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We...wish warmly to affirm those sisters and brothers, already in membership with orthodox 

churches, who—while experiencing same-sex desires and feelings—nevertheless battle with the 

rest of us, in repentance and faith, for a lifestyle that affirms marriage [between a man and 

woman] and celibacy as the two given norms for sexual expression. There is room for every kind 

of background and past sinful experience among members of Christ's flock as we learn the way 

of repentance and renewed lives, for 

Such were some of you. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in 

the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God (1 Corinthians 6:11). 

This is true inclusivity. 

—from a 2003 statement from All Souls Anglican Church, London  

                                 (full statement is in Appendix C of this report)   

                              

*** 
 

 

The…final bridge of the gospel is that of community: the love of God working through us as a 

Church where worship brings together all our inclinations, surrendered to God’s sacred call for 

all of us. That is worked out in love and grace…. 

 

For those who follow Jesus Christ, our message to the world must be clear. God transforms the 

heart and mind and we become his children and his ambassadors. Let us so live that we will 

never be accused of hate or indifference. But let us also know that compromising the truth is a 

serious blunder and ends up celebrating that which is not in the will of our Father. This is a 

painful tension for a believer. To be seen as rejecting a belief or a behavior is not the same as 

rejecting the person. But God helps us to carry that burden. 

 

By contrast, when Truth is lived out in love and grace, it will always make the faith attractive 

and even the one who opposes us will recognize the fearful symmetry of a conviction for the 

sacred that will swim against the tide and a commitment to the person that will find a bridge of 

hope. We must so live the gospel that men and women will call upon God’s name and make this 

body [the church] [their] home until we reach our Eternal City bought with the precious 

sacrifice of Jesus Christ. His body was broken for us so that ours might be mended for Him.   

    

         –from a 2015 talk given by Christian apologist, Ravi Zacharias, promoting the biblical  

 view of marriage as being between a man and a woman  

                            (full talk is in Appendix C in this report)  
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Preface 

 
This study is being presented to the Missouri Presbytery of the Presbyterian Church in America 

by its appointed ad hoc committee. It is a rewriting of Presbytery’s 1994 report on homosexual 

relationships and is being proposed to Presbytery as a clarification, update, and expansion of that 

earlier study, adopted in 1994. We are asking Presbytery: 

 

A) To pass on this report to all its members, Sessions and churches, affirming it to be, in 

substance, consistent with the teaching of Holy Scripture and our confessional standards;  

B) To pass on to Sessions and churches the attached Appendices as worthy of study and 

consideration, including the original report adopted by Presbytery in 1994; and 

C) To commend as a whole this report to Presbytery’s Sessions and churches for their 

serious study, consideration, and guidance as to:  

 

1) How our Presbytery churches should respond to the growing number of committed 

partnerships formed by same-sex-attracted men and women (whether in the framework of 

a marriage, a civil union, or an informal relationship) who profess an evangelical faith in 

Jesus Christ, live out their same-sex desires, and seek a place in our churches as 

members in good standing with a credible profession of Christian faith;  

2) How our churches can mature in becoming safe and supportive communities for 

Christian same-sex-attracted men and women who are committed to living celibate lives 

in faithfulness to Christ or are open to the prospect of a biblical marriage, joined for life 

to a spouse who is sexually “other;” 

3) How our people can focus “upward” and “outward” at the same time: living 

courageously in a libertine age by being faithful to God with the gift of sexuality he’s 

given us, but also living winsomely in being missional toward our post-Christian culture 

that has thrown off the yoke of the sexual boundaries of God’s law and yet  still stands in 

such great need of the moral and social sanity that same law gives; and lastly,  

4) How our churches might become better equipped with resources as they increasingly find 

themselves facing pastoral decisions about how to minister Christ and his grace and law 

to those dealing with other issues of sexual identity and/or behavior; not only the 

controversial ones like gender dysphoria (“gender correction” is a common  “affirming” 

term used in the wider culture now for transgendered persons) and sexual fluidity, but 

those we have grown too used to, like the cohabitation of unmarried couples, divorce, 

and pornography addiction.  

 

Addressing these issues will bring to the fore the great challenges for us as a Christian people in 

our time: 

● to rediscover the intrinsic goodness of the biblical sexual ethic: that sexual intimacy is 

a rich and pleasurable gift from God and that marking out the moral boundaries for its 

expression as we find them in the Word of God does not rob us and suppress our deepest 

identity, but rather liberates and helps us find our true selves;  



2017 Missouri Presbytery Report on Same-sex Relationships  7 

● to understand in depth why this sexual ethic is not superseded by the gospel of grace 

and the “administration of the Spirit” we now live under on this side of the cross of 

Jesus Christ, but is confirmed and even strengthened by that Good News and the inspired 

apostles who “unpacked” this ethic in the life of the NT church; and that commitment to 

this revealed sexual ethic is a mark of faithfulness to the Lord of the gospel and to the 

obedience he binds his church to;   

● to encourage and creatively support those in our churches who live with sexual 

desires of all kinds but are committed to remaining faithful to Jesus Christ by living 

obediently to the sexual ethic of the Kingdom of God; and  

● to hold onto and proclaim confidently the biblical teaching that this sexual ethic is 

given by God to the whole world for human joy and flourishing—in other words, that 

it is not merely a “tribal ethic” for Christians but was given to promote the common 

good, being part of the law of love governing all people, believer and unbeliever alike. 

This is because as God’s law, it “fits” who we are as human beings: finite, personal 

creatures made in our Creator’s image, and made for love and obedience.  

  

The two quotes we open with on the title page capture what we have aimed at in our work: in 

substance to remain faithful to the historic Christian Church’s understanding of the Bible’s 

teaching on human sexuality, and in tone to reflect the humility and grace that makes the gospel 

winsome to all who need it—which is everyone.                                                                          

 

2017 Committee Members: RE Kyle Keating, TE SJ Lim, TE Ron Lutjens (chair), TE Sean 

Maney, RE John Myers, TE Mark Ryan, RE Frank Theus. 

Advisory members: Special thanks to Chris Gillam and Angie Narsh, two sisters in Christ who 

know more than most of us do the truth of which this report speaks; and to TE Mark Tucker, 

pastor of Midtown Church. All three gave us valuable feedback as various drafts got written.  

Secretaries and editors: Special thanks as well to a few friends of the committee who became 

our diligent scribes. We are grateful for the many hours of careful reading, writing, editing, and 

correcting that each of them gave to this project to get it into its final form.    

 

 

*** 
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Introduction: Where We’ve Been, Where We Are 

 
Then: A Congregation’s Question…  

As has been noted, this document is a rewriting of a report that was presented in three parts to the 

Missouri Presbytery in June 1994 by an ad hoc committee charged with guiding the Presbytery 

in responding to one Session’s question back then as to whether the Christian profession of those 

living in and defending homosexual partnerships should be regarded as a credible profession of 

faith. 

 

...and Presbytery’s Answer 

The Presbytery followed the recommendation of that report and returned a negative answer to the 

Session that brought the question, counseling them, and thereby, all of its churches, that pursuing 

homosexual sexual intimacy, even when motivated by a deep human longing for connection with 

and a genuine care for another person, is intrinsically contrary to the law of Christ, a violation of 

the law of love by which, alone, human persons flourish; and that those who persist in embracing 

such behavior should, for the well-being of their souls, be disciplined with gentleness and 

firmness by the church of Jesus Christ, humbled by its own need of grace and forgiveness. In 

1994 this view of things was grounded in the sex-ethic of the Kingdom of God taught in Holy 

Scripture as the Christian Church has understood it for more than two millennia.  

 

 

And Now, 23 Years On… 

 

Ought Presbytery to Reverse Its 1994 Answer? 

A sexual revolution broke out into the open in the 1960s and its effects kept rippling outward as 

time passed. The question raised in our Presbytery in 1994 about the intrinsic moral quality of 

same-sex sexual relationships has, over these last 20+ years, burned with a passionate intensity 

across the western world. Our own culture has radically changed over the first decade and a half 

of the new millennium; the June 2015 Supreme Court decision in Obergefell v. Hodges is the 

latest victory in the “mainstreaming” of what were once considered radical ideas. That judgment 

of the high court legalized and legitimized gay marriage across the nation, thereby cementing the 

redefinition of marriage—as primarily about the emotional needs of adults—that began when 

“easy divorce” became the law of the land in the 1960s.  

 

While we do believe there is much more that needs to be said today, we do not think there is new 

exegetical evidence, or new spiritual and theological light we now have, more than two decades 

further down the road, that constrains us to reverse ourselves and give a positive answer in 2017 

to the original question about homosexual partnerships posed in 1994. What our study of the 

biblical texts convinced us of back then, what our doctrinal standards reflect, and what several 

General Assembly pronouncements over the years attest to—along with many, many other 

churches, theologians, scholars, pastors and Christian organizations worldwide—is this:  
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What is morally objectionable about homoerotic relationships does not have to do simply with 

questions of motivation (whether they proceed from lust or love), or their social character 

(whether monogamous or promiscuous or exploitative in some way), but rather with their 

intrinsic character as cultivating and approving same-sex erotic and sexual intimacy, a 

confusion and distortion of God's created order which violates the boundary for “one flesh” 

sexual expression in marriage. This boundary the Lord commands all people to live within 

because it is good for human flourishing, since human beings are not blank slates with 

everything about their identity and character to be “filled in” by each person as he or she sees 

fit. Rather, all of us are children of Adam, made in the image of God and therefore subject to 

God and his law as moral agents with responsibility, and fitted for the things that law requires, 

as beings created not by ourselves but by our divine Maker.  

 

Embedded everywhere in the written Word of God is the teaching that the Creator God of the 

world made human beings, in part, for robust and unapologetic sexual expression. But it also 

teaches that such expression belongs only in the one-man/one-woman, lifelong and legal, love-

and-procreation-oriented covenant partnership that many have called—for a shorthand term—

“conjugal marriage.” As our exegesis and theological arguments will try to show, the 

increasing number of those who reject this historic position of the Christian Church—and do 

so in Christ’s name—have not made a persuasive case from the Word of God. 

 

Understanding Same-Sex-Attracted Believers and Their Need for Human Love 

At the same time—and this is crucial to grasp and defend in 2017—God’s order for us as 

human beings, constituted by our nature as bearers of his image, is intimacy, love, and 

belonging. Yet these need not always include overt sexual expression. Overt sexual expression 

is not regarded in Scripture as necessary for the flourishing of every human person, as the life 

of the Lord Jesus himself demonstrates. Intimacy, love, and belonging can be enjoyed in 

friendships and in various forms of communal togetherness and commitment with other human 

beings. No one absolutely needs sex to thrive, but everyone does need some form of human 

connectedness and intimacy to survive; without it, all souls shrivel. And here is where so often 

the Protestant church has failed: rightly teaching the biblical prohibitions against homosexual 

sexual intimacy, it has not understood and courageously taught and practiced the New 

Testament’s high view of singleness, nor helped to create forms of community that would 

provide love-affirming alternatives to marriage. In this profound neglect it acted cruelly, if 

unwittingly: demanding from believing men drawn to other men and believing women drawn 

to women, abstinence from sexual pleasure, but then offering them very little in the way of 

human intimacy in its place. Thankfully, this sad state of affairs has been changing as the 

Spirit of God has shed more light from the Scriptures and from our experience on the basic 

need every divine image-bearer has for human connectedness and belonging, and on the 

dignity and high calling of living singly in the Kingdom of God. On this important theme we 

commend to presbyters especially the 2010 book by Barry Danylak, Redeeming Singleness: 

How the Storyline of Scripture Affirms the Single Life.  
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What of Those Same-Sex-Attracted Men and Women in Our Midst Who Reject This 

Teaching and Live Out Their Attractions? 

Our conclusion now remains what it was in 1994, being adopted back then by our Presbytery: 

that homosexual sexual expression cannot be accommodated in the church of Jesus Christ if 

she is to remain faithful to her Master and to the God-given identity of her people; and that in 

fact, those who claim to be Christ-followers in our churches and yet are participating in 

homosexual acts or intentionally cultivating erotic homosexual attachments, need the church to 

exercise a humble, careful, and grace-laced discipline of them for the safety of their 

endangered souls, the honor of Jesus Christ, and the faithfulness of the church as the bride of 

Christ. We say this with sadness but without embarrassment, because while such discipline is 

hard, it is represented in Scripture as an instrument of divine grace, something in the hand of 

God to reclaim those he loves.  

 

*** 
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Executive Summary 

 
The main arguments of each section of the Full Report have been excerpted and summarized in 

the Executive Summary which follows here. For a detailed and full treatment of each section in 

this summary, see the corresponding chapters in the Full Report. 

 

 

I. What Time Is It? The Social and Religious Context of Our Day 

The Social Context 

Our task is to live out our Christian calling committed to two things not easily held onto 

simultaneously: remaining faithful to our holy God as a people called to holiness and made holy 

only by Jesus and his redemptive work, and also giving ourselves to God’s missional purposes 

for the Church by extending his love and free grace to unholy people—as we once were, and still 

have the capacity to be—caught up in “this present evil age” (Galatians 1:4).  

 

What does that mean for us in 2017, in modern, post-Christian America? How are we to live out 

this calling in the midst of the full flowering of the revolt against the heaven-imposed boundaries 

for sexual behavior that for nearly two millennia were believed to be part of the structure of the 

world? 

 

Sprouting as seed from its humanistic philosophical roots, the sexual revolution began to grow in 

the early 1960s. And in particular, the revolt against American society’s rejection of homosexual 

relationships may be said to have crystallized in the hot summer of 1969 with the Stonewall Inn 

riots, when patrons of a gay bar in New York City battled police trying to enforce local vice  

laws. Twenty-five years later in 1994, our Presbytery found itself deliberating on the question of 

homosexual partnerships at a time when the controversy over “gay marriage” was not yet fully 

on the radar screen of most Americans but had already begun to take on legal dimensions in 

Hawaii (in 1993). Now, in a little more than two short decades after that 1994 report, by a 

stunning if not surprising judgment of the United States Supreme Court in June 2015, the right of 

men to marry men and women to marry women became the law of the land, rendering null and 

void any ban against it in all of our 50 states.  

 

The speed with which this cultural shift has transpired is stunning to most people who have lived 

through it, regardless of whether it alarms or pleases them. Our society is in a dramatically 

different place than it was when this report was first written, even if the seeds of the “gay-is-

good” movement were sown in the soil of the civil rights movement all the way back in the 

1960s, well before 1994; and even if it is true, as we believe it to be, that the traditional and 

biblical institution of lifelong, monogamous heterosexual marriage (hereafter referred to as 

“conjugal marriage”) was in deep trouble in western societies before the public debates about 

gay marriage ever seriously got off the ground.  
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What seems to be emerging in our secular society is a new ethical norm, proposed and defended 

with increasing stridency, described as “an abhorrence of law and a preference for spontaneity.”1 

The “golden rule” of the new morality goes like this: The deepest moral law is to be true to 

oneself. 

 

So how does this new moral norm play out when it comes to the question of homosexuality? If 

we are even half-awake, we know that people everywhere and in all walks of life have been 

telling stories over the last few years of personal transformation, of “coming around” to approve 

of and even celebrate homosexual sex, partnerships, and marriage—perhaps more than anything 

out of a commitment to what might be called “generic fairness:” How can we deny to a minority 

of people something that the majority enjoys?  

 

If we maintain the church’s 2,000-year old teaching that homosexual sexual relationships 

intrinsically defy the law of God, undermine more human goods than they give, and therefore 

cannot be commended as morally equivalent to heterosexual relationships, then we are regarded 

as people who do not love—and worse: as people who hate. The contemporary triumvirate of 

reigning moral values has become:  “Follow the desires of your heart;” “Do not judge others;” 

and  “To love is to accept all—no discriminations, no distinctions.”  

 

Aligned with this new emphasis on affirmation and individual autonomy is the power that 

science and technology now have to persuade us that we can create our own reality, including 

our own sexual identity, experiences, and values.  

 

In addition to this shift in moral values, the sexual revolution claims for itself the rights of 

political liberation. In the new secular order, the political takes precedence over the moral, since 

without a fixed moral foundation grounded in something higher than individual desire and 

preference, the State grows in importance as the guarantor of individual freedoms. The reasoning 

undergirding the new order goes like this: First we saw the light with regard to people of color, 

that they should not be treated as second class citizens (13th Amendment); then we saw the light 

with regard to women (19th Amendment); and now we are finally seeing the light with regard to 

gay people (Obergefell Supreme Court decision). Truly, this has become a powerfully 

compelling storyline, arguably the most significant line of reasoning that has persuaded the 

minds and captured the imaginations of so many mainstream Americans. What makes the 

analogy compelling is that, sadly, some of it is true: the kind of contempt, ostracism, and even 

violence that so many African Americans have suffered has parallels—past and present—in the 

lives of the homosexually-inclined. 

 

 

The Religious Context 

How has the church responded to these new cultural norms? Some arch-conservative churches 

battened down the hatches and with severe words escalated their traditional denunciation of 

defenders of homosexual love and political rights. In this they reflect their conviction that 

Christians have responsibility to publicly and sharply condemn people who embrace sin rather 

                                                
1 R.R. Reno, “Empire of Desire,” in First Things (June/July 2014), p. 28.  
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than repudiate it.  The more theologically liberal, mainline Protestant churches baptized and 

embraced the radical shift in the wider secular culture. That might have been expected, but what 

is surprising is to see evangelical churches, one after the other, now also embracing the new 

way of thinking about homosexuality and claiming that the abandonment of the traditional 

interpretation of Scripture with its categorical “Yes” to love and deep friendship but “No” to 

homosexual sex—all this is regarded as a new work of the Holy Spirit in our day. The biblical 

texts that appear to rule out same-sex behavior are claimed to be either irrelevant or ambiguous 

and not decisive, and the morality of same-sex-attracted people living in committed sexual 

relationships is either defended as biblical or else relegated to the category of “disputable 

things”—on the same level as the question of whether to eat meat or just vegetables, as in 

Romans 14-15. In numerous places in this revisionist movement the Holy Spirit is regarded as 

the One uprooting the fear, contempt, and self-righteousness embedded in the age-old exclusion 

of gay sex from the Christian definition of the good life. It is claimed that the Spirit is inspiring 

believers to embrace gay men and women not only by inviting them to trust Christ but also by 

encouraging them to bring their homosexual love into the church where it can be solemnized and 

celebrated in the name of Jesus, whose ultimate ethic was love and acceptance. 

All of this portends an ongoing splintering of the evangelical consensus that once existed on 

the matter of homosexual relationships.   

 

 

II. Speaking With Charity, Clarity, Fidelity, and Prudence: A Word About Terminology  

Much discussion in Christian communities around homosexuality the last few years has focused 

on language and terminology. As a general principle, the goal of the Christian should be to speak 

with both clarity and charity when talking to Christians and non-Christians alike, with fidelity to 

the revealed will of God, and with prudence in sensitive or conflict-fraught situations. Clarity 

requires us to use terminology that is precise, and to provide definitions where necessary. Charity 

requires us to use terminology that is not unnecessarily offensive and to seek to understand what 

others mean when they use specific words and terms. Fidelity to the deposit of divine revelation 

we have been given requires us not to compromise in our language essential truths of the gospel 

as we build bridges toward those outside the church. Prudence requires us to act wisely in 

controversy, as we try to discern which theological hills are worth dying on.   

 

We suggest that Professor Mark A. Yarhouse’s three-tiered distinction in terminology (sexual 

attraction, sexual orientation, sexual identity) can prove helpful in discerning what someone 

means when they say “I’m gay.” For Yarhouse, sexual attractions are simply the feelings of 

being drawn sexually toward someone of the same sex, regardless of their frequency. As attested 

to by many who have felt this desire, it is generally experienced as something that is just there, or 

at least already developing, rather than as something self-consciously chosen. Same-sex sexual 

orientation describes the predominant and persistent sexual attractions of a person toward 

others of the same sex. Again, this language is descriptive, denoting only the fact that these 

feelings are experienced; it carries no implication of how they came to be there. Finally, our 

sexual identity is our sense of “who we are” when it comes to our sexuality. It includes 

decisions about sexual behaviors and is therefore both descriptive and prescriptive. Our sexual 
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identity (as with all aspects of personal identity) is shaped by experiences we have gone through, 

influences we have come under, as well as choices we have made. As Yarhouse writes in his 

book, Understanding Sexual Identity: A Resource for Youth Ministry (2013), the process of 

sexual identity formation is complicated and develops over time. While sexual attractions and 

orientation are normally experienced as something given rather than chosen, sexual identity is 

the result of how we as humans choose to interpret our sexual experience in the world as we try 

to “make sense” of it. It gives us our personal sense of “who we are,” and especially of “who we 

want to be,” when it comes to our sexuality. Christians need to know how to distinguish between 

each of these three categories: sexual attraction, sexual orientation, and sexual identity. 

 

The use of the term “gay” as an identity label has become a subject of some controversy among 

orthodox Christians who believe that homosexual sex is against the will of God and are 

committed to honoring that in their lives. On one side are those who believe that the label “gay 

Christian” is legitimate as a) a useful term for naming a lived reality on this side of the fall for 

those who experience sexual attraction to persons of their own sex; and b) as a useful term 

apologetically, since the word “gay” is more and more becoming the term in the wider culture, 

including among young people in our churches, for identifying anyone who lives with 

homosexual desire. On the other side are those who do not believe that “gay” should become a 

synonym for “same-sex attracted” in Christian usage. They argue that any self-designation of 

“gay” is inherently problematic and even sinful for a Christian. This side sees the phrase “gay 

Christian” as an oxymoron, and some even as a compromise of the gospel, arguing that it 

connects one’s identity “in Christ” with something (homosexual desire) that is at the least an 

inclination toward sinful behavior (homosexual sexual relations). In this sense it is different, they 

argue, than calling yourself a “black Christian,” since skin color does not intrinsically incline one 

toward sinful behavior. For people on this side then, the debate about language is a matter of 

fidelity to the Word of God. 

 

But many who defend the use of “gay” as an adjective attached to “Christian” counter that the 

term, as they use it, simply takes up the predominant word in our time for “being homosexually- 

attracted” to specify what is real, namely, that they live with sexual desire for those of their own 

sex, and does not imply that they will act upon those desires. They see the willingness to use the 

term “gay” as one “descriptive” among many, and not as much a matter of fidelity as of 

prudence, maintaining that we will needlessly alienate people around us if we insist on outmoded 

words (like homosexual), or on Christian “in-house,” cumbersome terms like “same-sex-

attracted” or “homosexually-inclined.” 

 

While it is beyond the scope of this report to give a full account and assessment of it, we mention 

here that some on this side of the debate also contend that those who live with same-sex desire 

have gifts and insights rooted in their experience of that desire that are non-sexual in nature, such 

as the capacity for same-sex but non-erotically-focused friendships. They believe that such gifts 

and insights can be redemptively used to strengthen the church. In the chapter on terminology in 

the Full Report, we cite a letter written by C. S. Lewis who seems to argue for the same thing.   
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Those who do use the language of “gay Christian” agree that our once-and-for-all justification 

(our righteous standing in Christ), and our ongoing sanctification (our becoming righteous in 

character and behavior, just as Christ is) constitute the foundation of our self-understanding. 

They concur with the other side that “being in Christ” is the most important thing in the shaping 

of our identity, and therefore governs the way we are to think about our sexuality. So for them, 

taking the word “gay” as an identity marker is not the same as taking “in Christ” as an identity 

marker. Whereas the former is merely one of any number of “lesser” identity markers in their 

lives, the latter—being “in Christ”— is the central, foundational identity they claim.  

 

And thirdly, in this controversy over language are others who would contend that any terms used 

to indicate a sexual “orientation” of any kind are unhelpful labels, missing the mark by 

attempting to define our humanness using fairly recent conceptual constructs that distort as much 

as they explain when it comes to understanding human sexual attraction. 

