


1. FOUNDATIONS

Elders in the Presbyterian Church in America
take the vow to “sincerely receive and adopt the
Confession of Faith and the Catechisms of this
Church, as containing the system of doctrine
taught in the Holy Scriptures,” (BCO 21-5,
24-6). The report grounds its understanding of
abuse in the ethical teachings of the WLC found
in its exposition of the Ten Commandments.

The WLC lays out the sins of misuse of authority
very clearly: aggravations that make some sins
more heinous than others, failure of superiors in
their duty towards inferiors, and sins of superiors
against inferiors. These serve as the theological
basis for our understanding of abuse.

HEINOUS SINS — WLC 151: Because
heinous sins cause significant damage, they are
to be punished more severely, and victims are to
be shown greater care. Aggravating factors such
as power differentials, the presence of covenant
relationships, multiform sins, and repeated sins
greatly magnify the damage to a victim’s soul.

The power differential is especially true of
anyone who is weaker, but especially those who
are substantially helpless, such as children, those
with mental or physical disabilities, or those
otherwise vulnerable due to their condition.

THE FIFTH COMMANDMENT: Authority,
according to the catechism, is the power a
“superior” receives from God. God gifts that
power to benefit those under authority. This
includes (but is not limited to) loving, blessing,
praying for, instructing, counseling, and
admonishing.

As this relates to abuse, it is the duty of the
elders to instruct and counsel their congregations
according to God’s word (Deut. 6:6-7), the
confessional standards, and common grace
informed resources. Superiors thereby provide
members with the tools necessary to care for one
another. Learning what the Bible teaches
regarding abuse and those who abuse, helps
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create a culture in the church that quickly identifies
and thereby prevents sinful abusive behaviors.

It is also the duty of elders to protect and provide.
Churches protect their members with policies that
take into consideration the most vulnerable in the
congregation.

The final duty of superiors is to bless inferiors. As it
relates to abuse, lack of properly responding to evil
when it happens is a failure to bless the vulnerable.
Lack of response, and/or a poor response, may lead
to spiritual disillusionment and perhaps the inferior
departing from the church.

THE SIXTH COMMANDMENT: The locus of
many sinful behaviors falling under the heading of
abuse is found in this commandment. In the Sermon
on the Mount, Jesus expands the scope of the
commandment from the unjust taking of life, to the
inner working of our hearts and to the realm of
speech.

Scripture is clear that preserving life includes
defending victims of abuse. The first duty is to
preserve our own lives. This speaks to the obligation
victims have to protect themselves from an abuser.

The second duty falls under preserving the life of
others. This type of preservation removes the victim,
and any other potential victims, from the immediate
vicinity of the abuser.

THE SEVENTH COMMANDMENT: The
Westminster Standards clearly prohibit sexual
activity outside of marriage and participating in and
viewing pornography. Illicit sexual behavior is a
tactic abusers use. Coercion, or forcing victims to

participate in sexual activities, can also fall under
the category of sexual assault. These sins are not
simply sexual immorality but may be considered

forms of abuse.

DIVORCE: the Westminster Confession (24:6)
allows for divorce in the case of willful desertion,
and the 20th General Assembly study committee
report on divorce and remarriage allowed divorce
in certain circumstances of abuse when a spouse
is living under intolerable conditions.

THE NINTH COMMANDMENT: The positive
duty under the ninth commandment is to preserve
and promote truth. While false reports of abuse
are rare, the best way to protect against them is to
undertake an investigation to discover the truth.
the duty of a church court is to perform thorough,
competent, and unbiased investigations.

Abusers thrive on silence. Evil loves darkness.
Thus, leaders should speak generally about the
issue of abuse and specifically when abuse occurs
in the community. The church or institution s
reputation is secondary to reproving and
discountenancing evil.

One who is truly repentant will offer a free and
full confession without hedging, hiding, or
blaming others. They will confess fully, not
simply confessing to those sins for which they
have been caught.

This study grounds our understanding of abuse in
the Holy Scriptures and God’s heart for victims.
His desire is that we discountenance evil by
bringing it into the light of day.



