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The Psychology of Restraint 

How Do You Respond When Treated Badly? 

 
Several years ago I was on the freeway in stop and go traffic.  For some reason the driver on my right got upset with 
me.  He rolled down his window and spat at my window.  I am certainly glad my window was rolled up but the fury and 
the dehumanizing nature of the act left me stunned.  Traffic was not moving so I had time to study the fellow closely.  I 
remember coming to a decided conclusion.  I can take that guy.  What would I have done if we were face to face, 
within feet of each other?  Perhaps you have had a time in your life when someone has taken advantage of you, given 
you a hard time or harmed you either physically or psychologically.  The normal response is to get even or fill up with 
anger or self-loathing or bitterness.  The concept of restraint is generally one of bottling up your feelings and not 
acknowledging what you really think.  Restraint, as a psychological response to trauma is often seen as a coping 
mechanism or even as a copout rather than a healthy reaction to mistreatment.   Jesus saw restraint differently.  We 
shall examine His take on how to respond when others treat you badly or expect too much of you.  Here is the Big 
Idea.  God’s ways are not our ways, but God’s ways are always the right ways. 
 
Many times I have gone over the accounts of Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane, and I am always struck by one 
particular detail described there.  So Judas came to the grove, guiding a detachment of soldiers and some 
officials from the chief priests and Pharisees. They were carrying torches, lanterns and weapons.  Jesus, 
knowing all that was going to happen to him, went out and asked them, "Who is it you want?"  "Jesus of 
Nazareth," they replied.  "I am he," Jesus said. (And Judas the traitor was standing there with them.) When 
Jesus said, "I am he," they drew back and fell to the ground. (John 18: 3-6 NIV) There is something quite 
fascinating we see here.  Notice the great power Jesus had over the soldiers who seemingly had the upper hand.  As 
soon as Jesus said, “I am he”, the soldiers all pulled back from Him and crashed down to the ground.  At that moment, 
or any time after, Jesus could have wiped out all the soldiers and Jewish officials, and the threat would have ended.  
Consider the incredible restraint Jesus showed in not violently going after his enemies.  He made it clear that He had 
supernatural resources at His disposal to deal with anyone who threatened Him.  Do you think I cannot call on my 
Father, and he will at once put at my disposal more than twelve legions of angels? (Matthew 26: 53 NIV) It would 
seem to me that the restraint of Jesus to not wipe away His enemies was even greater than the power He possessed 
to destroy them.  
 
Restraint is rarely seen as a power, certainly not a superpower but it is a part of the nature of God. A line from a 
Christian song went something like this.  “When we don't get what we deserve.  That's a real good thing…” We 
generally look at it the other way.  How terrible it is that I didn’t get what I deserve.  God is so unfair!”  Yet as the lyrics 
remind you, it is wonderful that you don’t get what you deserve.  That is the very essence of grace.  God chooses to 
show restraint, not punishing you as would be fair or justified.  Sin is far more dreadful than we realize and you have it 
running all through you.  You and I are the center of evil, rebellion and corruption.  But listen carefully to the restraint 
God shows us.  The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. He is patient with 
you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance. (2 Peter 3: 9 NIV) If God were fair in His 
dealings with us, we all would be immediately burnt to a crisp like two hunters who were struck by lightning up in the 
mountains.  It is mercy, grace or restraint that holds God back from crushing us immediately after our first sin or even 
our first ten thousand ones. 
 