 

Though we believe we understand the concerns of all sides in this debate, and are inclined as a 

committee to think we should allow a certain latitude when it comes to semantic questions, we 

also think it would be premature to come down adamantly on one side or the other in our use of 

terms in this report. We believe the conversation ought to continue as we seek from the Lord 

more light on the practical semantic outworking of the biblical principles of charity, clarity, 

fidelity, and prudence as to what language is  most helpful, given the times we live in, and the 

particular circumstances we find ourselves in at any given moment. While this report will 

primarily use the language of “same-sex-attraction”  (SSA) and “homosexual” as an adjective, 

we do occasionally use the term “gay” as shorthand for same-sex-attracted, and the acronym 

“LGBT” (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender), the nuances to be determined by the context.  

 

Some who contend in these controversies over words and terms argue that how we come down 

on the language question of “gay Christian” is crucial if we are to stand for the orthodox and 

biblical position, but our committee has not been persuaded that it is. Everything in this debate is 

important; but not everything is a crux. Surely, we could all agree that believers using language 

and terms easily misunderstood (as “gay Christian” can, in our day, easily be taken to mean 

“gay-affirming Christian”) do have an obligation to take great care in qualifying what they mean 

and don’t mean by their terms; they need to speak with clarity. We can imagine that the Apostle 

Paul’s slogan, “the law kills” would have been easily misunderstood by strict Jews. But language 

“with an edge to it” is sometimes used to get our attention. We believe those who use the phrase 

“gay Christian” want it to imply, both in Christian circles and for those outside the church, 

something like this: “We are Christians, believers in Jesus Christ, and are called to live celibately 

because our sexual orientation is toward those of the same sex. We call ourselves ‘gay’ because 

that is the common term now for ‘same-sex-attracted,’ and because we have made a certain 

‘peace’ with having that sexual orientation—not because we do not think it broken in some deep 

way, but because we believe the Word of God calls us not to make orientation change the main 

goal in our life, but rather, character change and faithfulness to Jesus Christ as citizens of his 

Kingdom, in spite of the burden our particular sexual brokenness constrains us to endure.”    
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While words truly are important, and all of us who are Christians should always be taking care 

with the words and terms we use in every area of our living, nevertheless we believe it would be 

unwise at this juncture to allow differences over terminology to intrude themselves into the 

center of the Christian response to the widespread acceptance of homosexuality in our time. Nor 

do we think the church should come up with a terminological litmus test of orthodoxy. Surely, 

back in the 1980s and 90s when to self-identify as “gay” universally implied one was embracing 

and affirming and not just experiencing homosexual desire, an orthodox believer could hardly 

call him or herself  “a gay Christian” without being misunderstood by everyone. But in any given 

cultural matrix, language is constantly changing, and we need to pay attention to that reality.  

 

In the pastoral care section of this report we recommend letting people self-designate when 

describing their attractions, at least at the beginning of our work with them, and on questions of 

terminology commend charity wherever it can be reasonably extended.  

 

Though we believe the debate should go on, and that future developments may call for a 

reassessment, at this particular juncture in the wider debate about terminology in orthodox 

Christian circles, we believe we should be cautious about drawing lines in the sand. 

            
 

III. What Is Really Motivating Traditionalist Christians? A Call to Repentance—And a 

Refusal to Accommodate the Spirit of the Age 

The wider culture often assumes that it is largely animus, a personal hostility, which motivates 

the religious rejection of same-sex sexual relationships. We might like to believe that this 

assumption is rooted entirely in slander and misconception, but there is far too much evidence 

that Christians have been guilty of singling out gay and lesbian people for particular ridicule and 

ostracism. Christian parents have disowned children and kicked them out of their homes. It might 

be convenient to believe that this type of behavior is only characteristic of Christians “out there” 

rather than something that we ourselves have been complicit in. And yet the general fear and 

loathing surrounding homosexuality has been common in our churches, a fact that has made it far 

too difficult for young men and women attracted to the same sex to hear and believe that the 

gospel is for them. 

 

We believe there is ample evidence that components of what is sometimes called “homophobia,” 

such as fear, hatred, and hostility, have been present far too often in Christian attitudes and 

treatment of same-sex-attracted people and ought to be owned and confessed by us as sinful and 

contrary to the teaching and example of the Lord Jesus. Even when dealing with people whose 

behavior was disobedient to the law of God, he showed compassion toward them, respected them 

as divine image-bearers, and cared enough about them to call them into moral and spiritual 

responsibility. The gospel writers make it clear that this was especially true of sexual sinners. 

The stories many of us know, of believers—even pastors—exhibiting a morbid fear and loathing 

or a spiteful ridiculing of, or a loveless contempt for, same-sex-attracted men and women, even 

to the point of exposing their sexual orientation to others and/or ostracizing them—these  stories 

are legion, sad, and reprehensible, given that not one sinner stands above any other sinner with 

the right to condescend and despise, according to the dictates of the gospel. 
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We are appealing to our Presbytery, as part of the church of Jesus Christ, to take to heart the 

need for repentance, both informally and formally, for much harsh lovelessness in the church’s 

attitude toward and treatment of same-sex-attracted men and women, even if we do not believe 

we have personally been egregious violators of the law of love in this connection. Even when the 

moral boundary lines of the Word of God have to be drawn in concrete historical moments like 

our own, even then, as one orthodox Christian writer puts it, “Christianity is pro-person.”2  

Sadly, we have not lived up to that when it comes to same-sex-attracted persons.  

 

However, we also recognize that the spirit of the age in the West is moral relativism and the 

“softening” concomitant of non-judgmentalism, along with individualism and the perceived need 

of everyone’s individual choices to find unqualified affirmation from others. We ought always to 

be keenly focused on the missional calling God has given his church, taking great care to keep 

doors of communication open, whether with those who identify as part of the gay community, or 

with our modern secular fellow citizens everywhere who insist that homosexual relationships are 

morally equivalent to heterosexual relationships and believe this to be self-evidently true to the 

American values of freedom and equality. Nevertheless, there is a limit to this effort at being 

winsome; at a certain point we cross over a line that moves us from being godly in our 

winsomeness to being cowardly in accommodating ourselves to an ungodly spirit of the age 

rather than to the Holy Spirit of God. The Apostle Paul reminds us what and who the shaping 

influence in our ethics is, and who we are to submit to: 

 

Now we have received not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from 

God, that we might understand the things freely given us by God. And we 

impart this in words not taught by human wisdom but taught by the Spirit, 

interpreting spiritual truths to those who are spiritual (1 Corinthians 2:12-

13).  
 

We cannot shrink from drawing the lines that the Word of God itself draws on homosexual 

behavior, and teaching the same clearly, confidently, yet humbly to our members. This is 

especially crucial for our youth, who are impressionable and are daily bombarded with messages 

from the culture that vaccinate them against hearing and grasping with the heart the 

revolutionary truths of the God-breathed Scriptures. This is our duty, to teach the Lord’s people 

his sexual ethics for us, even as we also teach them—by our example as much as by our 

exhortations—to extend themselves in love and care to homosexually-inclined people they know 

who reject the sexual boundaries that come from God for the flourishing of all human beings. 

 

This “both/and” of facing the debt of love we owe to our gay or lesbian “neighbor” and the debt 

of love we owe to our Creator and Redeemer God whose truth does not change and who calls us 

above all else to remain faithful to him and his revealed Word, is too difficult for us to do well. 

And we will not do it well without a fresh and continual reliance upon the Spirit of God who has 

been sent into our hearts to bring to us the mind of Christ and his power from heaven.   

 

                                                
2 R.R. Reno in First Things (May 2015), p. 10. 
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IV. What Does the Bible Say and Mean? Exegesis of Relevant Biblical Texts  

As churches of the Reformation, our life is governed by the principle sola scriptura, Scripture 

alone. All disputes about homosexuality have to be brought humbly to the Scriptures where we 

listen for the Spirit to judge, exonerate, or refine our ideas and opinions—even our convictions. 

So the central question for our church is: What do the Scriptures teach concerning 

homosexuality? This question must be answered and the corporate life of our churches ordered 

on the basis of the answer we discern in the text itself. 

 

It is clear from Genesis to Revelation that the Word of God commends, celebrates, and sanctions 

genital sexual expression when it is between a man and a woman and when it is within the 

institution of marriage. Heterosexual sex, love, and marriage are regarded in the Word as God's 

norm for his human creatures. The complementarity (being the same with difference) between 

Adam and Eve forms the moral logic of the interpretation of all other biblical texts. Genesis 2 

provides the paradigm for human sexuality and Christian sexual ethics. Despite recent challenges 

from scholars like James Brownson who argue that Genesis 2 emphasizes sameness, rather than 

difference, we contend that Genesis 2 articulates the same-with-difference complementarity that 

characterizes procreative sexual union. 

 

Any discussion about homosexual sex needs to begin with this framework—its centrality, 

dominance, and pervasiveness in Scripture. The texts that specifically touch on homosexuality do 

not stand in isolation but are illumined in the light this framework casts. Thus, while some 

revisionist arguments pertaining to individual texts may seem plausible in isolation, they cannot 

be maintained in light of the overall shape of the biblical witness on human sexuality. 

 

Leviticus 18 and 20 provide additional background for understanding the Bible’s posture toward 

same-sex sexual behavior. In Leviticus 18 and 20 the LORD provides the most explicit rejection 

of same-sex sexual behavior in the context of the book’s holiness code. Despite objections 

ranging from the general irrelevance of Leviticus for modern ethics to the social context of same-

sex sexual practice reflected in those ancient texts, we conclude that Leviticus alludes to the 

moral logic of creation in its condemnation of such behavior. 

 

The most explicit text of the New Testament touching on homosexuality is Romans 1:24-27. 

Traditionally, the church has understood this text to teach (by way of implication) that 

homosexual (or homoerotic) sex is a manifestation of man’s rebellion against God and hence an 

expression of unrighteousness, or sinful behavior. We see the moral logic of Romans 1 informing 

Paul’s other discussion of same-sex sexual behavior in 1 Corinthians 6:9-11 and 1 Timothy 1:8-

10. 
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V. Seeing the Big Picture: The Theology and Ethics of Sexuality Reflected in the Biblical 

Texts  

Any theology of human sexuality ought to begin where Scripture itself begins in Genesis: with 

the intrinsic goodness of our sexuality as a gift from God originating in his imagination. This 

starting point is particularly important at our place in history, since in the past—going all the 

way back even before Augustine—so much Christian teaching on sex has been distorted and 

unduly influenced by a Gnostic-like suspicion of physical pleasure. This starting point is also 

important at our cultural juncture in the first quarter of the 21st century, when we as believers 

need to stand against certain forms of sexual gratification as being sinful, that is, contrary to the 

law of God—which law the New Testament itself defines as the law of love (Romans 13:8-14). 

And what is contrary to the law of love is, by definition, destructive of human wellbeing. All this 

means we can easily be misunderstood and accused of being suspicious of all sexual intimacy 

and pleasure. But such a suspicion would be deeply contrary to the canonical Scriptures 

themselves, and so it is right to affirm at the outset of this section that the Bible teaches the 

goodness of our sexuality and the intrinsic glory of sexual pleasure, albeit, in marriage, its 

proper place as prescribed by God. 

 

The sexual boundaries and prohibitions God has given the human race are for the positive 

purpose of protecting the end toward which the sexual urge drives us: a deep union between a 

man and a woman that is both personal and physical: a union in which their souls and their 

bodies are united; and a union that is ordered toward both companionship and procreation.    

 

There is a potency, a deep power, at work in acts of sexual intimacy and the bodily union toward 

which the sexual urge moves us. We ignore this at our peril, and especially at the peril of our 

young people. Sex cannot be made casual, because it isn’t casual. It is mysterious, wonderful, 

dangerous, and deep.  

 

In talking about the importance of “sexual boundaries” as part of the “big picture” of the Bible’s 

teaching on sexuality, we need to have our eyes open to what we are up against in the 21st   

century, the age of sexual autonomy. The very notion of sexual boundaries implies that there is a 

basically “fixed” human sexual nature, that all is not open, undefined, and malleable—or as we 

say now, “plastic.” But more and more we find espoused and defended the doctrine of “sexual 

fluidity,” the notion that, actually, most everything is changeable and plastic. In the final 

analysis, at work in the rejection of the traditional Judeo-Christian sex ethic is the idea that no 

true human sexual nature exists; sexual reality is whatever we make it to be. Many are tired of 

the old concept of sexual complementarity: that sex is for a male and a female. That is seen as 

nothing more than a socially constructed—and very narrow and rigid—framework. Far more 

exciting is the drama of sexual fluidity where anyone can be or do anything they want to be or 

do. To illustrate where we are, we note that as of this writing, the social media platform, 

Facebook, has over 50 possibilities to choose from when specifying one’s gender.  

 

It should not be difficult to see the importance of marriage, as it is presupposed, and in so many 

places made explicit, in the canonical Scriptures. The Reformed tradition rightly understands 

marriage to be a “creation ordinance,” that is, a perpetual institution belonging to the whole 
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human race, believer and unbeliever alike. The nuclear/extended family has been the building 

block of every human society and civilization and will be until “the form of this world” gives 

way to the new heavens and the new earth (1 Corinthians 7:29-31). And in the Kingdom of God 

present, the nuclear/extended family plays a critical role as well, as the locus of hospitality and 

ministries of mercy, the raising of believing children, and the ongoing, living symbol in and for 

the world of Christ’s passionate love of his Bride, the church, for which he laid down his life. 

 

While the church must defend the institution of marriage in any society, as it is able to, and as  

God providentially allows, and must fight against the breakdown of the nuclear/extended family, 

we also believe the Protestant church, especially, needs to develop and teach a higher view of 

singleness than we have to this point. 

 

This section of our report ends with an exhortation to our pastors and Sessions: We need to avoid 

coming across to the youth in our churches as being more against the societal acceptance of 

homosexuality than being for gay people. We need to demonstrate that we count them our human 

brothers and sisters who need—like us, sinners that we are—the good news of the grace of 

Christ, along with its yoke of discipleship. If we fail in this, then we are making it harder for our 

young people to remain faithful to the sexual boundaries revealed in Holy Scripture, and easier 

for them to drift away from a full and vigorous biblical orthodoxy.  

 

Positively, we commend this: Do all that you can to present to your people the sex ethic we find 

in Scripture—not first as a list of “Don’ts!” but as a rich part of the creaturely goodness God 

built into our human being, to be enjoyed within the boundaries of Kingdom love and holiness, 

as we find those boundaries set out for us in the written Word of God. 

 

 

VI. Nature or Nurture: Questions About Causation of Homosexual Desire  

While over the last 35 years or so the church has spent much time and energy exploring the 

question as to what causes homosexual desire in someone, this report will give this question 

substantially less space than we did in the 1994 report. Whereas previous inquiries into 

causation—by Christians and non-Christians alike—were focused on particular theories about it 

that corresponded with therapeutic interventions meant to achieve orientation change, this report 

recognizes that currently there is no consensus at all, either among orthodox Christians or in the 

secular therapeutic and scientific communities, as to the cause or causes of homoerotic desire. 

However, it is important to state in this 2017 report that to date, no validly demonstrated genetic 

cause for homosexuality has been found either.  

 

While it may be important for individuals who experience attraction to the same sex to consider 

the ways in which their own stories might inform their experience of these attractions, finding a 

one-size-fits-all explanation for the origin of homosexual desire may well prove to be elusive, 

the search only confirming the complexity of human sexuality. With the silence of the Scriptures 

themselves, and with so much of human sexual development shrouded in mystery, Mark 

Yarhouse’s suggestion seems wise: that Christians, at this point in our understanding, at least, 
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ought to be “etiological agnostics,” i.e., maintaining that we simply “don’t know with 

confidence” what causes some people to have a homosexual or bisexual orientation.                                                      

 

 

VII. Shepherding God’s Sheep: Principles in Pastoral Care for Same-Sex-Attracted 

Christians and Other Sexual Minorities3 

We begin by summarizing the general goals of pastoral care for same-sex-attracted Christians. 

Our first goal is to aid them in facing and trusting the dramatic claims of the gospel: namely, that 

God deeply loves us who are disobedient and has demonstrated that love in Christ, and that the 

way to an appropriation of his love, and an existential experience of it, begins with repentance, 

the owning in sorrow of one’s personal responsibility for choosing against God again and again.  

 

Second, we want to help people understand the ways they might have been sinned against at the 

hands of others, as well as the effect that being sinned against may have had in shaping them, 

and to encourage them to seek healing for wounds that may have been inflicted. 

 

Third, we want to aid those with profound sexual brokenness in a true and proper formation of 

their identity in Christ, which will mean their commitment to learn to define their union with 

Christ—their “being his” (1 Corinthians 3:23)—as more fundamental to “who they are” than 

anything else about them, including the nature of their sexual attractions.  

 

Fourth, we should seek to aid them in accepting their fallen condition, with all its personal 

particulars, as sexually broken beings—as is every person in the human race, Jesus excepted; and 

in particular, to help them see any distortions in the way they think about their same-sex- 

attractions in relationship to the law of God and to his gospel of grace. 

 

Fifth, we ought to aid them in growing in trust of mature fellow believers and taking up their 

place in Christ’s church to the end that they 1) can find healthy relationships among believers 

who will listen to them and seek to understand and accept them as fellow-travelers; and 2) can 

exercise in and for the sake of the church, the gifts the Holy Spirit has given them for building up 

the body of Christ. 

 

Sixth, we ought to walk alongside individuals and seek their ideas on the matter of “orientation 

change,” and then give accurate information and careful, encouraging guidance in regard to it. 

This will involve a) supporting those who are not interested in seeking to develop heterosexual 

desire but are interested in seeking to live celibately in faithfulness to Christ; and b) after the 

proper discernment has been exercised, supporting and encouraging those who do wish to work 

at developing heterosexual desire and hope for marriage—yet exhorting them to hold that desire 

for heterosexual love somewhat loosely in their hand. We do not believe that reorientation 

therapy should be the assumed pastoral goal; and further, we urge that any referral for such 

                                                
3 We use the term “sexual minorities” in a sociological sense, not in a political sense. It’s a fact that far and away the 

majority of human beings are heterosexually-oriented; “sexual minorities” is simply a shorthand, collective term for 

the various categories of people who are not heterosexual.   
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therapy be made because the person himself or herself desires before the Lord to pursue it, and 

not because there is pressure from others for it (.e.g. from family, church, etc.). 
 

After starting with the universal we move to the particular—who these persons are as 

individuals: What have their experiences been? What has shaped them? What are their gifts?  

What do they need?  We want to underscore that there is no one-size-fits-all approach to pastoral 

care for SSA people, gender-confused people, or for any who live with sexual compulsions that 

the Word of God teaches them they must resist. We should be doing a lot of listening in order to 

get to know the individual person with whom we are working. 

Taking a posture of listening will not mean we offer no guidance.  But before we give counsel, 

we need understanding. For starters, the care-giver should be listening to discern how the person 

being ministered to understands his or her own sexuality in relationship to God’s Word. 

 

In our current cultural setting, different people mean different things by words such as “gay,” 

“lesbian,” “queer,” etc.  In the recent past, identifying oneself as “gay” meant affirming and 

being open to the pursuit of same-sex sexual behaviors. It still means that for many—maybe 

even for most; but not for all. It is important for the care-giver to grasp what words mean to a 

person, and sometimes what the same word means to different people.  Many younger people 

now, especially same-sex-attracted Christians committed to sexual abstinence, are using the 

word “gay” to refer only to their internal experience of on-going, predominant attractions to 

persons of the same sex. For them the term carries no suggestion that they will act on those 

attractions. So our pastoral response informed by Scripture will differ from situation to situation. 

 

It is important that the care giver not assume that every “sexual minority” person (e.g. persons 

with SSA, gender identity issues, or bi-sexual desires) has a similar experience of his or her 

sexuality; personal experience of one’s own sexuality is more complicated than a simple 

gay/straight binary suggests.  Some people will be bi-sexual, attracted to both men and women, 

and some of them will have more attraction to the opposite sex than others.  Some who are bi-

sexual may be more open to work on strengthening their heterosexual attractions while others 

will not.  For those who are, testimonies of people who were in homosexual relationships but 

who now are in heterosexual marriages may be very encouraging. Others, who do not see 

themselves moving in that direction, may experience those same testimonies as alienating and 

condemning. For the latter, what will be more helpful is to see positive examples of men and 

women who continue to have on-going same-sex attractions but who are remaining chaste and 

are faithfully serving the church and the kingdom of God. It is wise to remember Paul’s counsel 

that, he who marries the virgin does right, but he who does not marry her does better (1 

Corinthians 7:38). 

Pastoral care that is focused on holiness and service in the Kingdom of God will help all 

Christians, not just same-sex-attracted believers, to repent of sin, recognize their value as 

adopted heirs of Christ, name their unique contributions to the body of Christ, and employ those 

gifts for Christ’s glory.  As such, same-sex-attracted Christians want to be included in the life of 

the church and not limited to communities of other Christians who are attracted to the same sex. 

Inclusion entails allowing them to share their story and understanding of themselves in ways they 
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feel comfortable with. A church member should feel safe enough to speak about her sexuality in 

the church (using discretion as to the setting), whether she actually chooses to or not. She should 

not be silenced by fear of ostracism, prejudice, or misunderstanding. 

Pastors can help their congregations be safe “church homes” by talking openly about sexuality in 

general.  They can regularly remind the congregation that all have fallen short of the glory of 

God and that homosexual sins are no more worthy of condemnation than are heterosexual sins.  

 

Pastors can help explain the difference between desires and choices. Desire that is the result of 

the fall is sometimes best thought of as being  “of sin” rather than as  “a sin,” or as  “sin 

committed,” while choices to act on such desires are properly called “sins committed,” or “acts 

of sin.” They are sins of volition, and include, of course, choices to commit acts of sexual 

immorality, whether heterosexual or homosexual.  

 

The distinction between understanding illicit desire (desire being a state of mind, a strong 

emotional feeling of “pull” toward something) as being “of sin,” and illicit choices (choices 

being discrete determinations to act) as being “sins committed,” should not be counted as mere 

theological hairsplitting, because small differences in wording sometimes signify huge 

differences in meaning and profound differences in practical living, as when Jesus distinguished 

(in John 17) between being “of the world” and being “in the world.” If SSA men and women—

and heterosexual men and women for that matter—are taught to think that feeling illicit desire 

involves the same degree of personal, willful complicity as committing sinful acts, this is more 

likely to lead to an ungodly and unproductive introspection that turns in on oneself, trying to 

eradicate as “a sin” every impulse of sexual feeling, rather than leading to a proper humility and 

contrition that recognizes that everything that flows out of our broken and rebellious soul is 

being shot through with traces of sin. Only the latter approach winsomely invites us to rest in the 

finished work of Christ, and inspires us to starve rather than feed our illicit desires.  

 

Churches that are not safe will talk about same-sex-attracted people primarily as “problem 

people” or as a special class of sinners “out there.” Safe churches, on the other hand, will be 

actively learning that a believer’s sexual orientation is, by far, not the most important thing about 

her or him. These churches will have, over time, positive examples of people in them who live 

with homosexual desire and are still using their gifts to faithfully serve the people of God. And 

that is no different than heterosexual believers who take up their place in the body of Christ 

while having to discipline themselves against their own illicit sexual attractions.  

Like other classes of people in a congregation, such as youth, married, or retired people, same-

sex-attracted Christians will have particular needs that rise out of their life situation.  For many, 

addressing issues of loneliness will be important. Things that will help here include encouraging 

and promoting deep friendships, promoting the practice of hospitality across the life of the 

congregation, and teaching a biblical theology of the church as the family of God that lasts 

forever, while marriage and the natural family become obsolete in the life of the world to come. 

