Dear Abby,
To the outside world my husband is successful, owning quality real estate and several thriving businesses; however, his employees and I see him in a completely different light. We approach him with great caution because of his notorious temper and abusive language. We can do nothing right from his perspective, and he won’t listen to reason. He speaks without thinking and offends people whose favor he needs with his harsh words. Because of what I see in the news, I fear he will cross someone who will just pull out a gun and shoot him and anyone else nearby—possibly me! In addition, he often drinks himself into a stupor. And if he is hard to reason with when he is sober, he is completely irrational when drunk.

I think that I should leave him to avoid the abusive way he treats me and his employees. I deserve better. No one should have to put up with such behavior, but I have a Christian friend who says that I must submit to him and be quiet. She says that it would be dishonoring to talk about him to anyone else, including her. Is she right? Do I simply swallow hard and live in fear? Doesn’t God want me to be happy?







Fearful in Florida

How would you respond to fearful? Some of you are single, but it is very possible that you will have a friend who ends up dealing with such a man. What would you say?

If Fearful in Florida were writing Abby of 1 Samuel fame, she would likely receive a different answer than she would receive from the ever-popular newspaper columnist. Their problems are similar: difficult, probably verbally abusive husbands. Through her story, our Abby gives us a case study for dealing with this kind of person.

The Bible records God’s insights into her husband’s character. 

Read 1 Samuel 25:2-3.

God’s insights into Nabal: 


Very rich


Fool


Treated others harshly and his deeds were evil


A Calebite—this meant that he had a great family heritage, from the line of Caleb, one of the 2 faithful spies sent into the promised land by Moses. 

After we hear God’s assessment of Nabal, we see him act in a specific situation which proves his foolish actions and ill treatment of others.

It was sheepshearing time. David, who was the anointed king, but not yet on the throne, sent servants to Nabal, requesting food for his men. One commentary said: “Sheepshearing season in Nabal’s day was also a festive time. It was customary for the sheep owner to provide a feast when the job was done. At that feast he would give gifts to everyone who had helped in any way during the year. This was a token of thanks to God and a gesture of goodwill to his neighbors. When David sent his young men to collect what was due to them for the protection they had provided Nabal’s shepherds during the year, they had every reason to expect Nabal to be generous.”
Read 1 Samuel 25:9-11.

Nabal’s words prove that God’s characterization of him is correct. He would not share with those who protected his sheep despite the fact that he owed them for their help. Although he should have given freely to David and his men, he refused to do so. Then, he insulted David’s character as well, suggesting that David was a nobody, even a runaway servant of Saul’s.

David took Nabal’s actions and words as they were intended. He was very offended. In fact, he determined that Nabal deserved death, and he moved 400 of his men toward Nabal and Abby’s home for that very purpose.  

Read 1 Samuel 25:14-17.

Here we have the servant’s assessment of both Nabal and the situation. First, he reiterated the truth of David’s words. His men had indeed provided protection for Nabal’s men and his sheep. The servant also laid out Nabal’s scornful response and the resulting danger to his entire household. In doing so, he called Nabal worthless, literally a son of Belial, or son of the devil. This statement indicates how bad this man really was. 
So we see the problems for Abby:

1. She had to put up with a rude, condescending, and insulting man.

2. His behavior pattern was a threat to himself and his entire household, both family and servants.

3. Submitting to her husband meant death for him and many others. 
What was Abby’s solution?

Abby teaches us to deal with a difficult, even verbally abusive husband by courageously and lovingly seeking his best.

You read the story. She hastily gathered the food that should have been given to David and his men and set out to intercept him with it before he killed them all. Knowing her husband’s wishes in the matter, she deliberately chose to do otherwise, and to do so behind his back. 

In courageously and lovingly seeking Nabal’s best, Abby limited the damage by righting the wrong done.

Nabal had wrongly reused David the food. Abby righted the wrong.
Several years ago I was part of a small team of women. One woman in the group wanted us to all read a book on submission to husbands and discuss it. The authors were well-meaning, and I know that they believed what they wrote, but I found the principles that they taught dangerous and wrong. Their premise was that wives are to submit to anything, without boundaries. Then, God would protect them from the consequences. They based this on Psalm 91, believing it to be a promise that when we submit, we are protected.  

Essentially the authors taught that the command to submit overrode all other commands. Those who are called to submit must always do so, trusting  God to take care of them. I can find no reason to think that the command to submit overrides other scriptural commands. In fact, that is exactly why Peter and John did not submit to the authorities.

Read Acts 5:27-29. 

When we are faced with a submission issue, we can ask this question: would submitting result in violating God’s clear command? If so, we do not submit. 

On my first trip to Kazakhstan, I was asked a question that deals with this issue. Some of the women had husbands very antagonistic toward Christianity, who insisted that their wives not attend church. Yet, there is a clear command in Heb. 10:25 to meet with other believers. So I said that they had to continue meeting with believers. It did not have to be Sunday morning; it could be a women’s Bible study or other time when they could be encouraged by others, when they could be part of the community of Christ. 

