Violent Men and the Anger that Fuels Them
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· Physical and/or sexual violence against people 


· Physical violence against animals 



· Destruction of property 


· Explicit threats of violence 


· Implicit threats of violence— without directly threatening violence against someone, violence against animals or property or merely mentioning one’s past violent acts all imply that violence against people could occur if the individual is sufficiently provoked 


· Controlling other people—what they say and do, where/when they travel, etc. 


· Forced isolation from family, friends, work 


· Extreme jealousy 


· Mental cruelty—verbal, psychological, emotional abuse 


Even the purely verbal forms of violence are harmful—“reckless words pierce like a sword…” (Proverbs 12:18)—and may predispose to later physical violence. 


Interventions and Antidotes


First, assess the man’s motivation to change his angry/violent behavior. Where a man doesn’t see the need, make careful recommendations to protect his family. In certain cases, report child abuse to state agencies and/or suggest marital separation. But for men who want to manage anger differently, the following may help. 


Second, if there is family history of aggression and anger, or the individual appears “wound up,” the cards may be stacked against him through a biological tendency toward aggression. Evaluation by a psychiatrist is warranted for psychotropic medication. Certain Prozac- like medications and other psychotropics are effective in assisting some men to gain control of their anger. 


Third, perform a cognitive-behavioral assessment to determine which erroneous beliefs, expectations, and justifications are triggering anger, and what is reinforcing violent behavior. Ask what skills the man lacks for managing anger effectively to achieve rightful goals. Often, anger management and/or assertion training will be useful. 


Assertion training may be enhanced when conducted with a married couple together, joined with communication skills training. Once violent behavior lessens, it may be necessary to assist the man in uncovering wounds, trauma, and other intrapsychic issues disrupting his ability to regulate emotions. Most men will need education about the advantages of identifying, feeling, and expressing their God-given softer emotions and how suppressing these emotions leads them to hurt their loved ones. 

Fourth, because exposure to violent media increases violent behavior, Christian men must exercise prudence regarding what entertainment and news they select. We are influenced by those with whom we associate. “A violent man entices his neighbor and leads him down a path that is not good” (Proverbs 16:29). Men must examine their friends and family members, placing appropriate boundaries on what behavior they will tolerate and/or restrictions on relationships that influence them toward aggression. 


Finally, we can point the way for men to address anger’s spiritual dimension, including false pride, unforgiveness, and fear. Following Christ by practicing humility and cultivating a servant’s identity are antidotes to false pride. It is Christian, authentic, and humble to recognize that we need others; it is manly to cry, feel hurt, and express need for comfort and help. Christ did these things. 


Simply put, “It is not good for the man to be alone” (Genesis 2:18). God specifically created women to be men’s helpers, endowed with sophisticated emotional knowledge and a capacity for soothing and nurturing. We must accept that married men cannot function effectively in God’s design for their lives without leaning on their wives for support and nurture. Men need to be emotionally vulnerable with their wives for this to occur. We also need other people—extended family and friends: “Carry each other’s burdens…” (Galatians 6:2). It is false pride to think we can go it alone. 


Good resources exist to help men learn the freeing power of forgiveness (e.g., Ensor, 1997; MacArthur, 1998). By forgiving liberally and frequently—not just from the head or in words, but allowing God to change our hearts so that we have emotionally released hurts and restored relationships—we become slower to anger and less violent. 


We cannot manage fear and its consequences by pretending we are not afraid. “Surely you desire truth in the inner parts” (Psalm 51:6). We must instead recognize that we have fear, and what we are afraid of. Then, through prayer and the spiritual disciplines, we can slowly learn to fear God alone. “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom” (Proverbs 9:10), because it leads us to honor and value God above everything. 


We may enjoy the world’s offerings, but learn not to attach too deeply to—and thus fear the loss of—what is inherently transient: possessions, roles, status, even our children. We can slowly grow to understand God’s love for us so deeply that we are fully attached to him—valuing him above all else; and, to so trust God and his plans for our lives that our fear has been replaced with peace and acceptance. “Such perfect love drives out fear” (1 John 4:18). 


Take on the nature of Christ. Cultivating deep humility, free-flowing forgiveness, and trusting dependence on God isn’t easy. These characteristics come from knowing Christ personally, not just knowing theology or facts about Christ or professing to believe in him. They come from praying and communicating with God, meditating on his words, practicing his presence, and allowing God through these experiences to fill our souls so that we become living examples of the Spirit’s fruit: “… the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control” (Galatians 5:22-23). 


What do any of these have to do with anger and violence? Nothing. The spirit- filled life, lived in active relationship with Jesus Christ, drives out anger and violence and replaces these with Christ’s nature. Achieving this is, admittedly, a lifelong pursuit. For men, books like Tender Warrior (Weber, 1993), Wild at Heart (Eldredge, 2001), You Have What It Takes (Eldredge, 2004) and Point Man (Farrar, 2003), may assist in renewing our minds to understand godly manhood, so that we grow faster into this destiny that God has planned for us. In this way, we become better leaders in our families, churches, and communities; husbands whom our wives respect and admire; and fathers who guide their children to become men and women of dignity, integrity, and purpose in God’s kingdom. 


Wives may also help their husbands by engaging in family or couples therapy, educating themselves about anger, and learning how they may inadvertently contribute to their husband’s anger. An excellent book for wives is the acclaimed Dance of Anger (1997). 


In this way, we become better leaders in our families, churches, and communities; husbands whom our wives respect and admire; and fathers who guide their children to become men and women of dignity, integrity, and purpose in God’s kingdom.
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