The development of such full-orbed communal life in a congregation should not be pursued just 

for the sake of same-sex-attracted believers but for the congregation as a whole. This kind of 

genuine and involved caring for one another is simply NT church life. 
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Addendum to the Pastoral Care Section: Reflections on Sexual Temptation and Sin in the 

Scriptures and the Westminster Standards—Implications for Pastoral Care    

 

Some younger Reformed pastors today, in an earnest desire to welcome same-sex-attracted 

people, rightly stress the distinction between sanctification and justification, but fall into the 

error of completely isolating them from each other, and therefore become too accommodating to 

homosexual sin. Their argument goes like this: Just as we don’t demand that believers guilty of 

greed, let’s say, have utterly conquered that sin before we allow them into church membership or 

to the Lord’s Table, so we ought to allow same-sex-attracted couples who are confessing 

Christians time to grow into an awareness that their acting upon their homosexual desire and 

embracing it as something good, is contrary to the will of God.   

 

Justification and sanctification are distinct, of course, but it must be emphasized that they are 

logically and theologically connected. The process of becoming Christ-like is and must be an 

inevitable result of saving, justifying, faith. Both John Calvin and the Westminster Standards 

(Westminster Shorter Catechism #85) link a holy life with imputed righteousness. This is derived 

from the Scriptures, in such places as Paul’s teaching to the Corinthian and Ephesian churches.  

  

The Westminster Standards refer to homosexual acts. The Standards see homosexual sex as a 

violation of the 7th commandment, and therefore as sinful. But as sin, these acts are no more or 

less subject to God’s judgment and punishment than any other sin weighed at the bar of God’s 

justice. Nevertheless, the Standards teach that there is a gradation of sin, some sins being more 

“heinous” in God’s sight (Westminster Larger Catechism #150). Yet, by this moral metric of the 

Standards we cannot simplistically conclude that homosexual sins are the worst of all sins, and 

neither does Romans 1 teach that. 

 

Pastoring those who struggle with same-sex desires is a careful task of reassuring them they are 

not second class citizens, “damaged goods” who are useless to God’s Kingdom purposes. Some 

revisionists argue that the traditionalist teaching on homosexuality constrains believers to see 

homosexual desire as being just as sinful as are homosexual acts, and that thereby, sensitive SSA 

Christians are being condemned to  “a lifetime of inner turmoil and tension.”  

 

But that approach minimizes the NT teaching about the ongoing battle between the flesh and the 

Spirit. There is turmoil and tension in the lives of all serious believers as they do battle against 

“the sin that so easily entangles” them. This is because our inner world is a battleground where 

the tension between the Holy Spirit of God and our sinful flesh’s perverse longings is 

experienced until we die. Calvin put it well when he said, “so long as you live, sin must needs be 

in your members.” This doesn’t excuse sin, but it does help prepare us for a life of battling it. 

 

All people have a “bentness” in their sexual desires, and it comes from a corrupt heart inherited 

from Adam. Same-sex sexual acts flow out of same-sex desire, fallen desire.  And one of the 

Apostle Paul’s terms for our fallen desires is “passions of the body” (Romans 6:12; compare 

Romans 8:13, where Paul gives a pejorative sense to the “deeds of the body”). Desires, which if 
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satisfied, would always lead to a moral evil, must themselves be morally evil. Following 

Scripture, the Westminster Standards understand these inclinations toward disobedience as 

“indwelling sin.” Hence, it is neither biblically nor confessionally sound to label only 

homosexual acts as morally wrong and homosexual desire as morally neutral. Our inner desires 

are characteristic of our sin-inclined nature. Following Augustine, John Calvin argued that 

inordinate desire is itself the essence of sin. A married man’s sexual desire for any woman not 

his wife is, by definition, inordinate desire, since to desire that which God forbids cannot be 

pure. And the desire for romantic coupling and sexual intimacy with a person of the same sex is 

always an inordinate desire, since such is always forbidden by God. But at the cross Christ 

conquered the power of the sinful flesh to condemn and then determine us; and because the Spirit 

works out this victory by uniting believers to the Lord Christ, the Christian, relying on the power 

of Christ at work within him or her is enabled to choose to act against the flesh’s impulses and 

desires, and to choose for obedience to God’s good law. The process of thus choosing more and 

more to follow the dictates of the Spirit is what the NT calls sanctification.  

 

A believer’s truest identity is not the “old man,” in his or her Adam-like inclination toward sin, 

but our truest identity is the “new man,” the new self in Christ, who has been given a new heart. 

Romans 7 is a profound exposition of this truth. It means that for a believer who is gay, that is, 

who lives with ongoing homosexual desire, their deepest self is their Christ-loving self, even if 

they feel themselves plagued with desires they know they need to resist.  

  

Practically, this means that many Christians who live sexually drawn to those of their own sex 

may have to learn to accept their desires as a burden to be borne, a temptation to be resisted, and 

an opportunity for Christ’s power to be made known in weakness. For them, being victorious in 

the Spirit will not necessarily entail the disappearance altogether of their sexual attractions, but 

rather, will involve confession, repentance, the disciplined guarding of their heart, and resting 

joyfully in Christ. This is, in essence, how illicit heterosexual desires must be faced too.  

 

It is crucial that SSA believers, in their ongoing struggle to remain faithful to Lord, have the 

support, care and understanding of other believers, since we are to bear each others’ burdens as 

the church of Jesus. Pastorally, we need to help SSA believers avoid a crushing burden of 

constant introspection on one side, and avoid on the other side a moral laxity that uses “living by 

grace” as an excuse to neglect the serious fight against sin that Christians are called to. 

 

But is there more in homosexual desire than that which God forbids, i.e., homosexual acts? Is 

there a desire also for intimacy and closeness, for friendship and deep caring that is not morally 

culpable? Augustine may help us here, as he argued that evil has no independent existence; it is 

merely a corruption of the good. If we apply this to homosexual desire, it would imply that the 

sexual desire of a man for another man is the corruption of a good desire for human intimacy and 

connection. Thus, we could say that insofar as a man desires to love another man, he desires 

what is good; but insofar as he desires sexual engagement to be the vehicle of that love, he 

desires what is evil, since such is forbidden by God. Approaching things this way with our SSA 

parishioners may help keep them from the self-loathing that comes so easily. 
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Paul’s teaching in Romans 7-8 represents the best pastoral counsel for SSA Christians. It is an 

amazing exposition of the radical depth of human sin, and of God’s astounding grace in the 

death and resurrection of Jesus, and in our slow and often painful progression from ruin to glory, 

by the presence and power of the Holy Spirit. 

  

 

VIII. When Should Love Be Tough? The Use and Abuse of Church Discipline 

 

Pastors and elders are aware that numerous practical questions often present themselves well 

before judicial discipline even becomes an issue: For instance, what should a church do if in 

principle it has stood for traditional marriage but then finds that a gay or lesbian couple has 

started coming to services?  Certainly to start off by recommending to the couple that they move 

on and look for another church would not be loving.  But should a church say nothing and simply 

hope that as the couple grows in their faith over time they will end their relationship? These two 

extreme responses are easily recognizable as unacceptable, but finding the right combination of 

patience with people in their faults, and zeal for God and his honor in deciding these practical 

pastoral questions, is one of the great challenges for God’s people in our time.  

 

With regard to the question of the church’s judicial discipline for sexual sin: Many revisionist 

writers point to the decline of the practice of church discipline in evangelical churches as a 

pragmatic argument for the acceptance of gay and lesbian people in sexual partnerships: If 

churches are not disciplining their members for heterosexual sins like cohabitation outside of 

marriage, pornography, adultery and unlawful divorce, they should not be picking out 

homosexual relationships as particularly worthy of judicial discipline. But the right response to 

this is not to suspend the church’s discipline of homosexual offenders in the interest of being 

consistently negligent, but to learn to practice more consistently than we do the discipline of 

heterosexual offenders who disobey God, who has given us the judicial discipline of his church 

as a means of grace for reclaiming sinners like us. 

 

Without trying to make generalizations about the wider evangelical community, it is our 

impression that many PCA churches in our Presbytery do make an honest attempt to practice 

church discipline with integrity.  However, in regard to questions about how discipline might 

apply to those who live with non-heterosexual sexual attractions or with gender identity 

struggles, there are a few important preliminary principles and special considerations to keep in 

view: 

 

1) Welcome people—but do it honestly.  

We do not subject people to the judicial discipline of the church upon their walking through our  

doors. If our hearts and arms are open wide in welcoming new people and wanting to understand 

who they are, but are doing that with candor about who we are as a Christian church, this will 

reflect integrity even if differences over sexual boundaries emerge that are serious enough to end 

in a parting of the ways.  
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2) Teach that all members all the time are “under church discipline.”  

The principle in our church polity is that all church members are always under the general care 

and oversight of elders. This general care is referred to in our Book of Church Order as one of 

things we mean by the word “discipline.” Awareness of this among our people must be regained 

so that the word “discipline” itself does not conjure up thoughts only of judicial discipline 

involving formal admonition, suspension from the Lord’s Table, or excommunication.  

Congregations need to realize that being under God’s discipline is part of his love toward us as 

his people (Hebrews 12:3-13) and that we are all being disciplined through the preaching of the 

Word and the practical pastoral care being given by pastors, ruling elders, and other believers in 

our lives. 

 

3) Realize that judicial discipline presupposes community.  

Far too often there is a lack of deep and stable community in our churches. What we call in our 

polity “judicial discipline” requires community. For genuine New Testament discipline to have 

its proper effect, there must be in our congregations at least a substantial degree of loving 

involvement in one another’s lives from day to day. This does not mean that judicial discipline 

should be shelved until our communal life is perfected, because it will never be all that it should 

be until Christ comes, and because the willingness to exercise judicial discipline and help a 

congregation understand its purpose and process is itself an act of communal care for each other.  

Still, judicial discipline is hard work, especially in these times, and according to the NT where 

we see it practiced, it does presuppose a great degree of love and trust in the body.   

 

4) Apply discipline consistently.  

If church activities or offices are closed to members or attenders who are living out unrepentant 

sinful behaviors, then that needs to be applied consistently.  Homosexual acts should not be 

treated as different from singles cohabiting, persons stubbornly indulging in cybersex or other 

forms of pornography, widows moving into non-marital sexual relationships, etc. At the same 

time, we also want to say that we believe the church is failing presently in its responsibility to 

disciple her members well—not in over-disciplining homosexually-inclined members but in 

under-disciplining heterosexual sin among her members. 

 

5) Act in the proper spirit.  

When formal discipline is called for, it is imperative that the church act not only as a formal 

court, but pastorally, as a shepherd of souls.  Discipline must be exercised in a spirit of love and 

especially gentleness, with tears and heart-felt, humble, calls for repentance to the person 

straying from the truth. 
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IX. The Aftermath of the Sexual Revolution: Dealing with Other Forms of Sexual Struggle 

and Confusion 

We said in our introduction that we wanted this report to propose reflections, arguments, and 

conclusions that Presbytery can commend, as being consistent with the teaching of Holy 

Scripture and our confessional standards, to its Sessions and churches for their serious 

consideration as to:  

How our churches might become better equipped with resources as they 

increasingly find themselves facing pastoral decisions about how to minister 

Christ and his law and grace to those dealing with other issues of sexual identity 

and/or behavior—not only the controversial ones like gender dysphoria (or 

“gender correction,” a common “affirming” term used in the wider culture now 

for transgendered persons) and sexual fluidity, but those we have grown far too 

used to, like the cohabitation of unmarried couples, divorce, and pornography 

addiction.  
 

This report could not address all the issues listed above in detail, but our committee believes that 

the desire for more autonomy in all things sexual, and for greater fluidity and wider 

experimentation in gender and sexual identity questions, will only grow. So we want to offer our 

churches some resources and propose a few basic approaches and principles to help pastors and 

elders equip believers first to understand the wholesale redefinition of sexuality in our time, but 

then also to bring the redeeming power and hope of Jesus Christ to those lost in the destructive 

confusions of the sexual revolution, this modern project of human longing mixed in with human 

pride.  

 

Here is a list of other sexually-related issues confronting us as Sessions and churches: 

• Use of pornography and cybersex interactions 

• Gender identity issues (gender dysphoria) 

• Unmarried heterosexual couples living together or just “hooking up” 

• Easy divorce 

 

In our respective callings and vocations as elders or care-givers of one kind or another, we have 

the privilege of being invited into the lives of hurting parishioners who express desire for healing 

from their besetting sins. What we humbly offer to them—after appropriating these for ourselves 

first—is Christ, his Word, his Table, and the support of his people lived out in community. All of 

this is to be set against the backdrop of the biblical truth that in this life, full healing of the soul-

sickness caused by our sinful character is proximate, and takes place over the span of our life as 

we give ourselves to God and cooperate with him in his purpose to make us holy like our elder 

brother, Jesus. All those who name the name of Christ Jesus are called to model practical 

holiness in all spheres of their lives. 

 

For those of us who struggle with various aspects of sexual purity or sexual identity and are in 

need of care and help to live a life more congruent with the Lord’s standards on sexuality,  

resources are listed on the last page of this chapter (Chapter 9) in the Full Report, for your 

consideration in guiding parishioners in need.  
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If this report has helped any presbyter to face more squarely his own failings in the area of sexual 

purity, we encourage him, first of all, if he hasn’t done so, to seek out a trusted fellow-elder he 

can share his situation with, and then to take advantage of some of the resources listed in the 

body of the report for his own self-care.  
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X. On the Other Side of Obergefell: How Should the Church Respond to Gay Marriage?  

 

Marriage according to Jesus and the Holy Scriptures is a creation ordinance that a man and a 

woman enter into by way of covenant (Malachi 2:14). The marriage covenant is the public 

commitment of a man and a woman to live together as husband and wife in a permanent, 

sexually exclusive union. The purpose of marriage is the union of the couple in a life-long 

companionship of conjugal love and partnership in God’s kingdom mandates, both cultural 

(Genesis 1:26-28) and missional (Matthew 28:16-20).  

 

When we draw together all of the biblical material, we are constrained to say that marriage is a 

social institution for the union of sexually complementary and differently-gendered couples, and 

ordered to the procreation and nurture of children. This conjugal nature of the sexual-and-

gender-differentiated relationship of male and female is essential to what marriage is. It is not a 

social construct of the state, nor a mere private contractual arrangement between two persons to 

help satisfy emotional needs; but rather, the conjugal nature of marriage inheres in what we 

are—both sexually and psycho-socially—as men and women. This is the biblical teaching on 

what marriage is, as God has defined it in his Word and as the human race has lived it, across 

time, cultures, and religions. 

 

The idea that marriage is nothing more than a private contractual arrangement between two 

persons—albeit with some perceived benefits to the public good—is now the reigning view in our 

culture. In June of 2015 the Supreme Court of the United States rendered gay marriage the law 

of the land in its 5-4 Obergefell vs. Hodges decision.  The old view, the biblical view, that 

marriage is sexually conjugal and gender-differentiated—or it is not marriage—has been retired 

as something merely prejudicial that inhibited the full freedom of all American citizens. 

 

The key question as we see it, is this: Is marriage a normative social institution for a certain type 

of sexual union: lasting, faithful, optimal for children (an issue of natural norms)? Or is marriage 

a way of providing social validation of a private, intimate relationship (and thus an issue of civil 

rights)? We cite Dr. David Jones’s summary of models of marriage: the complementarity model 

(the traditional view of marriage), the choice model (emphasizing individual rights to freely-

contracted relationships), and the commitment model (committed relationships are good for 

society, but should be open to all). 

 

On this side of Obergefell, though, with the debate now essentially settled by that Supreme Court 

decision, is there nothing more for us to say, nothing more for us to do? We believe that many 

Christians ought still to be involved, as the Lord leads, in various social and political efforts to 

keep the  “old view” of marriage in public view, and to champion it whenever possible with 

candor, graciousness, and prudence. But all believers should have some basic convictions as to 

how biblical teaching on marriage might be translated into public policy, since it is the law of 

God that still defines the public good and binds the consciences of even unbelievers. 
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Borrowing from Dr. Jones: 

 

Those who continue to recognize the uniqueness and normativity of male/female 

coupling can expect to be stigmatized and increasingly marginalized in the public 

square. For believers who affirm and seek to practice “the truth as it is in Jesus” 

(Ephesians 4:20-21), there is likely some heavy weather ahead. But what matters 

most of all is the will of the Creator whose ordinances are for human fulfillment 

and happiness and the common good of human beings living in community. There 

are three biblical universals that should shape the manner of a Christian 

response: 

• All human beings are created in the image of God. 

• All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. 

• All are offered forgiveness and renewal in Christ. 
 

What might such a response to the sad state of current affairs look like, specifically? 

 

We need to preach and teach on marriage such that we go beyond the “how to’s” of the spousal 

relationship to the structure of marriage in the world as God has created it. What is so 

desperately needed is to make transparent from Scripture the overarching ethical framework God 

gives us, the “storyline;” namely that we are called to submit to the created framework for living 

that the Word of God lays out for the human race and its wellbeing—that is, for people made in 

the divine image. And as we grasp the meaning of that framework and give ourselves to it—

having first come to Christ for forgiveness—we find our own fractured humanness, including our 

sexual brokenness, being healed. 

 

As the “new minority” on this issue we need to stand in solidarity with other maligned 

minorities. Orthodox Christians who hold the biblical view of marriage seem increasingly to be 

in the minority, and especially since the Obergefell decision in June 2015, are frequent targets of 

accusation and hostility and objects of open contempt. We can adopt a retaliatory and 

contemptuous stance ourselves toward those who now celebrate same-sex marriage and feel 

triumphant. Or we can seize the opportunity here, and learn to stand more squarely in solidarity 

with any people who, as a numerical minority, have suffered hostility and contempt at the hands 

of a majority—whatever the reasons for that hostility might be.  

 

We need to think carefully about the roots of this sea change in the way marriage is 

understood—and be cautious in blaming the weakening of the institution of traditional marriage 

mostly on the rise of gay marriage. We need to equip ourselves to help our people learn to read 

and think, debate and pray, as we all try to discern how our culture got to where it is today. But 

we begin with a caution. Care needs to be taken, we think, to avoid the simplistic conclusion that 

the rise of same-sex marriage is the cause of the downfall of the old conjugal view of marriage 

taught in the Scriptures. Believers need to ponder that while the monumental Obergefell decision 

sealed into national law the redefinition of marriage, the old definition has not been alive and 

well and predominant in the moral vision of the citizenry for quite some time. 

 

  



2017 Missouri Presbytery Report on Same-sex Relationships  32 

We need to empower our people to live with hope, even as aliens in an increasingly foreign land. 

When times are difficult, the gospel would remind us that Christ and his truth and love and 

holiness win—always. May God grant us the strength to lay hold of this sure and certain hope, 

come what may in the secular culture around us. If we are determined to lay hold of it, we might 

find that out of the tyranny imposed by the so-called “sexual freedom” of our time, weary and 

spent men and women will be drawn to us, curious about our out-of-date ethics and yet also 

warming to the joy and true freedom they see we have in our “bondage” to a Savior who loved 

us to death—so much easier a servitude to bear than the bondage of the fickle impulses of our 

own disordered loves and undisciplined will.   

 

 

XI. A Witness of Truth and Love: Living Faithfully and Winsomely in the Sexual 

Revolution 

How do we frame what we believe our response ought to be to the dramatic shifts in sexual 

ethics that have taken—and are still taking—place in western democracies? We think it’s hugely 

important to aim at living faithfully to the Lord and winsomely toward those around us in this 

age of sexual autonomy—an age characterized by promoting an ethic we could fairly call “sex 

without borders.” This is because God teaches us to care about people caught in sexual confusion 

and rebellion and hurting from the personal and relational damage that is the inevitable result of 

trying to redefine reality. Those caught up in this confusion desperately need Christ to reconcile 

them to God and to rescue them from themselves so that they might find true love. This means 

we ourselves need to be to them, humbly, good witnesses of Christ’s love and truth. 

 

How do we remain missional among a secular population that has moved further and further 

away from God’s norms for sexual behavior without cutting ourselves off from the very people 

who need the light of the gospel of liberation? The Apostle Paul helps us with his principle of 

holding onto Christ while also becoming all things to all people (1 Corinthians 9:22), i.e., 

finding points of commonality with them and affirming—where we can do this with informed 

and clear consciences—what they affirm and value. In other words, according to Paul, 

faithfulness to God entails the idea that Christians should be willing to understand and live 

winsomely toward their fellow citizens in any given cultural matrix they find themselves in, 

trying to discern ways they can make biblical categories and truths speak reasonably and 

credibly to people, given the categories and commitments of their particular cultural matrix.   

 

 

Conclusion 

In our age of rapid change, the old hymn, “Hold to God’s Unchanging Hand,” rings as true as 

ever: 

Time is filled with swift transition, 

Naught of earth unmoved can stand, 

Build your hopes on things eternal, 

Hold to God’s unchanging hand. 
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Even in the short twenty-three years since the original 1994 report, our culture has undergone a 

radical shift in perspective toward homosexuality, one that was portended by the sexual 

revolution that spawned it. Such changing times require a reaffirmation of the timeless truths of 

the Scriptures—we must place our hope in things eternal, namely in the Lord Jesus himself and 

his Word.  

 

However, the changing times also require us to speak with language and tone that is formed by 

the gospel and seeks to communicate clearly in the midst of rapid change. Thus, our pastoral care 

must account for changes in the use of language, for developments in how we think of 

discipleship for people attracted to the same sex, and for the broader cultural context from which 

people come when they walk through the doors of our churches.  

 

May our churches be a place of refuge, safety, and hope for any who are confused or hurting and 

searching for the meaning of their life. May our churches be a place of deep and lasting 

community—a family—for everyone who steps into its circle of grace and bows before Jesus 

Christ: straight or gay, married or single, poor or rich, white or black. And may our 

“congregational communities” image the coming New Jerusalem, however imperfectly, where 

sin is done away with and people from every walk of life are gathered around the throne of Jesus 

in worship. 

 

***         
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THE FULL REPORT 

  

I. WHAT TIME IS IT? 

The Social and Religious Context of Our Day 
 

The Social Context of Our Day 
Our calling as Christians, members of the one, indivisible body of Christ, might be put this way, 

if we think in terms of both the inward and outward focus God has always given his people:  

Our calling is to submit in love to Christ’s Kingdom-claims upon his people, the church he 

purchased with his blood in order to unite us to himself forever in tender affection; and to take 

up the missional commission he gave us: namely, to bear witness with insight and winsomeness 

to those outside the church—a witness to Christ’s offer of love and free grace as well as to his 

Kingdom-claims upon the world that still defies him. 

For us in modern, 21st  century, post-Christian America, this calling to live and speak love and 

truth in Christ’s name before those in the wider culture is to be fleshed out in the midst of the full 

flowering of the revolt against the heaven-imposed boundaries for sexual behavior that for 

nearly two millennia were believed to be part of the structure of the world. These ethical 

boundaries traditionally had been understood to come from God, that is, from outside the world, 

even if they were not always lived up to. The “sexual revolution” that sprouted in the 1960s from 

seeds sown earlier in the rise of secularism, has transformed the cultural landscape such that now 

sexual autonomy has triumphed and is viewed as a great social and political gain according to the 

ever-unfolding doctrine of the freedom of the individual and the intrinsic “plasticity,” or 

mutability, of all nature—including human beings.4  

 

Care should be taken, we believe, not to oversimplify the historical influences that have shaped 

this tremendous shift in the way human sexuality has been understood in the West. The 

evangelical scholar of historical theology, Michael McClymond, attributes the shift to multiple 

things: 

 

The new views did not appear at once. Rather they evolved through a century-

long process of mutation. Sexologists like Havelock Ellis, Margaret Mead’s book 

on Samoa, the Bloomsbury circle, the “lost generation” of the ’20s, Freudian 

psychoanalysis, self-actualization and pop psychology, Kinsey’s studies of male 

                                                
4 For the enormous influence on American education of philosopher/educator, John Dewey, see John E. Smith, God 

and Reason (1961), chapter 5 p. 92, titled, “John Dewey: Philosopher of Experience.” Dewey, born in the same year 

Darwin’s Origin of the Species was published (1859), was profoundly influenced by the theory of evolution. For 

Dewey, the “flashing sign” that evolution hung over the world was “Change.” Smith writes of Dewey: “Closely 

connected with the primacy of change [reflected in the doctrine of evolution] is the idea that everything must be 

understood as in the making and not as once and for all finished or made. If things are in the making, Dewey 

reasoned, perhaps we ourselves can have a hand in the process” (p. 94; emphasis original). It is not hard to  “connect 

the dots” from Dewey to those in our day who champion the notion that all human sexuality is fluid rather than fixed 

by our human nature made by a divine Being.  
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and female sexual behavior, the invention of the contraceptive pill, ’60s 

radicalism, and ’70s hedonism all played a role. 5  
 

  

Our Cultural Climate: Sex as Essential to the Self 

In 1993 an insightful article appeared,  “Sex and the Single Life.”6 One passage in particular 

caught our attention. The author, Philip Turner, then dean of the Yale divinity school, defending 

the historic Christian Church’s sex ethic, cited a perceptive summary of the modern view of 

sexuality proposed by French philosopher, Michel Foucault. We give the fuller context of 

Turner’s reference to Foucault. Turner wrote: 

 

Indeed, the traditional teachings of the churches [on the ethics of sex] seem 

neither benevolent nor just, and are most certainly believed to cause suffering. 