Shadrach, Meshach and Abed-nego also exemplified this principle when they refused to bow to the image in Daniel 3 though it was the king’s command. God had clearly commanded them not to have any other gods so they refused to submit. 
Submission has limits, whether it is to husbands, parents, governments, or supervisors at work. 

A second question to ask when you have an issue of submission is this: Will submitting result in sin or physical harm? That was Abby’s situation in our story. That was also the situation of the midwives in Egypt.

Read Ex. 1:15-21.

So what about protection? If we obey God, will He protect us? In our story Abby refused to submit and God did protect her. There is no promise that God will protect us either way, if we submit to obey Him or if we don’t. The apostles were martyred for Jesus’ name because they refused to submit to the authorities. Jesus Himself was killed by submitting to God. 
1 Peter 2:19-20 suggests that we can expect suffering even when we do what is right. Although we may not be promised protection, Jesus did promise us blessing.

Read Matt. 5:10-12.
There will be reward for those who submit to God rather than man.

Back to our story. Abby courageously and lovingly sought what was best for Nabal when she limited the damage by righting the wrong done. She also limited the damage by appealing for mercy by speaking the truth.
Read 1 Sam. 25:23-25.
Abby interceded with David on behalf of Nabal, who was too stupid and, at this point, too drunk to protect himself. In doing so, she painted a truthful characterization of her husband so that David would realize that his actions were not a personal attack. This was the way Nabal always behaved. She called him a fool indeed, but she also called him a son of Belial, just as the servant did. 

As we hear this, it doesn’t sound honoring to her husband, but Abby was an intelligent woman, according to God’s word. I think she realized that such honesty was necessary if she were to be successful in her appeal to David. She was seeking what was best for her husband.
But she went further.

Read 1 Samuel 25:26, 30-31.

Abby also spoke the truth about David—that his planned actions were sinful and wrong. And I love the way that she saw herself as God’s messenger to him. It took great courage to confront him for his wrongful attitude of revenge. But David recognized the truth of her words.

Read 1 Samuel 25:32-35.

David realized that God used Abby to keep him from sinning and he appreciated it. This whole situation is particularly interesting in light of the context. If we were studying David’s life, we would have just read an interesting contrast in the previous chapter. Remember that David was running for his life from Saul. In 1 Samuel 24, just before this story of Nabal, David had a perfect opportunity to kill Saul, but he refused to do so. David realized in that situation that God did not desire him to kill the king; instead of murdering Saul, God would take care of it in His time. But here, just days or weeks later, he determined to take his own revenge on Nabal and his household. It’s amazing how blind we can be to our own sin even when we have seen otherwise before. If we fail to follow God at any point, we can easily fall into sin. David could see the wrong in killing Saul, but he failed to see the wrong in killing Nabal and his household.

The thing I do appreciate about David is his open heart. When he sinned, he was open to hearing about it and turning from it. Abby was God’s messenger in this case. He exemplifies Prov. 25:12.
I want to move outside of the story and our outline for just a minute to talk about women speaking up to men. There are some in the church with the idea that submission, whether to husbands or church authorities, means not speaking up. Those who believe that would suggest that we are to just keep quiet while the men make all the decisions, even if they are wrong. 
That is not scriptural. Here we see that David blessed Abby for keeping him from sinning, and he recognized that God had sent her to prevent his sin. We already saw that God sent Deborah to Barak to call him to lead the army against the enemies. In Gen. 21, God told Abraham to listen to the advice that Sarah was giving him. How does this fit with 1 Peter 3:1-6, which says to win your husband without a word? That passage is primarily about a husband who is not a believer. This one is disobedient to the word as a way of life, and disobedient to the gospel by refusing to believe. We are to talk to God about that unbelieving husband instead of talking to him about God. And I think I should say that we aren’t to nitpick him about actions or decisions that we don’t necessarily like, but that aren’t really sinful. Keep quiet and let God work on His heart first and then he may change his mind about those areas of his life that bother you. We will look at Abby’s example in a minute of what to do if he is involved in sin.
God speaks through women as well as through men. We have the same Holy Spirit. Now on the other hand, I am not suggesting that we make it a practice to tell the men around us that they are wrong. When we speak up too much, we lose our voices because they quit listening. But periodically we can and should speak up when we are sure that God has laid it on our hearts to do so, especially when it concerns sin. 

