuse can join us 

here in the house of God as part of the family of God, humble themselves before the word of 

God, and be lifted up as the children of God.  We get to give grace.   

 

So friends, I know it’s complicated, I know every situation is different, I know these simple fill 

in the blanks don’t solve every problem quickly but grace and truth are always the answer.  Bring 

truth and bring grace to the abused and to the abusive and we can be exactly the kind of church 

that God desires. 

 

I want to leave you today with one last thing.  As I scrolled through and read those 159 surveys 

that came back from the church, there was one quote that jumped off the screen at me.  A woman 

in a rather long message shared the heartbreaking things that she had been through in her life.  

But despite the triggers and despite the trauma, she was so happy that we were having this 

conversation.  And I actually wrote down one of the lines that she said to me and I want to share 

it with you today.  She said, “If you can save just one person from the situation they’re in, you 

have done a wonderful thing.”  Just one.  I would love it if you and I could fix all the abuse in the 

world; we probably can’t.  But just one is wonderful.  Jesus says that when just one person 

repents, the angels rejoice. When you, just one person, believed, were baptized, and were saved, 

the angels threw a party.  And if you and I can do the same thing – just one – with grace and 

truth, just one person defended, just one person corrected, in the eyes of God himself, that is a 

wonderful thing.   

 

Let’s pray.  

 

Oh, Gracious Lord, please give us wisdom.  You’ve said in your word that if we lack wisdom, if 

we just don’t know what to do in a situation, we could ask you in faith and you would give it.  I 

thank you for the wisdom you’ve already given.  Lord, I think I’ve gotten 20 responses from 

people who have stepped forward and thanked our church and thanked this ministry for talking 

about this subject.  God, that’s wonderful.  Just one would be wonderful; 20 is beyond 

wonderful.   

 

But God, humbly, I want to ask you for more; not just through me but through us. 
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Let these words from Isaiah be that seed in our heart that you water and grow so that we can 

become the kind of people that correct and protect; the people who address and defend.  Father, 

you know the statistics.  In fact, you know better than the statistics.  Our world, our culture, 

needs help.  Help us be the helpers who serve in your name. 

 

Thank you, Jesus, for your love, for your presence, for sending your Spirit, and for the power 

that we have in him to do the right thing at the right time that your people, your church, and this 

world could be blessed.  We pray all these things with faith in you, Jesus, Amen. 
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