Given the present social climate, those not involved in a sexual relation are bound 

to feel a keen sense of insufficiency (and perhaps exclusion). Lacking such a 

relation, people are apt to feel that their lives are lacking a basic good, and it 

therefore makes no sense to most of them to say that, because they are not 

married, cannot marry, or ought not to marry, that they ought also to abstain 

from sexual relations. 

Assumptions like these about “sexuality” are just those that Michel Foucault says 

accompany modern ideas about the “self.” In the first volume of The History of 

Sexuality, Foucault says that “sexuality” now serves the same purpose as did the 

word “soul” in the Middle Ages. At that time, “soul” provided its users with a 

way to unite the various aspects of human identity and, in so doing, gave it 

significance. It is now the function of the word “sexuality” to do the same thing. 

Thus “sexuality,” “self,” and “identity” are closely linked by present usage, 

sometimes to the point that the notions meld one with another. Denial of one’s 

“sexuality” is akin to denial of “oneself” and so also one’s basic “identity.” It is, 

therefore, easy to understand why more and more people believe that it is wrong 

to deny a sexual relation to oneself or to anyone else simply on the basis of 

marital status, sexual orientation, or gender identification. To do so is tantamount 

to denial of one’s sexuality and so oneself. A denial of the self’s basic needs is in 

turn both harmful and an infringement of each person’s right to pursue a full and 

whole life.7 

The Catholic novelist, Walker Percy, observed this same shift in the self-understanding of 

modern people, and said something in 1983 remarkably similar to Foucault’s assessment of the 

new place sexuality was coming to occupy in the modern mind. In a clever book that is really a 

cultural critique, Percy invites the reader to engage in “thought experiments” by answering 

multiple choice questions. One goes like this: 

  

                                                
5 Michael McClymond, “The Last Sexual Perversion: An Argument in Defense of Celibacy,” Theology Today (July 

2000) vol. 57 #2, p. 218. 
6 Philip Turner, “Sex and the Single Life,” First Things (May 1993), pp. 15-21. 
7 Philip Turner, “Sex and the Single Life,”  First Things (May 1993), p.17. 



2017 Missouri Presbytery Report on Same-sex Relationships  36 

5) Do you understand sexuality? That is to say, are you happy with either of the 

two standard versions of sexuality: 

One, the biological—that the sex drive is one among several needs and drives 

evolved through natural selection as a means of sustaining the life of the 

organism and ensuring the survival of the species. Thus, sexual desire is one item 

on a list which includes other such items as hunger, thirst….[etc.] 

The other, the religious-humanistic—sex is an expression, perhaps the ultimate 

expression, of love and communication between a man and a woman and is best 

exemplified in marriage, raising children, the sharing of a life, family, home, and 

fireside. 

Or do you see sexuality as a unique trait of the present-day self (which is the only 

self we know), occupying an absolutely central locus in the consciousness 

particularly as it relates to other sexual beings, of an order and magnitude of 

power incommensurate with other “drives” and also specified by the very 

structure of the present-day self as its very core and as its prime avenue of 

intercourse with others?8 

It should be obvious that Percy himself thinks the third view of sexuality is the new one, the one 

modern people have uncritically adopted.  

It is crucial for the church, in every age and every culture and sub-culture, to be working hard at 

discerning what self-understanding is at work—consciously or unconsciously—in the people we 

live with in the society where God, in his providence, has placed us. Discerning this self-

understanding then informs the particular approach to non-Christians as we seek to become all 

things to all people (1 Corinthians 9:19-23) in speaking and living the gospel clearly and 

winsomely. Without this attempt to understand the functional “sense of self” at work in the 

people around us in 21st century America, and then attempt to build bridges to it, the ethical 

boundaries in the divine law which bind all human creatures of God to obedience, will seem to 

be not sanity and life but repression and death—nothing but ancient, hide-bound, rules to be cast 

aside. That casting aside has happened, and continues to happen, all around us.    

 

 

Our Cultural Climate: The Triumph of Desire  

In this new secular order of the West, reality is something we create, as we see fit. As the 

influential French existentialist, Jean Paul Sartre put it as far back as 1945, “[Man is] nothing but 

his own project,” and therefore “all is permitted to him.”9 

 

  

                                                
8 Walker Percy, Lost in the Cosmos: The Last Self-Help Book (1983), in section, “A Preliminary Short Quiz,” p. 14. 
9 Jean-Paul Sartre, Existentialism is a Humanism, published lecture given at the Club Maintenant in Paris in October 

1945. Cited as being found on p. 33 of the original French edition, by George Hobson in The Episcopal Church, 

Homosexuality, and the Context of Technology (2013), p. 69, footnote #59. 
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Sprouting as seed from this secular humanistic philosophy, the sexual revolution began in the 

1950s but grew dramatically in the 1960s. In particular, the revolt against American society’s 

rejection of homosexual relationships may be said to have crystallized in the hot summer of 1969 

with the Stonewall Inn riots, when patrons of a gay bar in New York City battled police trying to 

enforce local vice laws.10 Twenty-five years later in 1994, our Presbytery found itself 

deliberating on the question of homosexual partnerships at a time when the controversy over 

“gay marriage” was not yet fully on the radar screen of most Americans, even though it had 

already come into view and began to take on legal dimensions in Hawaii (in 1993).11 Now, just 

two short decades and three years after those deliberations, by a stunning if not surprising 

judgment of the United States Supreme Court, the right of men to marry men and women to 

marry women has become the law of the land, rendering null and void any ban against it in all of 

our 50 states.  

 

The speed with which this cultural shift has transpired is stunning to most people who have lived 

through it, regardless of whether it alarms or pleases them. Our society is in a dramatically 

different place than it was when this report was first written in 1994, even if the seeds of the 

“gay-is-good”12 movement were sown in the soil of the civil rights movement all the way back in 

the 1960s, well before 1994; and even if it is true, as we believe it to be, that the traditional and 

biblical institution of lifelong, monogamous, heterosexual marriage (hereafter referred to as 

“conjugal marriage”) was in deep trouble in western societies before the public debates about 

gay marriage ever seriously got off the ground.  

 

What seems to be emerging in our secular society is a new ethical norm, proposed and defended 

with increasing stridency, and described by one Christian writer in an important article, “Empire 

of Desire,” as “an abhorrence of law and a preference for spontaneity.”13 That writer explains the 

contemporary mindset more fully:   

 

…underneath all this we find an antinomian [anti-law] sensibility. We are trained 

to be suspicious of longstanding moral traditions; we are told to adopt a critical 

attitude toward inherited norms. That’s not just an academic habit of mind. It 

                                                
10 For an account of the Stonewall incident and its galvanizing impact on the gay rights movement and on public 

opinion, see the book Stonewall, by Martin Duberman (1993).  It’s for this reason that the Stonewall Inn was 

designated a National Historic Landmark in 2000. 
11 For an overview of the legal history of the gay marriage controversy see Appendices C, David Clyde Jones, “A 

Christian Response to Same-sex Marriage Legislation” (October 2014). 
12 This slogan, coined by gay activist, Frank Kameny, back in the 1960s, and so effective in rallying Americans to 

the cause of “gay rights,” is no longer widely used, but it sums up perfectly in three words the whole modern project 

that is the revisionist view of homosexual relationships. By and large, gay men and women do not appear to want 

their homosexuality merely to be tolerated but to be viewed by society and its institutions as intrinsically good, and 

morally equivalent to heterosexual relationships. It can even be argued that “gay is to be celebrated” is the new “gay 

is good.” Matthew Vines, defending same-sex sexual relationships as an evangelical Christian in his 2014 book, God 

and the Gay Christian, proposes the terms “affirming” for those who accept and embrace same-sex sexual 

relationships as intrinsically good, and “non-affirming” for those who count them as intrinsically disordered and 

therefore morally wrong to pursue (p. 25). Vines refers to homosexual desire as “a core part of who they [same-sex-

attracted persons] were created to be” (p. 158). In other words being gay (same-sex-attracted) is good, and 

something to be celebrated because God created those sexual inclinations, intending people to have them.  

13 R.R. Reno, “Empire of Desire,” First Things (June/July 2014), p. 28.  



2017 Missouri Presbytery Report on Same-sex Relationships  38 

serves a moral conviction, widespread though often tacit: that human beings 

flourish to the degree that they’re free to satisfy their personal desires.  The  

same conviction underwrites our therapeutic vocabulary of empowerment, the 

pedagogy of multiculturalism, and our paradoxical moral code of non- 

judgmentalism.14 [emphasis added] 

 

Later in the article he sums up the new morality this way: “The deepest moral law, therefore, is 

to be true to oneself.”15 This is just one of the currents now flowing in the broad stream of 

secular humanism, which is aptly summarized in a statement supposed to have been made by a 

novelist of the late 20th century: “The will of God is to be determined by the liberty of the human 

spirit.”  

 

The late Richard John Neuhaus put it similarly back in 1993:  

 

It is frequently forgotten that agitations about homosexuality are part of a great 

cultural commotion about sexuality itself. The homosexual insurgency did not 

come out of nowhere. It is the logical extension of doctrine, which has now 

assumed dogmatic status in this “therapeutic society” that there is no higher 

morality than self-realization through self-expression.16  [emphasis added] 

 

This does not mean that our secular contemporaries are always brutish and crassly selfish in their 

behavior; sometimes they can be exquisitely compassionate toward other people. What it does 

mean though, is that they deem themselves rather than God to be the final authority for which 

behaviors they will embrace as right and morally good, and which they will renounce as morally 

wrong and destructive of human flourishing.    

 

 

The Blanket Acceptance of Homosexual Relationships 

So how does this new moral norm play out when it comes to the question of homosexuality? If 

we are even half-awake, we know that people everywhere, and in all walks of life, have been 

telling stories of personal transformation, of “coming around” to approve of and even celebrate 

homosexual sex, partnerships, and marriage, perhaps more than anything out of a commitment to 

what might be called “generic fairness:” How can we deny to a minority of people something 

that the majority enjoys?  Many of these coming-around stories bear witness to love’s deep and 

proper instinct to see the beloved happy. In this category would be Charles Cooper, a 

conservative lawyer who in 2013 argued before the Supreme Court in favor of California’s ban 

on gay marriage, but who in 2014 supported his step-daughter’s marriage to “a lovely young 

woman,” and defended the turnabout this way, “My views evolve on issues like this the same as 

other people’s do.” The weekly news magazine editor who recounted this story about Cooper, 

                                                
14 R.R. Reno, “Empire of Desire,” p.26. 
15 R.R. Reno,  “Empire of Desire,” p. 27. 
16 R.J. Neuhaus, National Review (December 1993) in a review of Bruce Bawer’s book, A Place at the Table: The 

Gay Individual in American Society.  
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captured the heart of the new attitude when he concluded: “When your gay children, siblings, 

cousins, and friends come out, you just want them to be happy, like everyone else.” 17 

 

This editor went on to tell a story of his own about his gay brother and the transformation of their 

father, a conservative World War II veteran who pretended not to know that his son was gay—

until he got seriously sick with AIDS. The editor describes how at that point father-love kicked 

in: 

 

All reservations fell away; my dad literally took Byron in his arms and carried 

him into a hospital. For the next year, he, my mom and Byron’s partner, Johnny, 

became a seamless team devoted to my brother’s care and comfort. At the 

memorial service, Dad flung his arm over Johnny’s shoulder and mixed with a 

room full of gay men, sharing stories about my brother, laughing with them, 

hugging them, crying. They loved Byron and so did he, and nothing else mattered. 

That’s the power of love: It’s always what matters most.18                      
 

Faithful Christians will easily see in this story—and it truly moves any sensitive heart—the need 

to distinguish between two questions the father might have put to himself. The one is: Should I 

love, respect, and give care—saturated with kindness and tenderness—to my dying son? The 

other is: How should I evaluate morally the homosexual life lived by this son I so love?  

 

But that distinction seems to be lost on the editor, or else reckoned unimportant. He implies that 

to love someone is to accept his or her homosexual living without making any moral judgments 

about it. As he said about gay family members and friends, “…you just want them to be happy, 

like everyone else.” In other words, generic fairness—nobody left out.  

 

These stories are sobering because they reveal what we are up against in the first quarter of the 

21st century: If we maintain the church’s 2000-year-old teaching that homosexual sexual 

relationships intrinsically defy the law of God, undermine more human goods than they give, and 

therefore cannot be commended as morally equivalent to heterosexual relationships, then we are 

regarded as people who do not love—and worse: as people who hate. Not some strident gay 

activist but a federal appeals judge in the Chicago area said in a 2014 hearing, that prohibiting 

same-sex marriage derives from “a tradition of hate…and savage discrimination” of 

homosexually-inclined people.19  

 

The contemporary triumvirate of reigning moral values has become: “Follow the desires of your 

heart;” “Do not judge others;” and  “To love someone is to accept everything—no 

discriminations, no distinctions.” This is why the Christian Church’s consistent, historic rejection 

of the morality of homosexual relationships has been characterized by one contemporary social 

critic as a “sour and parochial backwardness.”20  

 

                                                
17 William Falk, The Week (May 2, 2014), p.3. 
18 Falk, The Week (May 2, 2014), p.3. 
19 The honorable Richard Posner, a judge on the U.S. Court of Appeals for the 7th Circuit (in the Chicago area). 

Case: Baskin v. Bogan (Nos. 14-2386 to 2388). The story was reported in St. Louis Post-Dispatch (8/27/2014, p. A9)   
20 John McWhorter, “On Basketball and the Bible,” New York Daily News online (May 2, 2013). 
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Aligned with this new emphasis on affirmation and individual autonomy is the power which 

science and technology now have to persuade us that we can create our own reality, including 

our own sexual identity, experiences, and values. With a pill we can prevent pregnancy and 

stimulate male erections; with surgery we can enlarge female breasts; and with hormonal therapy 

we can turn men to look more like women and women like men. Technology is giving us more 

and more control over everything, and teaching us dramatic things about human potential. If, as 

we now know, the brain is plastic and fluid rather than “set,” why should we think our sexuality 

is not also plastic and fluid?  

 

One orthodox Episcopal pastor who has zeroed in on the way our exponentially-increasing 

technological advances shape the way we think of ourselves, wrote an insightful book called The 

Episcopal Church, Homosexuality and the Context of Technology. The summary of the book on 

the cover includes this: 

 

The question of technology is the determinant issue in the lives of modern men 

and women, for whom virtually every aspect of daily existence is controlled and 

oriented by technological imperatives. The central argument of the book is that 

reflection on the sexual revolution of our day, including the issue of 

homosexuality, cannot be carried forward effectively without consideration of this 

context of technology. A constructivist ideology rooted in our technological 

power, underlies the fashionable notion that sexual behavior, even gender 

identity, is entirely culturally-determined.21  
 

Presbytery’s original committee noted in its 1994 report the judgment of Sir Kenneth Dover, 

widely regarded as having written the most thorough work on homosexuality among the ancient 

Greeks up to his time (late 1970s): 

No argument which purports to show that homosexuality in general is natural or 

unnatural, healthy or morbid, legal or illegal, in conformity with God's will or 

contrary to it, tells me whether any particular homosexual act is morally right or 

morally wrong….Any act may be—to me, or to any other individual— 

aesthetically attractive or aesthetically repulsive. Any act may be committed in 

furtherance of a morally good or morally bad intention. Any act may have good 

or bad consequences. No act is sanctified, and none is debased, simply by having 

a genital dimension.22 

                                 

Dover’s conviction has triumphed, and in the short space of 23 years between these two 

Presbytery reports, it has become and remains the reigning view of homosexual sexual relations 

in North America in the 21st century, and so it would seem, in most western democracies.  

 

 

                                                
21 George Hobson, The Episcopal Church, Homosexuality and the Context of Technology (2013). Hobson has been 

Canon to the Bishop for Theological Education in the Convocation of Episcopal Churches in Europe. The 

“constructivist ideology” mentioned here holds that everything about us humans is socially constructed and 

therefore is always in flux; there is no such thing as fixed human nature and there are no fixed moral laws. The quote 

cited above comes from the back cover of the book. 
22 Kenneth Dover, Greek Homosexuality, Preface, p. viii (1978). 
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Blacks, Women and Gays 

In addition to this general shift in moral values, the sexual revolution claims for itself the rights 

of political liberation. In the new secular order the political takes precedence over the moral, as 

without a fixed moral foundation grounded in something higher than individual desire and 

preference, the State grows in importance as the protector of desires and preferences as civil 

rights. Here is the way the American public seems generally to have interpreted the debate over 

homosexuality—now something of a “non-debate,” given homosexuality’s blanket acceptance in 

the culture, solidified in the Supreme Court decision in 2015 to legalize gay marriage: First we 

saw the light with regard to people of color, that they should not be treated as second class 

citizens (13th Amendment in 1865); then we saw that same light with regard to women (19th  

Amendment in 1920); and now we are finally seeing the light with regard to gay people 

(Obergefell Supreme Court decision in 2015). Truly, the success of the triumvirate of “blacks, 

women, and gays” in the ever-expanding historical quest for civil rights, has become a 

powerfully compelling storyline, arguably the most significant line of moral reasoning that has 

captured the minds and imaginations of mainstream Americans in accepting gay marriage. Part 

of that storyline finds poignant expression in the slogan, “Gay is the new black,” coined as a 

rallying cry in the legal battle for “marriage equality,” something of a euphemism for the right of 

men to marry men and women to marry women. The slogan is heard less nowadays, after the 

legalization of gay marriage in 2015, but the doctrine which it encapsulates is as popular as ever, 

and increasingly is sending down its roots in the American consciousness.     

 

The claim of parallelism between being black and being gay which this slogan championed, has 

been promoted by the highest governmental office in the land. In his inaugural address in 

January 2013, President Obama tied together three key places in the country regarded as pivotal 

in the pursuit of civil rights—first for black Americans, then for female Americans, and lastly for 

gay Americans: Selma, Alabama, in 1965, site of a violent police break-up of a peaceful protest 

against racial injustice by African Americans and their supporters attempting to cross the Pettus 

Bridge on their way from Selma to the state capitol in Montgomery, an event that riled the nation 

against the blatant and brutal promotion of racist white supremacy; Seneca Falls, New York, in 

1848, scene of the first convention in the nation on women’s rights, a meeting that inspired many 

more after it; and the Stonewall Inn, a gay bar in New York City where riots broke out in 1969 in 

response to a rough police raid, an event which, arguably, crystallized the modern gay rights 

movement. President Obama played down differences between these three social causes and 

tried to sew them together into a seamless fabric of hard-won social and political equality when 

he said at his second inauguration23 (January 2013):       

 

We, the people, declare today that the most evident of truths—that all of us are 

created equal—is the star that guides us still; just as it guided our forebears 

through Seneca Falls, and Selma, and Stonewall; just as it guided all those men 

and women, sung and unsung, who left footprints along this great Mall, to hear a 

preacher say that we cannot walk alone; to hear a King [i.e., Dr. Martin Luther 

                                                
23 https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2013/01/21/inaugural-address-president-barack-obama 

 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2013/01/21/inaugural-address-president-barack-obama
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King, Jr.] proclaim that our individual freedom is inextricably bound to the 

freedom of every soul on Earth. 

 

It is now our generation’s task to carry on what those pioneers began. For our 

journey is not complete until our wives, our mothers, and daughters can earn a 

living equal to their efforts. Our journey is not complete until our gay brothers 

and sisters are treated like anyone else under the law—for if we are truly created 

equal, then surely the love we commit to one another must be equal as well. 

 

That last sentence, of course, was an allusion to the intensifying demand at the time for gay 

marriage. And a few days later, reflecting positively on the President’s remarks, secular African 

American professor and culture critic, John McWhorter—hardly a political “progressive” when it 

comes to race relations—wrote: 

 

            Too many black Americans have little more interest in keeping the ladder out  for                                

           gay people than early feminists had in doing the same for black people. 

 

It won’t do to euphemize it as a matter of black people resenting the gay 

movement taking on the civil rights banner, with its calls of “gay is the new 

black.” This isn’t a battle over political theory or jostling over who’s been more 

oppressed; it’s good old-fashioned homophobia…. 

 

The percentage of blacks who favor gay marriage is about the same now as the 

percentage of whites, according to a Pew poll taken during the last election 

season….  

 

As a consequence of its painful heritage, black America has a special 

responsibility: to be further ahead of the curve than whites on accepting gay 

people as full citizens. 

 

The Bible cannot be used as an excuse to hold us back. We should remember that 

racists once also appealed to the Bible to justify segregation, slavery and all 

manners of hatred. Let’s be progressive for real this time around.24 

 

 

The Christian Response 

How are we to evaluate the claim that “gay is the new black?” What makes the analogy so 

compelling is that some of it, sadly, is true: the contempt, ostracism, and even violence that so 

many African Americans have suffered historically have parallels—past and present—in the 

lives of homosexually-inclined people at the hands of those who have loathed them.  

 

Nevertheless, we note at the outset that many, many black brothers and sisters in the Lord have 

taken a clear and definitive stand in rejecting the simplistic cultural mantra, “Gay is the new 

black.” Terence Jones, a frequent contributor to the Reformed African American Network 

website, put it in no uncertain terms when he wrote in 2015: 
                                                
24 John McWhorter, “Gay really is the new black,” New York Daily News (January 24, 2013). 25 Terence Jones, “The 

Elephant in the Room,” Reformed African American Network website (April 20, 2015). 
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The recent debates over religious liberty in Indiana concerning the Religious 

Freedom Restoration Act (RFRA); Alabama’s recent battles over gay marriage; 

the celebration of the Selma to Montgomery March; the President’s recent 

support of banning gay conversion therapy; the pending SCOTUS [Supreme 

Court of the United States] decision on gay marriage this June; all of these 

current events are like a clumsy dance around an enormous elephant. The Civil 

Rights and LGBT movements are not identical. I know this is not a new concept, 

but it seems to have become an accepted part of our cultural landscape during 

these events. We cannot allow this to happen. Any movement, today or tomorrow, 

that is falsely viewed as identical to the Civil Rights Movement gains the moral 

high ground in our society. Any opposition to such a group is perceived as full of 

bigotry and hatred, even if that’s not the reality…. 

 

[A]s Dr. Carl Ellis has helped me see, the Civil Rights Movement was deeply 

rooted in and rigorously affirming towards God’s created order. The LGBT 

movement in its fight for the redefinition of marriage and gender is opposed to 

God’s created order (Gen. 1:26-27; Gen. 2:7,18-25). In these areas, the LGBT 

movement is seeking to redefine God’s creative design in order to turn their 

preferences into civil rights.25 

 

And here are two clear statements26 by respected African American pastors, one from the PCA, 

written after the Supreme Court decision in June 2015 that legalized gay marriage:  

 

The recent ruling by the SCOTUS is disheartening in many ways. Though we 

could anticipate this day coming, we nonetheless express regret that our country 

continues to slide down the slope of moral relativity. Nevertheless, the church 

must remember that our marching orders don’t come from earthly kings or 

judges. But rather we put our trust in the one who judges rightly (1 Peter 2:23). 