How does this relate to submission in marriage? There is a different relationship between husband and wife than any other relationship that involves submission. However, I think those who emphasize submission to the extreme forget the purpose of marriage: to bring glory to God by showing the world the relationship between Christ and the church. The primary characteristic of marriage, of the Godhead, and of Christ and the church is unity or oneness. Read John 17 if you aren’t sure about that. Read Gen. 2 where marriage is created. There is to be a unity in marriage that mirrors the Godhead. That kind of unity and oneness comes between people by openly sharing and discussing. Oneness is not the same as just going along with whatever the husband says because he is the husband. The goal should be complete agreement before making decisions. God Himself waits for his bride to come alongside His decisions in prayer before He acts. The husband’s leadership does not mean that the wife is silent. Just as Abby protected David from committing a dreadful sin, we can affect the outcome of family decisions by speaking up in a gracious and loving way, as Abby did.

Not only did Abby confront David with the sin he was about to commit, but she also courageously sought Nabal’s best by going to him about his sin. 

She confronted the problem to change the behavior. 
Read 1 Samuel 25:36-38.

This was a harsh and cruel man. As his wife, Abby was expected to submit to his decisions; yet, she did exactly the opposite in order to limit the damage from his sinful and foolish actions and words. But she went further than merely stopping David from killing them; she confronted her husband with the consequences of his sinful behavior. She risked great harm to herself by her confrontation. But in order to avert further sin on his part and further danger, she spoke the truth. It was in his best interest as well as hers. Even with an unbelieving husband, we do confront when necessary. Notice that she carefully chose her timing.
What if he were a believer?

When your husband is a believer, you have the same responsibility to speak to him about his sin that you have with any other believer. 

Read Matt. 18:15-17.

We are called to be accountable to one another and turn each other from sin. If you have a husband who goes to church with you and calls himself a believer who is engaging in sin, whether it is beating you, cheating others in business, or taking drugs, and if he will not listen to you, first take another believer with you, hopefully someone he respects. If that doesn’t work, then go to the church elders to deal with him. You have allies in the church leadership. This is one thing I really appreciate about Northwest. This is a church where the leadership takes seriously the call to deal with sin in the body in love. If you have a situation like Abby, go to the elders and get some help if your husband will not hear you. 

I have never had to deal with a husband like Nabal. I have been blessed with a great husband who respects my decisions and my counsel, and who treats me kindly. I cannot tell you of any personal experience with such a difficult person. 

But to those of you dealing with husbands, parents, or bosses who belittle you and make you feel worthless, I can tell you that we have a God who is bigger than your situation. He can give you the courage that you need to deal with such people.

As you courageously and lovingly seek what is best for your husband, it is essential that you look to God for the significance and love that you need.

As women, we tend to look for our significance in our husbands instead of in God. When God doesn’t send that man to us and we find ourselves single, we feel that we have little value because we think our value is tied up in a person. When we are married and our husbands don’t fulfill our expectations to care for us and value us, we want to find someone else who will. Instead of finding our love and value in God, we continue the search for a man who will meet our needs. God calls us to look to Him to have our needs met and to stay with our husbands for their sakes.  Some women, who have not received love and significance, look for it in their children or their jobs or their looks. We can’t find true significance, value and love anywhere but in God. 

Our story doesn’t tell us much about Abby’s relationship with God. But it hints at it. She was well aware that God was sending her to David, in part, to prevent him from sinning. She was very in tune with God to recognize that. She was looking for God’s work in the midst of a difficult situation, and I would say she was able to do that only because she was practiced at it. Her courage suggests that she saw her worth from God’s perspective rather than from the value her husband gave her. I imagine that he was even more harsh with his wife than he was with others. Rather than accepting his assessment that she had little significance, I suspect that Abby looked to God to find value in the love He had for her and in the work that He was calling her to do. That work, day by day, was to love a man who did not deserve it and be a light in the midst of that home to her husband and to the servants, who needed her encouragement. 
Ladies, if you do not feel valued, loved, or significant, you have fallen for a lie of the devil. If you have listened to the words of others who have belittled you, you need to hear God’s words for you. 
Memorize words like those of Psalm 139:13-14, 17-18:
“For Thou didst form my inward parts;

Thou didst weave me in my mother’s womb.

I will give thanks to Thee, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made; 

Wonderful are Thy works,

And my soul knows it very well.

How precious also are Thy thoughts to me, O God!
How vast is the sum of them!

If I should count them, they would outnumber the sand.

When I awake, I am still with Thee.”

Begin to put God’s words of love into your heart and store them there. Bring them up in your mind when the enemy tries to make you feel worthless or unloved. No one on earth will ever see you in the way that God does, with the love that God has, and with the plans for your future that God has prepared. You are precious in His sight. 
To Fearful in Florida, what is our Abby’s response?

Dear Fearful,

Although your pain must feel overwhelming and too much to bear, God sees exactly where you are. He loves you more than any man ever will. You are precious in His sight. He has a great work for you to do, to courageously and lovingly seek what is best for your husband. There will be times when you may have to right the wrongs, and ask for mercy by speaking the truth to those whom your husband offends. 

You may have to lovingly confront your husband to change his behavior. Ask God for wisdom. Remember that you are not alone; God is with you.

Abby
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