Jesus told an eye popping parable that describes perfectly how He is and what He expects of you and me.  A slave 
had borrowed millions of dollars from his master and when it came time for the slave to pay off his debt, he begged his 
master to show restraint and give him some more time.  The master did but immediately that same slave put a choke 
hold on a fellow slave who owed him just a few dollars and threatened to have him thrown into jail for not paying off his 
debt.   "But when that servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii. 
He grabbed him and began to choke him. 'Pay back what you owe me!' he demanded.  "His fellow servant fell 
to his knees and begged him, 'Be patient with me, and I will pay you back.'  "But he refused. Instead, he went 
off and had the man thrown into prison until he could pay the debt.” (Matthew 18: 28-30 NIV) Of course the 
parable was shared to remind us to be merciful because God has been merciful to us but behind the message is 
something profound.  God has shown amazing restraint to not treat us as we deserve, forgiving our monumental debt 
due to sin. 
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The overwhelming decree of God is found throughout the message of Christ.  God’s people must show restraint!  The 
life of Christ in you demands it.  The natural tendency is to respond in kind, to fight back, to go after those who frustrate 
you and to hold grudges.  Cain did something absolutely bizarre, and yet it makes sense when you give it thought.  
Having pondered often Cain’s seemingly irrational response to his brother Abel being supported by God for his faithful 
offering, I now see what probably transpired.   Now Cain said to his brother Abel, "Let's go out to the field." And 
while they were in the field, Cain attacked his brother Abel and killed him. (Genesis 4: 8 NIV) This most likely was 
not the first time Cain got mad at Abel.  It was probably one of many grievances he held against Abel.  This was “the 
straw that broke the camel’s back”.  Cain had reached his boiling point, and he exploded in rage.  Many are restrained 
in their response to others but not because they are acting in Christ.  They are in fact holding in their frustration and 
bitterness and if pushed too far, they will explode.  This is not restraint, it is repression, and repression is neither 
Christian nor healthy.  The second way people deal with mistreatment is much like how Hezekiah did.  When the 
Assyrian army surrounded Jerusalem and the Assyrian general insulted Hezekiah, Hezekiah did nothing.  Why?  He 
was powerless to respond as he wanted.  Many would like to strike back with their words or their actions but because 
they are afraid of the consequences, they don’t, not because of Christ living in them but out of fear of what would 
happen if they did. 
 
Let me share a few examples of Christian restraint Jesus Himself insists believers must practice.  1. Love your 
enemies.  "But I tell you who hear me: Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you,” (Luke 6: 27 NIV) 2. 
Bless those who curse you.  …bless those who curse you (Luke 6: 28a NIV) 3. Pray for those who treat you badly. 
…pray for those who mistreat you. (Luke 6: 28b NIV) 4. Be a servant of those who take advantage of you.  If 
someone forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles. (Matthew 5: 41 NIV) 5. Don’t judge anyone at any time.  
"Do not judge, and you will not be judged. Do not condemn, and you will not be condemned.” (Luke 6: 37a-b 
NIV) 6. Forgive every offence committed against you.  Forgive, and you will be forgiven. (Luke 6: 37c NIV) There are 
more but you get the point.  Restraint in its Biblical form is holding back your right to say “no” or “I have had enough 
and I won’t take it anymore” and letting the love of Christ flow through you and out of you.  
 
You can respond however you like to what you face but if you want the life of Christ fully active in you, restraint is 
required.  The actions of a Christian are not those of the world.  They may seem irrational, unwise and even risky to 
those who do not really walk with God.  The way of love does not always make sense to those who have never been 
born again.  Without the Holy Spirit living within you, the truth is, you mostly cannot live how God wants you to live.  
You do not have the power to do so nor the will to want to do it.  There are levels of love and even the worst of 
criminals can practice the lowest forms of it.  They can love a dog or love their dinner.  Many would say they love their 
mom or love a good friend.  But as you move further and further up the scale of love, without Christ living in and 
through you, it becomes impossible to reach those levels where the love of God operates.  When Jesus told the Father 
to forgive the very ones who were crucifying Him, He revealed how far love can go.  When they came to the place 
called the Skull, there they crucified him, along with the criminals — one on his right, the other on his left.  
Jesus said, "Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing. (Luke 23: 33-34 NIV) 
 
Restraint is the force of God holding you back from doing what you would do if Christ were not living in you and 
generating a work of the very love of Jesus empowering your actions.  I saw where Charlie Kirk’s widow stated publicly 
that she forgave her husband’s killer.  That is the way of God through and through and it is not a surprise to discover 
she has been born again with Christ living in her.  You may choose not to act with restraint, but you will miss out on the 
joy and peace that comes to those who do so and you will not know Christ very well either.  Paul said that He wanted 
to know Christ and the power of the resurrection.  If that is your wish also, then you must practice restraint when God 
gives you the opportunity and the love of Christ will fill you through and through.  Take note of the Big Idea.  God’s 
ways are not our ways, but God’s ways are always the right ways.  Live this week with the love of Christ determining 
how you do things. 