Regardless of what some may be saying, God’s word is not ambiguous on these 

matters. We must remember “The grass withers, the flower fades, but the word of 

our God will stand forever” (Isaiah. 40:8). Let us continue to stand on it and for 

it. 

                 —Tony Carter, Lead Pastor, East Point Church; Contributor, The Front Porch 

 

This ruling is an eye opener and a reminder to American evangelicals, who have 

sometimes confused being American with being a Christian, that this world is not 

our home. This ruling is a demonstration of just how blind we can be and how 

easy it is to call what is right, wrong and to call what is wrong, right. But our job 

as Christians is to be salt and light and loving at all times. We have been left in 

this world as ambassadors with a mission to communicate the good news of the 

Gospel, that while we were yet blind sinners, Christ died for us. 

      —Wy Plummer, African American Ministries Coordinator, Mission to North 

America (Presbyterian Church in America) 

 

                                                
25 Terence Jones, “The Elephant in the Room,” Reformed African American Network website (April 20, 2015). 
26 Cited by Jemar Tisby in “Black Christian Leaders Respond to SCOTUS Ruling on Same-sex Unions,” at the 

Reformed African American Network (or: RAAN) (June 26, 2015). 

http://www.cnn.com/2015/03/31/politics/indiana-backlash-how-we-got-here/
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis+1%3A26-27
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis+2%3A7%2C+18-25&version=ESV
https://twitter.com/eastpc
http://pcamna.org/church-planting/church-planting-ministries/africanamerican/
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There is also a fine affirmation of the biblical and traditional view of marriage at the Reformed 

African American Network website in a piece titled, “The Boiling Frog: A Look at Marriage and 

the Black Church.” 27 

 

We note also the fact that on March 28, 2015, the Christian Post reported online (citing another 

news source, Charisma News) that the National Black Church Initiative, an organization 

representing 15 denominations, 34,000 churches, and some 15.7 million African American 

Christians, broke fellowship with the Presbyterian Church, USA a year after that denomination 

amended its constitution such that its official definition of marriage was changed from “a man 

and a woman” to “two people, traditionally a man and a woman.” In an official statement of the 

NBCI, its president, Rev. Anthony Evans, exhorted the largely white denomination to repent. 

Here are excerpts from that statement (cited in the news source but perhaps not in the exact order 

of the original statement): 

 

No church has the right to change the Word of God. By voting to redefine 

marriage PCUSA automatically forfeits Christ's saving grace.  There is always 

redemption in the body of Christ through confession of faith and adhering to Holy 

Scripture. 

 
PCUSA’s manipulation represents a universal sin against the entire church and 

its members. With this action, PCUSA can no longer base its teachings on 2,000 

years of Christian scripture and tradition, and call itself a Christian entity in the 

body of Christ. It has forsaken its right by this single wrong act. 

 

NBCI and its membership base are simply standing on the Word of God within the 

mind of Christ.28 We urge our brothers and sisters of the PCUSA to repent and be 

restored to fellowship.29 

 
Statements like these should not, however, be taken to mean there are no similarities between 

“being black” and “being gay.” Terence Jones makes that point in his piece just cited, “The 

Elephant in the Room:” 

 

Although the LGBT and Civil Rights movements are not identical, there are some 

similarities they share. If they were completely dissimilar, the vast majority of 

society would not entertain the lie that they are, ideologically, one and the same. 

As Christians, we have not done a good job of fighting for the LGBT community 

in areas where their struggle is legitimate.30 

 

 

Different—With Similarities 

In the quote above, Terence Jones is being properly careful with the analogy. However, in 

                                                
27 Nana Dolce, “The Boiling Frog: A Look at Marriage and the Black Church,” RAAN (June 15, 2015).  
28  The sense of this clause is: surely: “NBCI and its membership base are simply standing on the Word of God 

[being, as we Christians are,] within the mind of Christ,” since it alludes to 1 Corinthians 2:16 where Paul’s point is 

that Christians have the mind of Christ. 
29 The Christian Post (March 28, 2015). 
30 Terence Jones, “The Elephant in the Room,” RAAN (April 20, 2015). 
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popular thinking it is assumed that being black and being gay are the same sorts of things, so the 

fight for respect and full legal equality each group mounted—those causes are regarded as more 

alike than not. But as Terence Jones argues, we need to keep distinct the similarity in the 

suffering of African Americans and gay Americans as objects of racist and homophobic 

contempt and hate, and the dissimilarity between skin color, on the one hand, and sexual desire 

and behavior on the other. No definitive evidence has been given that people are born with 

homosexual desire the way they are born with skin color. But even if some kind of genetic pre-

disposition toward homosexual desire were to one day be discovered, this would still not, by 

itself, establish a moral equivalence between heterosexual sexual relations and homosexual ones. 

Since the fall in Eden our bodies, minds, and hearts are bent, and at many points are not what 

they should be. And as well, it is not demonstrable that people must act on their sexual desires in 

order to be fully human and authentically themselves, especially when acting on those desires is 

revealed by God himself—written in sacred Scripture and written into every human heart—to be 

contrary to the law of love he has bound his human creatures to keep.  

 

Here is a balanced statement from several black clergy organizations in the greater Boston area 

that acknowledges the similarity between black Americans and gay Americans (common 

suffering inflicted by those who have despised them) but stresses the more fundamental 

dissimilarity between them  (race and sexual orientation/behavior are in different categories, skin 

color being a characteristic not related intrinsically to moral behavior while a homosexual sexual 

relationship is). This statement, which came already back in February 2004, was signed by three 

clergy organizations: the Black Ministerial Alliance of Greater Boston, the Boston Ten Point 

Coalition, and the Cambridge Black Pastors Conference: 

 

It is with a clear conscience that the Black Ministerial Alliance adds our voice to 

those speaking on the subject of marriage. We believe our voices are critical to 

the debate because of who we are and whom we represent. We are Christians 

with a faith that was forged from a uniquely American experience. As Black 

religious leaders we speak from our theological, historical and ethical 

understanding of the institution of marriage.  

 

We believe marriage to be a unique covenant established between a man and a 

woman. Our understanding of marriage is fundamentally rooted in our beliefs. It 

is a tenet seminal to Christianity, other faith traditions and also secular society. 

The marriage covenant is both a religious and social contract. It is the primary 

basis for the establishment of the rules of social engagement and community. 

 

We acknowledge the pain and suffering of the men and women in the gay and 

lesbian community who are in long-term relationships. However, given the most 

recent opinion of the Supreme Judicial Court eliminating the possibility of Civil 

Unions, we support the call for a Constitutional Amendment to define marriage as 

a covenant between a man and a woman.31 [emphasis added] 

 

A 2014 Heritage Foundation report written by Ryan Anderson gave a detailed critique of the 

                                                
31 Reported by Baptist News, at 

http://www.bpnews.net/17605/black-pastors-in-boston-oppose-samesex-marriage-legalization.  

http://www.bpnews.net/17605/black-pastors-in-boston-oppose-samesex-marriage-legalization
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claim that the rejection of gay marriage is homophobic and therefore parallel to the earlier 

rejection of interracial marriage which was clearly racist.32 Following the release of the report, 

Anderson gave a brief overview of it in First Things magazine, arguing that the racist 

miscegenation laws in America that forbade interracial marrying were the exception to the 

general, universal rule throughout history, namely, that race has not been regarded as a rational 

criterion for marriage while sexual differentiation or complementarity has:  

 

Great thinkers throughout human history—and from every political community up 

until the year 2000—thought it reasonable to view marriage as the union of male 

and female, husband and wife, mother and father. Indeed, support for marriage as 

the union of man and woman has been a near human universal. The argument 

over redefining marriage to include same-sex relationships is one over the nature 

of marriage. Same-sex marriage is the result of revisionism in historical 

reasoning about marriage. 

 

Bans on interracial marriage and Jim Crow laws, by contrast, were aspects of a 

much larger insidious movement that denied the fundamental equality and dignity 

of all human beings and forcibly segregated citizens. When these interracial 

marriage bans first arose in the American colonies, they were inconsistent not 

only with the common law inherited from England, but also with the customs of 

prior world history, which had not banned interracial marriage.[footnote here] 

These bans were based not on reason, but on prejudiced ideas about race that 

emerged in the modern period and that refused to regard all human beings as 

equal. This led to revisionist, unreasonable conclusions about marriage policy. 

Thinking that marriage has anything at all to do with race is unreasonable, and 

as a historical matter, few great thinkers ever suggested that it did.33 

   

 

Orthodox Christians as the New Minority   

In a 2013 article, John McWhorter responded to denunciations of basketball analyst, Chris 

Broussard, who had criticized homosexuality as contrary to his Christian faith after NBA center, 

Jason Collins, came out as a gay man. McWhorter rebuked Broussard’s denouncers, but invoking 

an analogy without qualification between slavery and the ongoing religious objection to gay 

sexual relationships in orthodox Judaism, Christianity and Islam), McWhorter counseled 

denouncing those religious teachings themselves. He wrote:          

 

The smarter — and braver — path is to challenge the views themselves head-on, 

to show how regrettably backward they are. After all, certain passages in the 

Bible were once used to condone slavery by those in the South who wanted to own 

other human beings and needed whatever justification they could find. 

 

Today, any self-respecting Christian dismisses this as an outdated aspect of the 

faith that has nothing at all to do with going to church in 2013. The same for 

                                                
32 Anderson’s report can be found here: “Marriage, Reason, and Religious Liberty: Much Ado About Sex, Nothing 

to Do with Race.”  
33 Ryan Anderson, “Is Opposition to Same-sex Marriage At All Like Opposition to Interracial Marriage?” First 

Things (April 4, 2014), and found at: http://www.firstthings.com/blogs/firstthoughts/2014/04/is-opposition-to-same-

sex-marriage-at-all-like-opposition-to-interracial-marriage-no 

http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2014/04/marriage-reason-and-religious-liberty-much-ado-about-sex-nothing-to-do-with-race
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2014/04/marriage-reason-and-religious-liberty-much-ado-about-sex-nothing-to-do-with-race
http://www.firstthings.com/blogs/firstthoughts/2014/04/is-opposition-to-same-sex-marriage-at-all-like-opposition-to-interracial-marriage-no
http://www.firstthings.com/blogs/firstthoughts/2014/04/is-opposition-to-same-sex-marriage-at-all-like-opposition-to-interracial-marriage-no
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explicit biblical injunctions against tattoos and the shaving of beards — not to 

mention countless other rules that may have made sense thousands of years ago, 

but certainly don’t today. 

 

Would Broussard say that Miami Heat superstar LeBron James, his body covered 

in ink, is in “open rebellion” against God? I somehow doubt it. Raking Broussard 

over the coals for defending the tenets of his religion is ultimately a cowardly act 

— not to mention an unproductive one. If the position Broussard is expressing is 

held dear by millions of ordinary people — including by our very own friends, 

family and colleagues — then the meaningful response is to question the religious 

tenet itself, to use our powers of argumentation to push back against 

backwardness and intolerance. 

 

And that means, yes, dropping any pretense that we “respect” Christianity’s — 

or any other faith’s — supposed prohibition of homosexuality. Shooting the 

messenger is always an easy score — but in the end, it’s the message that 

matters. [emphasis added]34 

 

We quote this at length here, and emphasize the last paragraph, because it gives us a window on 

what we can expect from the mainstream culture if we continue to maintain the historic teaching 

of Christ’s church on sexuality: our views will be denounced, without respect, as backward and 

intolerant, and as a defacement of the core teaching of our own religion (note McWhorter’s 

phrase “supposed prohibition” in the above quote, “Christianity’s supposed prohibition of 

homosexuality”). We are becoming the new minority in the disdainful eye of the mainstream 

culture—a place our black brothers and sisters have known well.  

 

We can expect too, that the message in the slogan “Gay is the new black” will only solidify as 

“gospel truth” in the minds of Americans who regard themselves as enlightened and benevolent 

people, with the release last year (November 2016) of the movie, “Loving,” the tender and 

compelling story of Richard (white) and Mildred (black) Loving, a couple who challenged 

Virginia state law against interracial marriage, went all the way to the Supreme Court—and won. 

Gay activists and legal decisions have for years been appealing to the Loving decision as 

precedent in support of gay marriage, and Mildred Loving herself, who died in 2008, was an 

outspoken supporter of allowing men to marry men and women to marry women. In the Supreme 

Court’s Obergefell decision of June 2015, Justice Anthony Kennedy’s majority opinion was 

presented as the moral, logical, and legal fruit of the Loving decision of 1967. Kennedy referred 

to that case four times in his arguments which called for the striking down of all state law not 

allowing for same-sex marriage.35 As President Obama, our first African American President put 

it in 2013, when he specifically defended the claim implicit in “Gay is the new black,” and 

obliquely threw his support behind the fight for gay marriage: “if we are truly created equal, 

then surely the love we commit to one another must be equal as well.”36 

 

                                                
34 John McWhorter, “On Basketball and the Bible,” New York Daily News online (May 2, 2013). 
35 See, for instance, Marina Fang, “Here’s the History Behind ‘Loving,’ a New Film About a Major Civil Rights 

Victory,” under Politics, at the Huffington Post (November 4, 2016). 
36 https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2013/01/21/inaugural-address-president-barack-obama 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2013/01/21/inaugural-address-president-barack-obama


2017 Missouri Presbytery Report on Same-sex Relationships  48 

It will be tough rowing upstream against the massive force of the culture’s dominant consensus 

now. We have become the new minority, our ethics called homophobic and commonly lumped in 

with blatant racism, and our attitudes stigmatized as sour, old-fashioned, and even hateful. But 

we must stand firm, with prudence, humility, and courage. If on one side, in faithfulness to the 

love and mercy of God, we are to avoid writing off the culture in shrill contempt, we must also 

remember the other side, and in faithfulness to the holiness of God, avoid caving in to the 

culture. To do this we need to have our eyes open, our hearts soft, and our feet planted firmly on 

the ground of Paul’s great affirmation that the church, saved by grace and living in the humility 

and warm welcome of that, must act like—because it is—the household of the living God and 

as such, it must work at being the pillar and buttress of truth in the world (1 Timothy 3:15).  

    

 

The Religious Context of Our Day   

 

Is a report like this really necessary? With what we have sketched out as the social context of our 

time, it should be clear why we offer now an apologia, a defense of this report as something 

much needed for the church of Jesus Christ right now.  Many of us have witnessed across the 

space of our lifetime this sea change in the way western peoples think about human sexuality. 

But how has the wider church responded to it all? How does our secular culture evaluate the 

church’s response?  And what is needed from us as Reformed and orthodox churches in the face 

of both of those responses? 

  

 

The Secular Take on the Christian Church’s Historic Stance: The Entrenchment of an 

Unenlightened Tradition 

Our secular culture has increasingly accused the historic Christian Church of being bigoted and 

homophobic, or at the very least, behind the times, in its teaching on same-sex sexual 

relationships.  A common argument against the older view of homosexual relationships is that 

what can be observed with the senses, i.e., gay people loving and caring for each other, should 

take precedence over the strictures of ancient and scattered “sacred” texts which are inherently a) 

culturally relative, and b) open to subjective interpretation in any case. Hence, the church’s 

historic rejection of homosexual love tells us nothing about God; it is no more than a human 

tradition that hangs on and hangs on, having been embedded for centuries in our societal 

consciousness. So modern, enlightened, scientifically aware people should call upon Christians 

to come out of the shadow of the past, resist the power of the church’s cultural inertia, and 

choose to see homosexual relationships as nothing more than a variation on human love. 

An example of this kind of appeal to Christians is the following claim, made with some 

eloquence by a popular gay writer who has written on the church’s response to homosexual 

relationships: 

  ...homosexuality and Christianity don’t have to be in conflict in any church anywhere. 

That many Christians regard them as incompatible is understandable, an example 

not so much of hatred’s pull as of tradition’s sway. Beliefs ossified over centuries 

aren’t easily shaken. 
  



2017 Missouri Presbytery Report on Same-sex Relationships  49 

But in the end, the continued view of gays, lesbians and bisexuals as sinners is a 

decision. It’s a choice. It prioritizes scattered passages of ancient texts over all 

that has been learned since—as if time had stood still, as if the advances of 

science and knowledge meant nothing. 
  

It disregards the degree to which all writings reflect the biases and blind spots of 

their authors, cultures and eras. 
  

It ignores the extent to which interpretation is subjective, debatable. 
  

And it elevates unthinking obeisance above intelligent observance, above the 

evidence in front of you, because to look honestly at gay, lesbian and bisexual 

people is to see that we’re the same magnificent riddles as everyone else: no more 

or less flawed, no more or less dignified. 
  

Most parents of gay children realize this. So do most children of gay parents. It’s 

a truth less ambiguous than any Scripture, less complicated than any creed.37 

  

This seems to have become the prevailing secular criticism of the Christian Church’s historic 

conviction that homosexual sexual involvement, whether promiscuous or partnered, is against 

the will of God. The traditional view has been rejected because it allegedly puts handed-down, 

uncertain and abstract truth above our very personal, direct, and powerful experience of the 

supreme value in the world: human love.  

 

 

The Christian Churches’ Response to the New Normal 

  

A Divided Church 

But though criticized by the secular mainstream in the first quarter of the 21st century, does the 

Christian Church remain united in its historic teaching on homosexuality? Sadly, it does not. 

Across the expanse of the contemporary church there is great division, with two extremes easily 

identifiable. 

  

The liberal church: love trumps all. The more theologically liberal, mainline Protestant 

churches embraced and baptized  the radical shift on homosexuality in the wider secular culture.  

The core hermeneutical decision was to argue that two men or two women being deeply in love 

and committed to each other, so common in our time, was a thing unknown in Paul’s day and 

therefore could not have been the kind of relationship he was condemning in texts like Romans 1 

and 1 Corinthians 6:9. Taking the biblical prohibitions against same-sex sexual expression to be 

statements only against the misuse of homosexual sex, (i.e., when it is lust-driven rather than 

love-driven, or when it is promiscuous, violent, exploitative, etc.), the deck was cleared to see 

the issue as a simple matter of justice and fundamental human rights for gay men and women, 

both at the level of civil law and society, but especially at the theological level: If God himself in 

his Word does not condemn the sexual behavior of such, and does not forbid them to come to 

                                                
37 Frank Bruni, “Bigotry, the Bible and the Lessons of Indiana,” op-ed column in Sunday Review section, The New 

York Times (April 3, 2015).  
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him, know him, and take up their place in his Kingdom, then how could the Church, as God’s 

people, presume to be less welcoming of others than their Lord and Master is? How could the 

church dare to be exclusionary when Christ himself accepts all, and stands in solidarity with the 

outcast? 

  

The conservative church, hard core: truth trumps all. At the other end of the spectrum have 

been many professing Christians in stridently conservative circles who are committed to the 

Scriptures as the revealed and unchanging will of God and who believe that the church is to call 

out sin rather than waste time studying it—as in a report on homosexuality, like this one. This 

wing of the church fears that any demonstration of kindness toward those who are living out their 

homoerotic desire will only send an “affirming” message. They believe the church needs simply 

to stand its ground on the truth of God’s Word and condemn sinful behavior, so as to drown out 

the compromised voices of those who have capitulated to the social pressure all around us and 

who are thus confusing a simple ethical issue. The argument is that the Bible is clear, and hence 

nothing more need be said: All things suggestive of homosexuality are sinful and those people 

prone to engage in it are reprobates in need of having their behavior called what it is until they 

repent, come to Christ and rid themselves of every vestige of homosexual affirmation. 

  

But this stridency all too often has led to a cruel and contemptuous, self-righteous castigation of 

homosexually-inclined people. Some of the saddest stories that indict the conservative church in 

the modern era come from same-sex-attracted youth raised in the church’s care.  Stories of rigid 

rejection, cold and vindictive discipline, and outright hatred and contempt are too easy to find.  

Take, for instance, the gay man who grew up in a religious family and received one day from his 

father the following letter: 

  

               James: 

This is a difficult but necessary letter to write. 

I hope your telephone call was not to receive my blessing for the degrading of your 

lifestyle. 

I have fond memories of our times together, but that is all in the past. 

Don’t expect any further conversations with me. No communications at all. 

I will not come to visit, nor do I want you in my house. 

You’ve made your choice, though wrong it may be. God did not intend for this 

unnatural lifestyle. If you choose not to attend my funeral, my friends and family 

will understand. 

Have a good birthday and good life. 

No present exchanges will be accepted. 

Good bye, 

Dad 38    
  

Family stories like these of an unequivocal and unrelenting condemnation of same-sex-attracted 

people are legion in our day, and are counted as arguments against the traditional view of 

homosexuality in the reasoning of an increasing number of pastors and theologians who claim an 

evangelical heritage and commitment.   

  

                                                
38 https://m.reddit.com/r/atheism/comments/xspz1/5_years_ago_i_was_disowned_via_letter_when_i_came/ 

https://m.reddit.com/r/atheism/comments/xspz1/5_years_ago_i_was_disowned_via_letter_when_i_came/
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The evangelical church: committed to truth and love? The tendency in some fundamentalist 

circles to use the absolute truth of the Scriptures as a weapon with which to pin sinners to the 

wall, paved the way in many places for truth to swallow up love when it came to same-sex-

attracted people. This might have been expected of those whose concept of biblical authority 

inclined them to stand over the Word of God as its protectors, rather than under it, as infected 

patients stand under the surgeon’s knife; in other words, of those who have little existential 

experience of the divine Word as God’s instrument—a hammer—to  humble people who profess 

loyalty to him as well as those who oppose him (see Jeremiah 23:28-29). But that stridency 

toward gay people was largely rejected by evangelicals, who have defined themselves in the past 

as committed to love as much as to truth. 

  

On the other side, the relativizing of the Scriptural teaching on homosexuality as the church has 

understood it for nearly two thousand years, which paved the way for love to swallow up truth in 

so many places when it came to same-sex-attracted people, might have been expected of the 

theologically liberal churches whose confidence in biblical authority had been eroding since the 

19th century. The essence of liberal theology is captured well by Sallie McFague, who embraces 

it, and who wrote in 1987, 

      

It is evident that fundamentalism does not accept the metaphorical character of 

religious and theological language, for its basic tenet is the identification of the 

Word of God with human words, notably those human words in the canonical 

scriptures of the church. The essence of metaphorical theology, however, is 

precisely the refusal to identify human constructions with divine reality.39  
 

This view is rightly characterized as “a theology ‘for our time’ that accepts no fixed, binding or 

absolute norm but recognizes the openness of religious truth.”40 The practical outworking then, 

of liberal theology is to strip away the cultural, historical and therefore morally and spiritually 

relative baggage of the text of Scriptures to get to the core truths about God, morality, the world. 

But of necessity these truths can only be understood and appropriated in terms of each culturally 

relative time and place. Hence, there is no surprise that theologically liberal churches and 

institutions have defended and even championed homosexual relationships as grounded in the 

values of egalitarian political rights, that have become the ascendant values in the modern West.  

 

                                                
39 Sallie McFague, Models of God: Theology for an Ecological, Nuclear Age (1987), p. 22.  
40 Grant Osborne in Hermeneutical Spiral (1991), p. 295. For thoughtful summaries of the Christian Church’s drift 

into theological liberalism, see J. Gresham Machen’s Christianity and Liberalism (1923); Revolt Against Heaven: 

An Enquiry Into Anti-Supernaturalism, by Kenneth Hamilton (1965); The Secularization of Christianity, by E.L. 

Mascall (1965). For a dated, but still relevant and penetrating self-critique of neo-orthodoxy with its embarrassment 

about the frankly supernatural character of so many events reported in the Bible, see Langdon Gilkey’s Naming the 

Whirlwind (1969). And for a candid rejection of the idea of  “a God ‘out there’ coming to earth like some visitor 

from outer space” (p. 15), see liberal theologian and Anglican Bishop, John A. T. Robinson’s, Honest to God, a 

bombshell of a book when it was first published in 1963. For liberal theology, the Bible first needs its “mythology” 

stripped away before it can be of any use to modern scientific-age people, since it rejects Augustine’s simple 

aphorism that what Scripture says, God says. In liberal thinking the “supernatural,” or “miraculous,” dimension of 

Scripture is the mythological part that is the husk to be discarded, and because the Scriptures are an admixture of 

human cultural relativity and divine truth, moral absolutes for every time and place cannot be simply derived from 

the sacred writings, as the church once thought they could. 



2017 Missouri Presbytery Report on Same-sex Relationships  52 

What is surprising, however, is to see churches with the historic evangelical commitment to truth 

and love, one after the other also embracing in the past few years the new way of thinking about 

homosexuality and abandoning the traditional view. While these revisionist views of 

homosexuality are varied, they seem to have this in common: while trying to remain faithful to 

evangelical theology’s high view of biblical authority in defending their arguments, the 

hermeneutics of these evangelicals tend to make it easier for love to swallow up truth, liberal 

theology’s great error. 

  

Revisionist claim #1: A new work of the Spirit. One line of revisionist argument is that the 

setting aside of the traditional view is actually a new work of the Holy Spirit in our day. The 

biblical texts that appear to rule out same-sex behavior are claimed to be ambiguous and not 

decisive, and the prospect of same-sex-attracted Christians living in committed sexual 

relationships is either defended as being fully biblical or else relegated to the category of 

“disputable things,” on the same level as the question of whether to eat meat or just vegetables, 

as in Romans 14-15. In numerous places in this revisionist movement the Holy Spirit is regarded 

as the One uprooting the fear, contempt, and self-righteousness embedded in the age-old 

exclusion of gay sex from the Christian definition of the good life. It is claimed that the Spirit is 

inspiring believers to embrace gay men and women not only by inviting them to trust Christ but 

also by encouraging them to bring their homosexual love into the church where it can be 

solemnized and celebrated in the name of Jesus, whose ultimate ethic was love and acceptance. 

  

Revisionist claim #2: The importance of personal experience in the “hermeneutical spiral” 

of Scripture interpretation. Before dismissing with a wave of the hand the view that Jesus’s 

ethic of love trumps everything else, we should contemplate the power and persuasiveness of 

heart-rending personal stories of pain and alienation. What if we are reading the Scriptures 

relevant to homosexual intimacy in too doctrinaire and theoretical a way, when we should be 

looking at those texts through the eyes of someone who is sexually drawn to those of the same 

sex, has sought and worked in vain for orientation change, and now is staring at the prospect of 

living till death without the intimate companionship of a spouse? Perhaps our hermeneutical 

principles are actually distorting the true teaching of the Word of God.  The revisionists say they 

most certainly are. That’s why Dietrich Bonhoeffer is quoted in the foreword to a revisionist 

book written by an evangelical pastor in 2014. Bonhoeffer’s story is well known. He was a 

German Christian during WW II, imprisoned under Hitler, and executed just before the end of 

the war. He bore witness to the new perspective prison gave to him when he wrote: 

 

There remains an experience of incomparable value [in imprisonment]. We have 

for once learnt to see the great events of world history from below, from the 

perspective of the outcast, the suspects, the maltreated, the powerless, the 

oppressed, the reviled—in short, from the perspective of those who suffer.41 

 

Does personal experience have any place as we come to Scripture to interpret it? This is a 

question worth taking up, so we digress briefly to consider a few hermeneutical principles. The 

                                                
41 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers From Prison. Cited by David Gushee in Ken Wilson,  A Letter to My 

Congregation: An evangelical pastor’s path to embracing people who are gay, lesbian and transgender into the 

company of Jesus (2014), Foreword, p. vii.  
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concept of a “hermeneutical spiral” was made popular by the NT scholar, Grant Osborne, after 

the 1991 publication of his book by the same name. Osborne explains the metaphor this way: 

 

The major premise of this book is that biblical interpretation entails a “spiral” 

from text to context, from its original meaning to its contextualization or 

significance for the church today. Scholars since the New Hermeneutic have been 

fond of describing a “hermeneutical circle” within which our interpretation of the 

text leads to its interpreting us. However, such a closed circle is dangerous 

because the priority of the text is lost in the shared gestalt of the “language 

event….” A “spiral” is a better metaphor because it is not a closed circle but 

rather an open-ended movement from the horizon of the text to the horizon of the 

reader. I am not going round and round a closed circle that can never detect the 

true meaning but am spiraling nearer and nearer to the text’s intended meaning 

as I refine my hypotheses and allow the text to continue to challenge and correct 

those alternative interpretations, then to guide my delineation of its significance 

for my situation today. 42 

 

In his chapter on systematic theology, Osborne lays out the three things he regards as the primary 

shapers of theological formulation: tradition,43 community, and experience. The third is 

especially significant in revisionist arguments in favor of gay relationships, so we take a closer 

look at Osborne’s treatment of it. Osborne says this of “experience” as one of the three legs of 

the hermeneutical stool: 

 

The influence of each [of these three] upon theological decisions narrows 

progressively, for tradition binds the church in every age, the community 

contextualizes those traditional beliefs for its own situation, and the individual 

reworks them on the basis of his or her own personal experiences. Yet each level 

has enormous potency to affect one’s theological choices. “Experience” refers not 

only to that complex of events which shapes one’s life but also to the world view 

that results…. The whole complex of circumstances that transpires in a person’s 

life often determines that individual’s view of God and religious experience as a 

whole.44 

 

It does not seem controversial to say that the deeper an existential connection with people in their 

actual situations and experiences—often in their plight of sorrow and suffering—the more that 

experience of sympathy will shed light for Christians on the true and proper interpretation and 

application of those parts of God’s Word that are particularly poignant for those people in the 

here-and-now. 

 

To illustrate: For preachers who have never given pastoral care to a victim of rape, it is easy for 

the story of the rape of Tamar (2 Samuel 13) to remain largely a homiletical theme rather than a 

deep and highly charged, personal and painful, crisis they have walked someone through. But a 

pastor who has shepherded, say, one of his single parishioners through the trauma of a rape 

would have at least the potential to give a more insightful and compelling exposition of the story 

                                                
42 Grant Osborne, The Hermeneutical Spiral: A Comprehensive Introduction to Biblical Interpretation (1991), p. 6. 
43 By “tradition” Osborne means the historically codified theological systems developed out of biblical exegesis and 

interpretation. See Hermeneutical Circle (1991), pp. 290-91. 
44 Grant Osborne, Hermeneutical Circle, p. 294. 
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of Absalom’s seething rage after his sister, Tamar, was cruelly raped by their half-brother, 

Amnon, as well as the alienation Absalom felt from his father, David, who, after the rape got 

exposed, refused to confront and punish his son, Amnon, for that horrific sin. 

  

Here is just one account of personal pain as it touches the matter of homosexuality and the 

church. Matthew Vines, who has been one of the most prominent young defenders of 

homosexual relationships with an evangelical heritage, tells the story of evangelical believers, 

Rob and Linda and their gay son, Ryan. When Ryan was twelve he came out to his parents. Their 

response was to say to him, lovingly, that “embracing your sexuality is not an option.” They 

repeated that message for six years and at eighteen Ryan turned to drugs. He left home for a year 

and a half, and then returned. They had ten good months together, but then Ryan overdosed on 

drugs and died. His mother, Linda, wrote: 

 

We had unintentionally taught Ryan to hate his sexuality. And since sexuality 

cannot be separated from the self, we had taught Ryan to hate himself….What we 

had wished for, prayed for, hoped for—that we would not have a gay son—came 

true. But not at all in the way we had envisioned.45 

  

One wants to weep for the sadness of this young man and his parents and the pain they went 

through. And, as might be guessed, Rob and Linda now believe that Christians should openly 

affirm homosexual relationships, and that those who do not are harming young people and 

exposing them to the great risk of self-rejection. 

  

We are not aware of revisionist scholars/theologians/pastors who appeal explicitly to Osborne’s 

concept of a “hermeneutical spiral”—a concept which surely does give us helpful insights—but 

we do know that for at least some of them, one important factor in their rejection of the 

traditional view was the discovery that their son or daughter was gay.46 

 

But Osborne’s caution that subjective experience can be given undue authority in the 

interpretation of the ancient biblical text needs to be heeded. Osborne wrote critically of several 

theologians he judged to be far too incautious about this danger. He said: 

 

 ...[David] Tracy overstates its [experience’s] authority and understates the 

authority of the Word of God. 
 

Tracy and [Sallie] McFague correctly stress the importance of a “relevant” 

theology that addresses current issues but they fail to give the Scriptures the 

                                                
45 Matthew Vines, God and the Gay Christian: The Biblical Case in Support of Same-sex Relationships (2014), 

pp.157-58. 
46 For example, Reformed philosopher/theologian, Hendrik Hart, then with the Institute for Christian Studies in 

Toronto, alluding to one of his children in articles back in the early 1990s; Roman Catholic NT scholar, Luke 

Timothy Johnson writing about his lesbian daughter in 2007; James Brownson, Reformed NT scholar at Western 

Seminary in Michigan, writing about his son in 2013. For a discussion of the arguments of the latter two scholars, 

see Thomas R. Schreiner, “Homosexuality & The Church: Scripture and Experience,” Commonwealmagazine.org  

(June 11, 2007).  
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normative place that they must have in a “true” as well as contemporary 

theology.47  

 

This failure would also seem to be true of NT scholar, Luke Timothy Johnson, who is strikingly 

harsh toward those believers he thinks are opposing God by not giving experience its due weight 

in the matter of homosexuality. We cite an article of his at length, because more and more we are 

going to have to face and respond to this kind of argument, so compelling for the Millenial 

Generation, and indeed, for anyone with a human heart. Johnson wrote in 2007:   

 

Many of us who stand for the full recognition of gay and lesbian persons within 

the Christian communion find ourselves in a position similar to that of the early 

abolitionists—and of the early advocates for women’s full and equal roles in 

church and society. We are fully aware of the weight of scriptural evidence 

pointing away from our position, yet place our trust in the power of the living God 

to reveal as powerfully through personal experience and testimony as through 

written texts. To justify this trust, we invoke the basic Pauline principle that the 

Spirit gives life but the letter kills (2 Corinthians 3:6). And if the letter of 

Scripture cannot find room for the activity of the living God in the transformation 

of human lives, then trust and obedience must be paid to the living God rather 

than to the words of Scripture. 
 

For me this is no theoretical or academic position, but rather a passionate 

conviction. It is one many of us have come to through personal struggle, and for 

some, real suffering. In my case, I trusted that God was at work in the life of one 

of my four daughters, who struggled against bigotry to claim her sexual identity 

as a lesbian. I trusted God was at work in the life she shares with her partner—a 

long-lasting and fruitful marriage dedicated to the care of others, and one that 

has borne fruit in a wonderful little girl who is among my and my wife’s dear 

grandchildren. I also trusted the many stories of students and friends whose life 

witnessed to a deep faith in God but whose bodies moved sexually in ways 

different from the way my own did. And finally I began to appreciate the ways in 

which my own former attitudes and language had helped to create a world where 

family, friends, and students were treated cruelly. 
 

These are significant recognitions, ones that arise from hard-fought daily 

experience. It is extraordinarily important, however, that those of us who base 

our convictions on experience do not make the category of experience a form of 

cheap grace, as though whatever feels good is morally acceptable. By 

“experience” we do not mean every idiosyncratic or impulsive expression of 

human desire. We refer rather to those profound stories of bondage and freedom, 

longing and love, shared by thousands of persons over many centuries and across 

many cultures, that help define them as human. The church cannot say “yes” to 

what the New Testament calls porneia (“sexual immorality”); but the church 

must say yes to the witness of lives that build the holiness of the church…. 
 

And then Johnson ends the article with this warning—implicitly, a stinging indictment of our 

position on the biblical view of the law of God for human sexuality: 

 
                                                
47 Osborne, Hermeneutical Circle, p. 295. 
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The Pharisees’ sin has come to be called “scotosis,” a deliberate and willful 

darkening of the mind that results from the refusal to acknowledge God’s 

presence and power at work in human stories. If the neglect of Scripture is a form 

of sin, John suggests, a blind adherence to Scripture when God is trying to show 

us the truth in human bodies is also a form of sin, and a far more grievous one. 

Both our own sense of integrity as Christians, and our hope of entering into 

positive conversation with those who disagree with us, obligate us to engage 

Scripture with maximum devotion, love, and intelligence. If it is risky to trust 

ourselves to the evidence of God at work in transformed lives even when it 

challenges the clear statements of Scripture, it is a far greater risk to allow the 

words of Scripture to blind us to the presence and power of the living God.48   
 

  

Revisionist claim #3: Observable human love and spiritual fruit. Another argument among 

revisionist evangelicals is that they see gay men and women truly loving and caring for each 

other, and manifesting just as well as heterosexual Christians do, genuine spiritual fruit in their 

lives. This love and spiritual vitality is observable it is argued, and cannot simply be dismissed. 

Ken Wilson, a West coast pastor, typifies this new approach: 

  

It's understandable that I would stress this [that the question of homosexual 

relationships might well not be clear in Scripture and therefore come under the 

Apostle Paul’s category of “disputable matters” as we find it in Romans 14-15], 

given my concerns with the traditional view. Minorities always have more to 

gain by tolerance of diversity. It would be natural for me to overstate how many 

share my concerns. Time will tell. I do know that people often share their 

concerns with those who might give them a sympathetic hearing. So it's not a 

surprise that I know many pastors who have "confided" similar concerns when 

they learn of mine. This confirms my sense that many are looking for a new way 

forward. 
  

Of course, it is possible that the Bible prohibits all same sex relationships that 

include sexual intimacy. Many take this view. In fact, it is so commonly assumed 

that many commentaries simply assert it without arguing carefully for it. But I 

am a pastor. When I am expected (or urged) to exclude those who otherwise bear 

the marks of the Spirit in their lives on the basis of these texts, I have to face the 

problems associated with applying the prohibitions to people in modern day 

monogamous gay relationships. While such relationships may be included in the 

prohibition, I can't simply dismiss the credible and serious objections to this 

assumption. Scripture may be silent on this question as it is on many issues of 

equal or greater significance. If it is speaking, it is not speaking clearly to this 

question—not nearly as clearly as it is speaking to male shrine prostitution, 

pederasty and sexual services demanded of slaves…. 
  

                                                
48 Luke Timothy Johnson, “Homosexuality and the Church: Scripture and Experience,” Accessed at 

https://www.commonwealmagazine.org/homosexuality-church 1.  Written in 2007. 

https://www.commonwealmagazine.org/homosexuality-church
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I am convinced that how the biblical prohibitions apply to monogamous gay 

relationships is indeed a disputable matter and that the teaching of Romans 14-

15 should guide our response.49 

  

The revisionist writer, Matthew Vines, even hopes the new teaching he and others are promoting 

is sowing “Seeds of a Modern Reformation,” and has launched an organization to that end called 

The Reformation Project.50  

    

The New Normal and the Youth in Our Reformed Churches  

All that we have just surveyed portends an ongoing splintering of the evangelical consensus that 

once existed on the matter of homosexual relationships, and this will have far-reaching 

consequences for our children. Young people in our churches have, thankfully, grown up in a 

culture where gay people have been humanized rather than demonized. This is to their great 

benefit because the fear and loathing which characterized so much of the church’s and  society’s 

attitude toward same-sex-attracted people in the past represents, in the light of the Bible, a kind 

of anthropological heresy. Historically, the church, at least to a great degree, treated such people 

as pariahs, failing to teach the people of God that heterosexually-inclined people are far more 

like homosexually-inclined people than they are different from them. 

  

On the other hand, this proper humanizing has been part of a larger package. Our society has 

come around not simply to respecting gay people as persons and accepting them as fellow 

travelers struggling on life’s way, but to affirming and even celebrating their sexuality and 

sexual coupling as on a moral par with heterosexual relationships. Those who cannot so affirm 

and celebrate homosexual relationships are regarded as bigoted and fear-driven. And truly, this is 

the new norm in the mainstream culture; which means that for the youth in our churches, it is 

becoming increasingly difficult to see what all the fuss is about when we, as leaders of the 

church, insist that to be faithful to Christ Christians cannot cave in to the culture on the issue of 

homosexuality. 

  

Many professing Christians now, especially the young, question whether homosexuality really 

deserves so much of the church’s time and resources. They ask, “Why are we talking so much 

about homosexuality when it only comes up in only a handful of biblical texts?  Why not talk 

more about love, the central theme of the Bible?  Why are there not study committees and hours 

of time poured into looking at sins like gluttony and greed when so many people in our churches 

are battling them more than homosexual sin? Why is the church not aggressively addressing the 

sin of being poor stewards of our environment, the earth God gave us to steward well?”  

 

The argument is that just by focusing so much more on homosexuality than on other biblical 

themes or cultural problems we are revealing the prejudice against homosexuality as the worst of 

all possible sins that has been latent in the evangelical subculture for a long time. This line of 

thinking is common in the defense arguments of evangelicals who have abandoned what the 

                                                
49 Ken Wilson,  A Letter to My Congregation: An evangelical pastor’s path to embracing people who are gay, 

lesbian and transgender into the company of Jesus (2014), pp. 109-110. 
50 Matthew Vines, God and the Gay Christian: The Biblical Case in Support of Same-sex Relationships (2014), 

p.172 
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church has always understood the Word of God to teach and now affirm homosexual 

relationships among professing Christians; but it is also becoming more common even in the 

thinking of young people growing up in churches that are holding the line on sexual ethics. 

  

If we come across to our youth as being more against the societal acceptance of homosexuality 

than being for gay people, counting them our human brothers and sisters and needing, like us, the 

good news of the grace of Christ with the yoke of discipleship it calls us into, then we make it 

harder for our young people to remain faithful to the sexual ethics revealed in Holy Scripture, 

and easier for them to drift away from a full and vigorous biblical orthodoxy.  We should not be 

tyrannized into changing our views on homosexuality by surveys like the one conducted by 

Kinnaman and Lyons and published in 2007 indicating that 91% of young non-Christian 

Americans (between 16 – 29 yrs. old) associate the word “evangelical” with being “anti-

homosexual,” and 80% of churchgoers in the same age group do the same.51 That’s a striking 

figure, but care needs to be taken with it. Someone has thoughtfully pushed back a bit against a 

facile interpretation of numbers like this with the following observation: 

 

As Christians, we believe with deepest sincerity that the embrace of homosexual 

practice, along with other sins, keeps people out of the kingdom of God. And if 

our society celebrates it, we can’t both be caring and not say anything. Too much 

is at stake. This means it is an oversimplification to say that Christians—or 

conservative evangelicals—are simply against homosexuality. We are against 

any sin that restrains people from everlasting joy in God, and homosexual 

practice just gets all the press because, at this cultural moment, it’s the main sin 

that is so freshly endorsed in our context by the powers that be.52 [emphasis 

original] 
 

Still, the Gabe Lyons 91% figure ought to give us pause; it should not be shrugged off. It 

constrains us to reflect seriously on how we are doing in teaching the church and proclaiming to 

those outside it, the full counsel of God—at the heart of which is not merely the truth that God is 

against sin, but that he is for people, offering them his free grace in Jesus Christ, extended as a 

message and a life, spoken and lived out by the community of his followers in winsome, people-

affirming ways. 

 

Here we would propose as useful Francis Schaeffer’s concept of being “co-belligerents” with 

people in the wider culture outside the church who stand for certain things we can support as 

evangelical and Reformed Christians. In 1970, a time of great social upheaval in America, 

Schaeffer counseled both courage and caution. After talking about the need for a Christian 

“revolution” built on truth, he urged this on believers:   

 

Christians must realize that there is a difference between being a cobelligerent 

and an ally. At times you will seem to be saying exactly the same thing as the New 

Left elite or the Establishment elite. If there is social injustice, say there is social 

injustice. If we need order, say we need order. In these cases, and at these specific 

                                                
51 David Kinnaman and Gabe Lyons, unChristian: What a New Generation Really Thinks About Christianity...and  

Why It Matters (2007), p. 92.  
52 Jonathan Parnell, April 21, 2014 at: http://www.desiringgod.org/articles/why-homosexuality-is-not-like-other-sins 

http://www.desiringgod.org/articles/why-homosexuality-is-not-like-other-sins
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points, we would be cobelligerents. But do not align yourself as though you are in 

either of these camps: You are an ally of neither. The church of the Lord Jesus 

Christ is different  from either—totally  different.53  

 

With regard to his decision to make himself financially accountable for the money he was 

collecting for the poverty-stricken believers in Jerusalem, the Apostle Paul invoked the  

principle, ...we aim at what is honorable not only in the Lord’s sight but also in the sight of 

man (2 Corinthians 8:21). We find the same sensitivity to the “ethics of the masses,” we might 

call it, in Romans 12:17: Repay no one evil for evil, but give thought to do what is honorable 

in the sight of all people.54 The NT teaching is that Christians are to have regard for those basic 

ethical norms that are considered honorable in the sight of reasonable people everywhere, 

whether believers or not. Most reasonable people will agree that those collecting money to give 

to people in need should have some kind of financial accountability. And most reasonable people 

will find lawless murder reprehensible and will denounce it as repugnant. While as Christians we 

cannot affirm the “gay-is-good” view of homosexuality that now reigns in the land, we ought to 

be able confidently to condemn hatred and violence against those who are living it out. Going 

back to the year 2000, some of our own presbyters had gone on record as condemning hatred of 

and violence against people attracted to those of their own sex.55 Perhaps our young people need 

to see us speaking and teaching courageously that all homoerotic sexual relationships violate 

God’s law, the law of love, but also demonstrating that we are not afraid to stand in solidarity 

with any and all who oppose hatred and violence against gay people, as the Niagara Foundation 

did with this simple statement after the horrible massacre of 49 people in a gay nightclub in 

Orlando, Florida, on June 12, 2016: 

 

We condemn the horrifying mass shooting in Florida this morning that left more 

than 49 dead and injured many more. This act of terror is an attack on our 
common humanity and values. It is more important than ever to stand in 

solidarity against violence, hate, and terror, as well as any attempt to justify this 

                                                
53 Francis Schaeffer, The Church at the End of the Twentieth Century (1970), pp. 36- 37. Schaeffer also talks about 

being “cobelligerents” with those outside the church in his later writings in Plan for Action: An Action Alternative 

Handbook for Whatever Happened to the Human Race? (1980) p. 68.  
54 The Greek is anthropos, “what is honorable in the sight of all men,” or, if as seems likely, Paul is using the 

masculine generically, “in the sight of all people.” He appears to be quoting the LXX of Proverbs 3:3-4.  
55 A set of  “Affirmations on Homosexuality” officially adopted in 2000 by FirstLight, a local ministry 

dedicated to helping those fighting against their own sexual brokenness, included this: “We believe...that 

since all people after the Fall are sexually broken, there is no room in the church of Jesus Christ for that 

self-righteousness and spiritual pride that has all too often led to contempt and hatred for homosexually-

inclined people and to open cruelty and outright violence against them. We agree with the Christian 

pastor who was insisting that we look behind the sin to the human person when he wrote, 

At the heart of the homosexual condition is a deep loneliness, the natural human hunger for mutual 

love, a search for identity, and a longing for completeness. (John Stott)  

  

We believe it is time for the church to reach out in the name of Jesus Christ to the gay community with love, respect, 

a listening ear, and even with a willingness to take risks, in order that Christ’s message of hope and reconciliation 

might commend itself.” (from Affirmation #2) 
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horrible act. Our hearts go out to the victims’ families and all those who were 

affected.56 

 

While the particulars of what it looks like to “take a stand” will need to be debated and worked 

out in every concrete situation; and while our young people also need to learn the danger of 

“grandstanding,” still, it ought to be easy for Christians to agree that we should aim at finding 

helpful ways of denouncing violence against people because of their sexual orientation, whether 

in sermons, one-on-one conversations, or in more public ways, all the while exercising care that 

we not be misunderstood or misrepresented as being just one more part of the mainstream 

movement that now promotes and celebrates same-sex sexual relationships.  We are proposing 

Schaeffer’s concept of co-belligerency here, even as we caution against a “jumping on the 

bandwagon” mentality and a preoccupation with “public statements” that can so easily creep into 

the church when it is on the defensive, trying to demonstrate its relevance, in a secular culture 

that has passed it by. Still, believers ought to long to make the gospel more credible to those 

around us by building bridges to them, after the example of Paul, who became all things to all 

[kinds of] people by affirming what values of theirs he genuinely could affirm as a Christian, all 

the while remaining aware of those values of theirs he could not affirm with a clear conscience 

(see 1 Corinthians 9:19-23). The goal here is to commend the gospel, not compromise it. 

 

 

 

  

                                                
56 From the Niagara Foundation’s website, and posted on Sunday, June 12. In the end, 49 people—not more than 

that, as the Niagara statement asserts—were murdered in Orlando by an angry and bigoted (apparently, against all 

kinds of people) self-avowed sympathizer with the terrorist movement, Islamic State. 
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II.   SPEAKING WITH CLARITY, CHARITY, FIDELITY, 

AND PRUDENCE 

A Word about Terminology 
 

Much discussion in Christian communities around homosexuality these days has focused on 

language. As a general principle, the goal of the Christian should be to speak with clarity, 

charity, fidelity, and prudence when talking to Christians and non-Christians alike. Clarity 

requires us to use terminology that is as precise as we can be, even if language is generally fuzzy 

at the edges, and to provide definitions where necessary. Charity requires us: 1) to use 

terminology that is not unnecessarily offensive; 2) to seek to understand what others mean when 

they use specific words and terms; and 3) to exhibit humility and a willingness to put the best 

construction on the motives of others who use terminology we believe to be open to 

misunderstanding, or even in error.  Fidelity means to keep from “falling off the mountain on 

either side” by: 1) not compromising the clear teaching of the Word of God in the language we 

use; and 2) being submissive to the apostolic injunction against “wrangling about words” (2 

Timothy 2:14), lest we take too narrow a view of what is theologically sound terminology, and 

become too insistent about it. Prudence means being aware of the context we are speaking in, 

and realizing that certain words, terms, phrases, ways of expressing ideas, etc., might 

communicate clearly and helpfully in one social setting but not in another, and adjusting our 

speech accordingly—not to be two-faced about what we believe, but to be as winsome and 

persuasive as we can be in everything we say.   

 

With regard to both clarity and charity, we appreciate the spirit and the sensitivity in Wes Hill’s 

remarks at the end of the Introduction in his 2010 book, Washed and Waiting: 

 

There is…one way of speaking that I’ve tried to avoid. Rather than refer to 

someone as “a homosexual,” I’ve taken care always to make “gay” or 

“homosexual” the adjective, and never the noun, in a longer phrase, such as “gay 

Christian” or “homosexual person.” In this way, I hope to send a subtle linguistic 

signal that being gay isn’t the most important thing about my or any other gay 

person’s identity. I am a Christian before I am anything else. My homosexuality is 

a part of my makeup, a facet of my personality. One day, I believe, whether in this 

life or in the resurrection, it will fade away. But my identity as a Christian—

someone incorporated into Christ’s body by his Spirit—will remain.57   
 

We echo Professor Hill’s concern here, and in this report do not use the word “homosexual” as a 

noun. However, this is a relatively new sensitivity, and while we honor it in this report, we also 

quote works written before this usage gained the support it now has. So we encourage the reader 

to keep this in mind when earlier works that do use “homosexual” as a noun are cited. It is useful 

to remember that history, and especially language, is a flow, a moving thing that changes; that 

will help keep us charitable toward those who came before us and expressed things in ways and 

words that, for the most part we have left behind, or even now find insensitive. 

                                                
57 Wesley Hill, Washed and Waiting (2010), pp. 21-22.  
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There has been debate in orthodox Christian circles about the use of the word “gay” and the 

phrase “gay Christian,” as Wes Hill defines it in the paragraph just quoted.  Hill, in another 

place, stresses the apologetic and missional advantage of using  the word “gay” as a synonym for 

“same-sex attraction” and “homosexual.” He argues that, given where we are in 21st century 

American culture, the word “gay” is the coinage of the realm as an identifier term for people 

having a homosexual orientation, whether they act on those desires or not. It is commonly 

assumed that people with those desires are acting on them, and increasingly this does seem to be 

true. So when an orthodox believer in Jesus applies that word to himself but goes on to explain 

that his sexual desires are not his core identity, and that he believes himself bound by his God 

not to act on those desires—there is something counter-intuitive about that viewpoint for modern 

people, something that may pique their interest, if not draw their sympathy. Such a believer can 

still be written off, but one guesses that will not usually happen without at least a hearing. That’s 

the argument Wes Hill and others have made, but there has been strong opposition to it as well. 

Same-sex-attracted Catholic writer, Daniel Mattson, has written in opposition to Hill,58 and Hill 

has responded to him this way: 

 

…I read about Daniel Mattson’s concern with my and others Christians’ 

willingness to describe ourselves as gay or lesbian. Mattson’s basic point is one I 

wholeheartedly agree with: “ontologically speaking, my core identity is as a man, 

made in the image and likeness of God.” This is because God’s creation of 

humanity as male and female reveals our being and vocation, notwithstanding the 

fact that the fall causes some of us to perceive it otherwise. Mattson goes on: 

“This truth about who I am, stitched into my very embodiedness as a man, 

supersedes any subjective experience I might have of ‘feeling (or being) gay,’” 

and I agree with that too. I especially like the way Fr. Richard John Neuhaus put 

it: “In the Christian tradition, being true to yourself means being true to the self 

that you are called to be.” For those of us who experience same-sex attraction, 

that means that our truest “self” isn’t disclosed to us by our sexual desires; 

rather, the “self” to which we’re being conformed is revealed in the Genesis story 

of creation and—ultimately—in the fulfillment of that story, in the person of 

Christ himself, the true image of God and the one whom we’ll eventually resemble 

(Philippians 3:20-21). 59 [emphasis added] 
 

Others criticize the use of the term “gay Christian” on the grounds that the word “gay” in our 

culture carries the predominant connotation not only of being homosexually-attracted rather than 

heterosexually-attracted, but also of being affirming of homosexual sexual relationships. The 

argument then, is that “gay Christian” is too dangerously loaded a term. Rosaria Butterfield takes 

this view when she writes, 

 

 No, gay is not just another adjective. It is a term of identity. Gay describes an 

intimate disclosure of real and abiding selfhood. 

        

Words become culturally charged as identity markers when they stand for clusters 

of meaning, when their meaning changes from one cultural locator to the next, 

                                                
58 Daniel Mattson, “Homosexual Orientation or Disorientation?” First Things (June 18, 2013). 
59 Wesley Hill, “On ‘Bilingual’ Pastoral Theology,” First Things (April 11, 2013). 

http://www.esvbible.org/Philippians+3%3A20-21/
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when their meaning arises out of political strife or liberation movements, and 

when they divide people according to political, social, or religious allegiance. 

Today there is no keyword more explosively charged than gay. Raymond Williams 

in Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society situates words in “fields of 

meaning” because the “problem of meaning” is not resolved in either 

vocabulary, community, or culture [original footnote here]. This means that a 

word whose definition changes because of political unrest or social 

transformation is not one whose contemporary meaning is stable. 

         

Words matter. Self-representation matters. And identity in Christ bleeds union 

in Christ and communion of the saints. This blood is truly life-giving. And the 

term “gay Christian” has great potential to mislead people, even as those who  

use it are seeking clarity, honesty, and transparency.60 [emphasis original] 

 

But in response to Butterfield, it needs to be noted that words change and evolve over time, here 

narrowing, there broadening, in both their denotative and connotative range of meanings. The 

word “gay” has undergone something of a transformation over the last 30-40 years. Whereas in 

the past, identifying oneself as “gay” was almost always an identity statement that carried the 

notion of approval of same-sex behavior, today that same language is increasingly used in the 

wider culture simply to name the fact that a person’s sexual attractions are toward those of the 

same sex, and more and more this is how many younger Christians are using the word “gay” as 

well: Not to mark what someone does with his or her sexual desires, but only to identify someone 

who regularly has those desires. In other words, they are using “gay” to identify someone who is  

homosexually-inclined as contrasted with someone who is “straight,” that is, who is  

heterosexually-inclined. This means there is an ambiguity now when one hears the word “gay” in 

public discourse: What the speaker really means by it cannot simply be assumed.  

 

Currently, the term “gay” is used by some in the church in two distinct ways. The Gay Christian 

Network started as an Internet community space for homosexually-inclined men and women who 

also confessed Christ as Savior and Lord. Eventually, the group split into two sides:  “Side A” 

Christians in GCN identify themselves as having a homosexual orientation and believe that God 

approves of same-sex sexual relationships. “Side B” Christians also identify themselves as 

having a homosexual orientation but believe that God does not approve of same-sex sexual 

relationships, and thus believe that he calls them either to a celibate life or marriage to an 

opposite-sex partner.61 Both use the phrase “gay Christian” to describe themselves, but that term 

carries very different implications for each group when it comes to what they are committed to 

doing with their sexual attractions.   

 

  

                                                
60 Rosaria Butterfield, Openness Unhindered (2015), pp. 118-19. Butterfield cites Raymond Williams in Keywords: 

A Vocabulary of Culture and Society (1983), p. 22. 
61 See Justin Lee, Torn: Rescuing the Gospel From the Gays vs. Christians Debate  (2012), pp. 217-225 for a history 

of the Gay Christian Network. 
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A Three-Tiered Distinction 

In considering the use of the term “gay” by Christians, we should note a three-tiered distinction 

outlined by Dr. Mark Yarhouse:62 

 

1. Sexual Attractions 

Sexual attractions are simply the feeling of being drawn sexually toward someone of the same 

sex, considered apart from whether they persist or are the dominant sexual desire. As attested to 

by many who have felt them, such attractions are generally experienced as something that are 

just there, or at least already developing, rather than as something self-consciously chosen. 

 

2. Sexual Orientation 

Same-sex sexual orientation describes the predominant and persistent sexual attractions of a 

person toward others of the same sex. Again, this language is descriptive, denoting only the fact 

that these feelings are experienced and carrying no implication of how they came to be there. It is 

important to note that the difference between “attractions” and “orientation” is not about the 

object of sexual desire but only about the frequency or persistence of the desire. 

 

3. Sexual Identity 

Our sexual identity is our sense of “who we are” and especially “who we want to be” when it 

comes to our sexuality. It includes decisions about sexual desires and behaviors and is therefore 

both descriptive and prescriptive. Sexual identity (as with all aspects of personal identity) is 

shaped by things that have happened to us as well as choices we have made. As Yarhouse 

describes in his book, Understanding Sexual Identity, the process of sexual identity formation is 

complicated and occurs over time. While sexual attractions and orientation are commonly 

experienced as something simply “there,” sexual identity is an interpretation of our sexual 

feelings and experiences, and is rooted, to a large degree, in the choices we make in assigning 

value to them.  

  

Often the term “gay” is used to describe any and all of the above three categories.  Mainstream 

culture would suggest that the experience of attractions and/or orientation should prescribe one’s 

sexual identity (i.e. “If I have a ‘homosexual orientation’ it follows that I am ‘gay,’ and therefore 

should pursue a same-sex relationship, because that’s just who I am.”) Yarhouse calls this “the 

gay script.” But Yarhouse proposes an alternative to this for Christians who experience 

homoerotic desire. He calls it the “‘in Christ’ script.”63 This involves distinguishing between 

each of the three categories (attractions, orientation, and identity), recognizing that attractions 

and orientation are seldom experienced as mere matters of choice, but rather as givens—

“experienced realities”—that can shape what we might call a  “minor” identity, a small “i” 

identity, if we prefer to think in terms of multiple identities distinguished by varying degrees of 

importance. Or, if we prefer to think of component “parts” of one identity—again, distinguished 

by varying degrees of importance, then as a Christian who is same-sex-attracted I might think of 

that sexual orientation as just one “sliver” of my sense of “who I am,” analogous to the fact that 

                                                
62 Mark Yarhouse, Homosexuality and the Christian (2010), pp. 41-43. See the whole chapter, “Why Is Sexual 

Identity the Heart of the Matter?” Chapter 2, pp. 37-55.  
63 Yarhouse, Homosexuality and the Christian, pp. 48-53. 
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“being an American” is one sliver of my sense of “who I am” (and just how significant this fact 

is cannot usually be realized fully until one travels abroad and meets other Americans oversees!). 

The important thing to see here is that in Yarhouse’s description of the “in Christ” script, these 

multiple-but-lesser identities, or composite “parts” of one identity (whichever metaphor one 

prefers), do not constitute the primary, the core, the foundational identity of a Christian, which is 

that he or she belongs to Christ forever, is loved and forgiven by God, and is “in” Christ 

spiritually, as part of him, and owing him love and obedience as Savior and God.  

 

Perhaps the image of a tree illuminates the central idea Hill and Yarhouse are contending for 

here: namely, that for a Christian, his or her identity in Christ must always be the roots and trunk 

of the tree that is their life, while various and sundry other things might be  “branches” that 

accurately help to describe the whole, but remain characteristics which are not the trunk and root 

of “who they are.” The “the trunk and roots” of our identity—or to change the metaphor, the 

core—must always remain the same: our being “in Christ,” and made so by his finished work 

and the grace and mercy of the Father who sent him into the world to redeem us from all manner 

of brokenness.  

 

 

The Language of Identity 

The use of the term “gay” as an identity label has become a subject of some controversy among 

conservative Christians. We do believe that much in this debate hinges on just what is meant by 

“identity,” because it is a term with many nuances. But before considering the ways in which  

Christians have disagreed on questions of identity language, we should first recognize the 

various places where there is agreement among theologically conservative Christians. Both sides 

agree that our standing in Christ is foundational to our self-understanding and sexuality. No one 

in this debate is contending that sexuality should be the primary identity marker for the 

Christian. Both agree that our identity “in Christ” exercises a controlling authority over our 

sexuality, calling us to bring our sexual activity to Christ and place it under his lordship—to 

bring all of it to him: our actions, our private thoughts and fantasies, as well as our sense of “who 

we are and want to be” sexually. 

 

That’s what all agree on, but then comes this division: On one side are those who believe that 

any self-designation  as “gay” is inherently problematic and even sinful. To use the label “gay” is 

to say that my sexuality is who I am in a way that is inconsistent with my Christian profession of 

faith, so this side argues. To take any sort of identifying label that is directly related to or defined 

by a proclivity toward sinful behavior is to misname ourselves as Christians—that’s the heart of 

their argument. Rosaria Butterfield, already cited in this chapter, is probably the most popular 

proponent of this view64 in evangelical and Reformed circles now. Her criticism of people self-

identifying as “a gay Christian,” we have already noted. Her own story of conversion to Christ 

out of a lesbian life is a wonderful testimony to the power of the gospel. In her book Openness 

                                                
64 Butterfield cites two other proponents of her view: Denny Burk, http://www.dennyburk.com/what-is-a-gay-

christian. - 2/ See also Joe Dallas, who is less insistent than Butterfield on this point, but still skeptical of using 

“gay” as a “minor identity” marker, in Speaking of Homosexuality: Discussing the Issues with Kindness and Clarity 

(2016), p.125. 

Owen Strachan, http://www.patheos.com/blogs/thoughtlife/2014/04/should-christians-use-the-term-gay-christian/  

http://www.dennyburk.com/what-is-a-gay-christian
http://www.dennyburk.com/what-is-a-gay-christian
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Unhindered, she rightly stresses the importance that a believer’s union with Christ is the 

foundation, the core of their personal identity:  

 

Union with Christ is a concept that helps explain the depths and width of how 

the believer finds life only “through God in Christ.” Colossians 3:3 says,  

“For you have  died  and  your life is hidden with Christ in God….”  

 

Our union with Christ is through grace until glory. When we realize that 

union with Christ is foundational, historical, ontological, eternal, and 

remaining, we are more likely to surrender ourselves to be conformed to 

Christ's image, and less likely to render Jesus our imaginary friend who 

kindly condones all that we want  because we  believe  in him.65 

 

In a later chapter of Butterfield’s book, titled “Self-Representation,” we see more of her criticism 

of the use of the term “gay” as any kind of “self-marker” for a Christian. She writes: 

 

The word gay has a power and history that Christians who claim it as self-

representation need to reckon with. When Christians embrace the moniker gay, 

we enter into the worldview that declares political advocacy, sexual affirmation, 

and the overriding philosophy that homosexual practice is good. This is in 

contrast with the biblical norms of fidelity within marriage and chastity outside of 

marriage. We can use words and words can use us. The meaning and 

interpretation of words in context of grammar and syntax transcend our good 

intentions.  

 

Therefore, to the best of our ability to discern this, God's intent must trump ours 

when defining a word's semantic range. As Christian brothers and sisters, we 

affirm Christ in us and working through us by grace alone, not our patterns of 

temptations, special interests, or even our physical conditions. Our life in the 

flesh matters, but it is not the most important thing.66 

 

Butterfield goes on to sum up her view this way: 

    

When I question someone’s use of the term “gay Christian,” I am not saying that 

I do not want to hear about my sister and brother’s deep feelings and longings….I 

am saying that I want to be your friend. And I’m saying that if you stand in the 

risen Christ alone, your self-representation is Christian.67   

 

Butterfield insists that we need to use the term “same-sex-attracted,” or similar phraseology, and 

avoid  the word “gay”—an identifying term that in our culture has long connoted the idea of 

embracing homosexual desire as something good, and seeking to live it out. Those who reject the 

phrase “gay Christian” as an oxymoron and a dishonoring of the gospel argue that the phrase, 

“same-sex-attracted,” carries no connotations of an identity one is embracing and seeking to 

fulfill.  

                                                
65 Rosaria Butterfield, Openness Unhindered (2015), p. 49.  
66 Butterfield, Openness Unhindered, p. 114. 
67 Butterfield, Openness Unhindered, p. 116. 
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In a May 2017 lecture Butterfield threw down the gauntlet by openly accusing the PCA, and 

specifically, its college ministry, Reformed University Ministry (RUF), of taking an approach to 

these questions that virtually puts them in the camp of those who profess Christ and affirm gay 

sexual relationships.68  

 

But here is Wesley Hill again, arguing that the label “gay” is useful in naming a lived reality on 

this side of the Fall for those who experience homosexual desire, and is useful apologetically as 

well. Hill wrote at the beginning of Washed and Waiting: 

 

In this book I have chosen not to discriminate between various terms for 

homosexuality. So, for instance, I use “same-sex attraction,” “homosexual 

desires,” “homosexuality,” and related terms interchangeably. Likewise, I’ve 

used a variety of designations for gay and lesbian people. Instead of sticking to 

one term, such as “homosexual Christian,” I also refer to myself as a “gay 

Christian” or a “Christian who experiences homosexual desires.” These phrases 

are all synonymous for me, and though they are open to misunderstanding, in my 

judgment the gains in using them outweigh the potential hazards. None of them 

should be taken necessarily to imply homosexual practice; in each case I am most 

often placing the emphasis on the subject’s sexual orientation and not the 

corresponding behavior.69 

 

Hill and other Christians would argue that being “gay,” in the sense of being sexually drawn 

toward those of their own sex, is a sad result of the fall into sin which made the world a broken 

place. But they also contend that there is more involved in their same-sex-attraction than just a 

predisposition to a particular immoral sexual behavior. Using the analogy of disability, they 

would argue that being gay, at least in certain respects, is not unlike being blind in that it is a 

disordered condition resulting from the fall, is “not the way it’s supposed to be,” and may even 

have some kind of physiological dimension to it.  

 

However, as with those who are blind, God is a redeemer of broken situations, and so teaches us 

to speak tri-lingually about our humanness, using the language of creation, fall, and redemption. 

It can be summarized this way then: creation: there is what each of us is and ought to be, given 

the order and structure of God’s creation; fall: then there is what each of us is and ought not to 

be, since the fall from innocence into sin has marred and disfigured God’s good creational work 

in us; and finally, redemption: there is what each of us can become, marred by the fall though we 

be, given that God through Jesus Christ redeems, mends, and uses what is broken. For example, 

commonly, those who live without their sense of sight have been forced to sharpen other senses 

and have wound up with a far keener sense of hearing and of touch than most seeing people will 

ever have. So too, might a man, let’s say, who is sexually drawn to other men but resists and 

disciplines that desire, find his capacity for deep but non-sexually-focused friendship with other 

                                                
68 Here is the link to the You Tube clip: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1_B7SmD1crU  

The whole hour-long talk can be watched there, but her comments concerning RUF begin around the 50-minute 

mark. 
69 Wesley Hill, Washed and Waiting, p. 21. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1_B7SmD1crU
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men enhanced as he brings to God his own sexual brokenness and his offering to the Lord of 

whatever insights and human sensitivities he has gained from living in his particular condition of 

from-the-fall sexual brokenness—to the end that God might use them for his purposes. 

 

Hill’s claim here is that the term “gay” should be allowed to identify more than homoerotic 

desire or orientation; he wants to use it to include other features of a person’s life—like this 

capacity for deep, but non-erotically-focused, male-to-male friendships, a morally good capacity 

that at the same time, Hill believes, derives in large part from his homosexual orientation. On 

this view, “being gay” refers to something more than sexual desire; it is a term that identifies a 

certain way of being in the world. It allows homoerotically-inclined believers to know that 

although their sexual orientation is the result of the fall (whatever its precise origins might prove 

to be), God can, for love’s sake, redeem that condition and use it indirectly to bring out of a 

person’s life aspects of the imago Dei that might simply lie less developed in a heterosexual 

person—as the sense of touch for instance, lies less developed in those who see than in those 

who must live with blindness.70 

 

We believe some good questions have been raised in response to the views of Wes Hill and 

others: Does this ask too much of the word “gay?” Is it less open to misunderstanding to ground 

some of these morally positive things, like male-to-male, non-erotically-focused friendships in 

the fundamental humanness underneath the homoerotic desire—the imago Dei of our 

humanness, which distorted sexual desire seeks to hijack?  And what about the analogy with 

pedophila? Are there good things mixed in with the bad for those living with that condition that 

is much less developed in non-pedophiles, such as deep concern for children?  It should be said 

that those sympathetic to Hill’s position respond to this last question by saying it’s an “apples-

and-oranges” analogy since an adult/child relationship, where the adult is not the child’s parent, 

can never be appropriate even were it to be purged of all illicit sexual desire, since a child is a 

minor with whom any form of deep emotional intimacy would normally be inappropriate for a 

non-parent or non-family adult, whereas deep friendship relationships between SSA adults 

purged of an erotic intent do not—at least not by definition—take advantage of the other in the 

way an adult/child friendship always would because of the vulnerability of a developing child 

and the inequality of emotional maturity between a child and an adult.  

 

Wes Hill’s thinking may find some support in C. S. Lewis.71 Lewis once wrote a letter regarding 

pastoral care of homoerotically-inclined people. It’s worth citing, as Lewis says some things very 

                                                
70 Here is a selection of essays outlining this view: 

http://www.firstthings.com/web-exclusives/2012/05/why-i-call-myself-a-gay-christian 

http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2014/september/why-cant-men-be-friends-wesley-hill-friendship.html 

http://spiritualfriendship.org/2013/02/01/once-more-on-the-label-gay-christian/ 

http://spiritualfriendship.org/2013/04/11/on-bilingual-pastoral-theology-2/ 

http://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/the_end_of_sexual_identity 

http://www.theamericanconservative.com/2012/11/28/the-middle-of-sexual-identity/ 

 

And Wes Hill says here:  "the best one, for my money, is this one by Eve Tushnet:" 

http://www.patheos.com/blogs/evetushnet/2015/03/beyond-sexual-identity-not-whether-but-how.html 
71 This letter seems to have been seminal in Hill’s thinking. He wrote in 2015: “…looking elsewhere in his [Lewis’s] 

writings [that is, in places other than Lewis’s book, The Four Loves] has the potential, I now think, to change the 

http://www.firstthings.com/web-exclusives/2012/05/why-i-call-myself-a-gay-christian
http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2014/september/why-cant-men-be-friends-wesley-hill-friendship.html
http://spiritualfriendship.org/2013/02/01/once-more-on-the-label-gay-christian/
http://spiritualfriendship.org/2013/04/11/on-bilingual-pastoral-theology-2/
http://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/the_end_of_sexual_identity
http://www.theamericanconservative.com/2012/11/28/the-middle-of-sexual-identity/
http://www.patheos.com/blogs/evetushnet/2015/03/beyond-sexual-identity-not-whether-but-how.html
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close to what Hill and others contend. The fact that Lewis says these things does not make them 

right, of course; but it does count as evidence that those who hold similar views in the second 

decade of the 21st century are not necessarily “caving in,” bit by bit, to the pressure to sneak the 

affirmation of homosexual relationships into the church. 

 

Lewis received a letter from Sheldon Vanauken, seeking counsel on how to minister to   
homosexually-inclined students who had come to him for advice. Lewis wrote the following 

back to Vanauken (note that we have filled out Lewis’ abbreviations, so characteristic of his 

written correspondence): 

         

I have seen less than you but more than I wanted of this terrible problem. I will discuss 

your letter with those whom I think wise in Christ. This is only an interim report. First, to 

map out the boundaries within which all discussion must go on, I take it for certain that 

the physical satisfaction of homosexual desires is sin. This leaves the homo. 

[homosexual] no worse off than any normal person who is, for whatever reason, 

prevented from marrying. Second, our speculations on the cause of the abnormality are 

not what matters and we must be content with ignorance. The disciples were not told why 

(in terms of efficient cause) the man was born blind (Jn. IX 1-3): only the final cause, that 

the works of God shd. [should] be made manifest in him. This suggests that in 

homosexuality, as in every other tribulation, those works can be made manifest: i.e. 

that every disability conceals a vocation, if only we can find it, wh. [which] will “turn 

the necessity to glorious gain.” Of course, the first step must be to accept any privations 

wh. [which], if so disabled, we can't lawfully get. The homo. [homosexual] has to accept 

sexual abstinence just as the poor man has to forego otherwise lawful pleasures because 

he wd. [would] be unjust to his wife and children if he took them. That is merely a 

negative condition. What shd. [should] the positive life of the homo. [homosexual] be? 

I wish I had a letter wh. [which] a pious male homo. [homosexual], now dead, once 

wrote to me—but of course it was the sort of letter one takes care to destroy. He 

believed that his necessity could be turned to spiritual gain: that there were certain 

kinds of sympathy and understanding, a certain social role which mere men and mere 

women [Lewis seems to mean heterosexual men and women here] cd. [could] not give. 

But it is all horribly vague and long ago. Perhaps any homo. [homosexual] who 

humbly accepts his cross and puts himself under Divine guidance will, however, be 

shown the way. I am sure that any attempt to evade it (e.g. by mock or quasi-marriage 

with a member of one's own sex even if this does not lead to any carnal act) is the wrong 

way. Jealousy (this another homo. [homosexual] admitted to me) is far more rampant 

and deadly among them than among us. And I don't think little concessions like wearing 

the clothes of the other sex in private is the right line, either. It is the duties, burdens, the 

characteristic virtues of the other sex, I suspect, which the patient must try to cultivate. I 

have mentioned humility because male homos. [homosexuals] (I don't know about 

women) are rather apt, the moment they find you don't treat them with horror and 

contempt, to rush to the opposite pole and start implying that they are somehow superior 

to the normal type. I wish I could be more definite. All I have really said is that, like all 

other tribulations, it must be offered to God and His guidance how to use it must be 

sought.72 [emphasis added] 

  

                                                                                                                                                       
way we approach the questions facing gay Christians in the church today.” (In Spiritual Friendship [2015], p. 74). 

Hill then goes on immediately to cite Lewis’s letter above.     
72 Found in Sheldon Vanauken, A Severe Mercy (1977), pp. 146-148. 
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Hill may find support too, in Augustine, who discussed in the The Enchiridion on Faith, Hope, 

and Love, just how intertwined evil and good always are, because, as Augustine argues, evil is 

never more than the perversion of what is good. (See our citation of Augustine’s argument 

below, in the Addendum to Pastoral Care: Sexual Sin/Temptation in Scripture and 

Westminster Standards: Implications for Pastoral Care, immediately following the section 

on pastoral care, Chapter VII: Shepherding God’s Sheep, where we take up again, in 

connection with pastoral care and counsel, this thorny question of the prudent use of the term 

“gay.”)   

 

The debate between Butterfield and Hill goes on—and we cannot go further into it here, except 

to say this: We appreciate some of the reasoning in Wes Hill’s arguments in his self-identifying 

as “a gay Christian,” and are glad for his commitment to the most fundamental principle 

involved, namely, that a Christian’s core identity must be his or her union with Christ and not 

particulars about one’s sexuality. But we also see potential danger and misunderstanding in 

trying to parse out which desires are morally wrong and which are morally good in the condition 

of “being gay.” We also believe that Rosaria Butterfield raises legitimate questions about the use 

of the term “gay” as a minor identity marker for a Christian. Yet we have concerns that she may 

be absolutizing things that are more relative to circumstances than she allows, thereby “drawing 

a line in the sand” in the wrong place.  

 

We are not ready to endorse solidly either Butterfield’s philosophy of language or Hill’s 

contention that there are things “other” than sexual desire intrinsic to the state of “being gay” 

that are morally neutral and even good. We want to urge carefulness at this stage of the debate, 

and encourage the Lord’s church to continue to read, reflect, and debate the important issues 

being raised. 

 

Thirdly and finally, in this debate over terminology, are others who would contend that any 

labels used to indicate sexual identity miss the mark by attempting to define our humanity using 

fairly recent constructs that distort rather than help in explaining what it actually means for 

someone to be sexually attracted to the same sex.73 

 

The Use of Language in this Report 

This report does not seek to offer a definitive word on the debate about the connection between 

terminology and identity. The controversy stirred up over these questions continues, and pastors 

and ministry leaders would be wise to continue to stay up to date with the conversation. As our 

culture continues to shift rapidly, the church will need to seek new ways of communicating 

clearly with those who do not share our worldview, but will also need to do it carefully. 

 

These controversies over words and terms might seem to imply that lines in the sand need to be 

drawn regarding them; but we would caution against that conclusion, at least at this point.  We 

should not allow debates over terminology to intrude themselves into the very center of the 

Christian response to the full endorsement of homoerotic relationships that is now the prevailing 

                                                
73 For examples of this type of argument see: Janell Williams Paris, The End of Sexual Identity (2011), and Michael 

Hannon, “Against Heterosexuality,” First Things (March 2014). 
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view in our culture, nor do we believe that this or that position should become the litmus test of 

orthodoxy. In the pastoral care section of this report we recommend letting people self-designate 

when describing their sexual attractions, at least at the outset; commend charity as the rule of 

thumb on issues of terminology; and yet urge us all to pay attention to our language so that we 

do not compromise that doctrinal fidelity to which we have pledged ourselves as elders.    

 

We want to stress though, that “same-sex attraction” is insider language for the evangelical 

church and is not used broadly in mainstream American culture. Thus, while it can serve us 

adequately in this report, we should recognize its limitations in public discourse. The term “gay” 

is much more common in public conversations, but is fraught with the danger of being 

misinterpreted within the church, since it is commonly understood as signifying a proud identity 

marker for those who happily embrace their sexual desire. Nevertheless, “gay” has also been—

and we think is increasingly becoming—a shorthand term for that condition in which a man 

regularly experiences sexual desire for other men and a woman for other women. Christians, who 

are taught to see that words matter, will need to reckon with the fact that words also change.  

 

We think it is wise to let the conversation continue as we seek from the Lord more light on what 

language is most helpful and prudent, given the times we live in. While this report will primarily 

use terms like “same-sex attraction,” “homoerotic,” and “homosexually-attracted,” occasionally 

we also use the language “gay” and “LGBT” (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender), the nuance to 

be determined by the context.  

 

As we seek to exercise charity in listening to others and seek to understand the meaning they 

attach to their words, so too we ask for charity from readers of this report who might find 

language in it here and there that lies outside their preference.  
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III. WHAT IS REALLY MOTIVATING TRADITIONALIST  

CHRISTIANS? 

A Call to Repentance— 

And a Refusal to Accommodate the Spirit of the Age 
 

A Call to Repentance 

The wider culture often assumes that it is largely animus, a personal hostility, which motivates 

the religious rejection of same-sex sexual relationships. We might like to believe that this 

assumption is rooted entirely in slander and misconception, but there is too much evidence that 

Christians have been guilty of ridiculing and heaping contempt on gay and lesbian people—of 

loathing them as the worst of all possible sinners. Christian parents have disowned children and 

kicked them out of their homes without mercy. It might be convenient to believe that this type of 

behavior is only characteristic of Christians “out there” rather than something that we ourselves 

have been complicit in. And yet the stigma attached to homosexually-inclined people as 

untouchables has survived in the Christian church and made it difficult for many of them to hear 

and believe that the gospel is for them. 

 

Theologically orthodox believers disagree with the charge that Christianity necessarily engenders 

hostility toward same-sex-attracted people, and argue that theirs is, fundamentally, a principled 

objection. Nevertheless, believers should be as against homophobic attitudes in the church as 

they are supportive of the biblical judgment of homosexual behavior as sinful.74 It is worth 

clarifying what is meant here by “homophobic attitudes” as the word “homophobic” has become 

something of a cultural buzzword often meant to dismiss any arguments against the acceptance 

of homosexual behavior. In some cases, Christians are labeled as homophobic merely for 

upholding the notion that same-sex sexual behavior is immoral. However, just because the word 

homophobia is often misused and its meaning stretched does not mean that our churches have 

been free of an un-Christlike and irrational fear of and contempt for same-sex-attracted persons. 

Consider these statements made back in 1952 by Dr. George Henry, Associate Professor of 

Clinical Psychiatry at Cornell University, and founder of the George W. Henry Foundation, an 

institution dedicated to helping same-sex-attracted men and women find a useful place in society 

at a time when not many people seemed too concerned about that.75 Henry wrote: 

 

Society has a way of dealing harshly with minorities. The homosexual [person] is 

definitely a member of a minority group, and a minority group which has been 

held in special scorn by the community from time immemorial….Twenty years ago 

it would have been impossible to discover a clergyman who would be willing to 

state that he counseled and helped homosexuals. 

                                                
74 This way of putting it is taken from the Presbyterian Church in Ireland’s 2013 report “The Church and Human 

Sexuality” which demonstrates a good balance of biblical fidelity and sensitive pastoral care. The full report is here: 

http://www.presbyterianireland.org/Resources/Social-Issues/The-Church-and-Human-Sexuality.aspx 
75 It is true that at this time, in the 1950s, homosexuality was regarded by the psychiatric profession as a disorder to 

be treated, something many in the gay rights movement of the 1960s deeply resented. See Ronald Bayer, 

Homosexuality and American Psychiatry (1981), throughout. 

http://www.presbyterianireland.org/Resources/Social-Issues/The-Church-and-Human-Sexuality.aspx
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 If we bear in mind that the [homoerotically-inclined] patient is a human being 

subject to the frailties of the flesh, then we are more realistic in our dealings with 

him. Too many ministers find it easier to see extenuating circumstances in the 

thief and the wife beater than they do in the homosexual—the threat to the 

ministerial security is less. One elevates an eyebrow at a whoremaster; one 

becomes empurpled at the homosexual. Why is this so? Society has been 

conditioned too long to regard the homosexual as a pariah and an outcast lower 

than the untouchables of India. The homosexual in his turn, again despite such 

protestations, rationalizations and justifications as he might offer, is equally sure 

that he has placed himself beyond the pale….The minister in his anxiety for 

ethical and social conformity, unconsciously, and sometimes all too consciously, 

reflects the publicly scornful and condemnatory attitudes in his half-hearted 

dealings with homosexuals. Nor has maudlin sympathy any place in treatment. 

Condescension is worse than forthright condemnation. 76  
 

Of course, the times have changed, and thanks to the movement of the Spirit of God in Christ’s 

church, believers in Jesus began to act more like him in the way they treated men and women 

who live with homosexual desire—even those who renounced the church’s historic teaching and 

acted on their desire. But even if we ourselves can see that the fear and loathing with which so 

many men and women were treated by believers was sub-Christian, how are we to push back 

against our culture’s assumption that Christian doctrine is inherently homophobic, that is, hostile 

to same-sex-attracted persons? For starters, we think it’s critical to define the term appropriately, 

and then openly to take responsibility for the extent to which the church has indeed been 

homophobic.  

 

A bit of background first. What is the origin of the word “homophobia?” Here are two relevant 

paragraphs, first on the word “phobia:” 

 

The noun “phobia” in English—as in “I have a phobia of spiders”—is defined 

this way in the OED [Oxford English Dictionary]: “a fear, horror, strong dislike, 

or aversion; esp. an extreme or irrational fear or dread aroused by a particular 

object or circumstance.” 

 

The noun [phobia] came into English in the 1780s and was adapted from Latin 

and Greek compounds that had  –phobia as an element, according to the 

Chambers Dictionary of Etymology.77 

 

One account is that originally, the word “homophobia” referred to a woman’s irrational fear of 

men as a class. There are examples of this meaning in the first half of the 20th century. The first 

time “homophobia” appears in print with the sense of an irrational fear of homosexually-inclined 

people is in 1969. Since in our day the term more and more seems to be used to cover any 

resistance to the full embracing of homosexual relationships,78 we regard the narrow definition in 

                                                
76 George Henry, “Pastoral Counseling for Homosexuals,” The Best of Pastoral Psychology (1952) p. 203.  
77 “Homophobia, Past and Present,” The Grammarphobia Blog (February 1, 2013). 
78 Hendrik Hart, a Reformed theologian promoting the revisionist view of homosexuality back in the 1990s said this: 

“Today…[1993] the term ‘homophobia’ is used to describe the phenomenon of experiencing some anxiety around 

the acceptance of homosexuality, for whatever reason. The term does not mean, as some think, the hatred of 

homosexuals.” (Against Nature? Types of Moral Argumentation regarding Homosexuality, by Pim Pronk [1993], 
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the Oxford English Dictionary as the best one: “fear or hatred of homosexuals and 

homosexuality.” And the OED defines the adjective “homophobic” this way: “pertaining to, 

characterized by, or exhibiting homophobia; hostile towards homosexuals.”79  

 

We believe we ought not to shrink from using the word “homophobia” and that the OED 

definition is a safe one to point to as saying what we mean when we use it. But while we are not 

prepared to fall on our sword in defending the use of this term in our call to repentance, we do 

believe that the things lodged in that OED definition—fear, hatred and hostility—have, in fact, 

been present far too often in Christian attitudes and treatment of same-sex-attracted people and 

ought to be owned and confessed by us as sinful and contrary to the teaching and example of the 

Lord Jesus. Even when dealing with people whose behavior was disobedient to the law of God  

Jesus showed compassion toward them, respected them as divine image-bearers, and cared 

enough about them to call them into moral and spiritual responsibility. The stories many of us 

know, of believers, even pastors, exhibiting a morbid fear and loathing, or a spiteful ridiculing, 

or a loveless exposure and ostracism of same-sex-attracted men and women—the stories are 

legion, sad, and reprehensible, given that not one sinner stands above any other sinner with the 

right to condescend and despise, according to the dictates of the gospel. 

 

Wes Hill notes one of his own experiences: 

 

I was recently with a respected Christian leader, who has said publicly that he 

appreciates my witness as a celibate gay Christian, who, while sitting next to me 

at lunch, told a crass joke that mocked the effeminacy of particular LGBT people 

he knew. I’m not sure he thought of how this might sound to me—surely he must 

have?—but it underscored to me, one more time, why I won’t say, “The church 

isn’t homophobic.” That judgment is just too black and white. What Alexander 

Solzhenitsyn said about the individual is also true of the church as a gathered 

community: “Gradually it was disclosed to me that the line separating good and 

evil passes not through states, not between classes, nor between political parties, 

but through every human heart.”80 The church, along with each believer, is, in the 

Reformation slogan, simul iustus et peccator—simultaneously righteous and 

sinful.81 

 

In this day, when our society is caught up in a social and political storm of controversy over 

“identity politics,” it is easy for the church to respond in a knee-jerk way and instinctively 

“grovel” in the face of this accusation or that. Christians should fear and resist that, because it is 

nothing more than the church of Jesus Christ submitting itself to a worldly kind of cultural 

                                                                                                                                                       
Foreword, p. viii).  Unfortunately, the definition of “homophobia” cited by Hart seems to have prevailed. But it 

should be noted that such a definition really makes any resistance to the full acceptance and celebration of 

homosexual relations a pathology, and renders the term “homophobic” applicable to Christians who have any level 

of “anxiety” lest the church fail to be faithful to the Word of God in its ethical teaching about sex. Hart goes on to 

accept and use this definition, revealing his own deference to psychological /therapeutic models of human behavior 

at the expense of biblical ones. See 1Timothy 5:20 where the Apostle Paul teaches that even full-blown “fear” 

(Greek: phobos) is a constructive ethical motivation in the commitment of believers to lead godly lives of obedience 

in gratitude to Christ for his saving grace.  
79 Oxford English Dictionary, “homophobic.” 
80

 Alexander Solzhenitsyn, The Gulag Archipelago (1973), p.168. 
81 http://spiritualfriendship.org/2014/01/31/the-church-is-homophobic-true-or-false/ 
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captivity. What the Lord’s people should fear more though, is resisting the Spirit of the living 

God, when through him, Jesus says to his churches in the modern age, “This I have against 

you….” We dare not resist the Holy Spirit when he is “on the move,” exercising his convicting, 

purifying ministry among us. We are appealing to our Presbytery, as part of the wider church of 

Jesus Christ, to take to heart the need for repentance, both informally and formally, for much 

harsh lovelessness in the church’s attitude toward and treatment of same-sex-attracted men and 

women, and to search our own attitudes and actions carefully and mercilessly before the Lord, 

trying to discern if we personally have violated the law of love in this connection.  Even when 

the moral boundary lines of the Word of God have to be drawn in concrete historical moments 

like our own, even then, Christianity is “pro-person,” as someone has aptly put it. That principle 

is illustrated powerfully in Mark’s account of the rich young ruler, a man clearly guilty of the sin 

of greed, an inordinate desire for possessions and wealth. Knowing the young man is about to 

refuse his invitation to sell all his possessions and find true treasure in following Jesus, Mark 

tells us—and it’s a truly remarkable statement—that Jesus, looking at him, loved him (Mark 

10:21). Sadly, we have not lived up to the Lord’s example very well when it comes to same-sex-

attracted persons just as caught up in the grip of their illicit sexual desire as the rich young ruler 

was caught up in his greed. 

  

What should such repentance look like, particularly if it were to be formalized? At this time we 

think it best to leave such considerations to individual churches and Sessions as they grapple 

with the implications of the gospel before the Lord and under the leading of the Holy Spirit. 

 

But we do believe the Church of Jesus Christ needs much repentance, and so we end our call for 

it with John Bunyan’s appeal to the corporate confession sought by Ezra when God’s people 

were finally brought back from exile to the land of Israel.  Bunyan said this in his last work, The 

Acceptable Sacrifice: The Excellency of a Broken Heart: 

 

When Ezra would have a mourning in Israel for the sins of the land, he sent [for 

the people], “And there came to him everyone that trembled at the words of the 

God of Israel, because of the transgression of those that had been carried 

away….” (Ezra 9:4). 
             
Some men...dare do anything, let the word of God be ever so much against it; but 

they that tremble at the word dare not do so. No, they must make the word the 

rule for all they do; they must go to the holy Bible, and there inquire what may or 

may or may not be done: for they tremble at the word.  
 

This, then, is another sign, a true sign, that the heart has been broken, namely, 

when the heart is made afraid of and trembleth at the word (Acts 9:4-6; 16:29-

31). 
              

Trembling at the word is caused by a belief of what is deserved and threatened, 

and of what will come if not prevented by repentance; and therefore, the heart 

melts and breaks before the Lord.82  
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 John Bunyan, The Acceptable Sacrifice: The Excellency of a Broken Heart, pp. 43-44. This short book went to 

press just days before Bunyan died in 1688.     
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 Who knows but what blessing and empowerment for faithful, compassionate witness might 

come to us from heaven if our hearts were broken by our failure to love well our homosexually-

inclined human brothers and sisters, especially those who, with us, name the name of Christ and 

are as purchased for God by the spilling of Jesus’ blood as we are.             

 

A Refusal to Accommodate the Spirit of the Age 

The spirit of the age in the West is moral relativism and hence the “softening” concomitant of 

non-judgmentalism, along with individualism, in the perceived need of every person’s choices to 

find unqualified affirmation from others. One commentator opened his reflections on Pope 

Francis’s recent speech to the U.S. Congress with these two paragraphs: 

 

It was a modest speech, one generous to the American experience but lacking in 

the sharpness this pontiff is sometimes capable of.  
 

The repeated use of the term ‘dialogue’ was irritating. It’s a buzzword among 

today’s technocrats. They use it as a softening word, one that signals that they 

are not coming to dominate us, but instead to ‘listen’ and play the role of ‘honest 

brokers.’ 83  

 

We cite this comment because it’s relevant to the issues being faced now by orthodox 

Protestants. We live in an age where everything difficult needs somehow to be “softened.” Many 

evangelicals in our time are trying to hang onto the traditional Christian teaching about 

homosexuality but are also stressing that the church is by definition missional. They are 

therefore, anxious not to be marginalized by the triumph of the gay civil rights movement in 

displacing the traditional view of marriage. Great concern is expressed that the church of Jesus 

Christ should not come across as “dominating” or “unwilling to listen” when it comes to the 

matter of same-sex relationships in American culture, whether that be in matters political/social 

or ecclesiastical. 

 

All of this is good, as far as it goes, since we know how helpful it is when hard things we need to 

hear are—not always, but often—“softened” for our sake by those who love us. We ought 

always to be keenly focused on the missional calling God has given his church, taking great care 

to keep doors of communication open, whether with those who identify as part of the gay 

community, or with our modern secular fellow citizens everywhere who take “gay rights,” 

without any qualification as to which rights we are talking about, as self-evidently true to the 

American values of freedom and equality. We ought, especially now, to be heeding the example 

of the Apostle Paul and be building bridges wherever and however we can, in order that we not 

be marginalized; in order that we might develop relationships of love and trust such that the 

gospel might eventually be shared and we “might save some,” as Paul puts it in 1 Corinthians 9. 

One of the things we are recommending to this end is a heartfelt attitude and expression of 

repentance for the church’s failure to extend love and care to same-sex-attracted people even as 

it was, rightly, teaching the boundary  lines for sexual behavior that are clearly there in the Word 

of God. We are proposing this not first and foremost as a way to be winsome, but first and 
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foremost because if we have indeed broken the law of loving our same-sex-attracted neighbor as 

ourselves, then we have offended God and ought to own it before his face, where we will find 

forgiveness and a fresh renewal of his promise to help us. But in violating the law of the love of 

neighbor we not only offend God, we also offend the neighbor; and owning that with the 

neighbor, acknowledging our debt to him and communicating our care for him, cannot help but 

be experienced by the neighbor as something winsome and encouraging. 

 

Nevertheless, there is a limit to this effort at being winsome; at a certain point we cross over a 

line that separates being godly in our winsomeness from being cowardly in accommodating 

ourselves to an ungodly spirit of the age rather than to the Holy Spirit of God. This is a line that 

we must not cross, because crossing it means that in our efforts not to alienate others we have 

become unfaithful to God. And in our moment of history this calls for a certain realism, 

expressed well in this response from a Christian editor to a letter written to his magazine: 

 

[The writer of this “letter to the editor”] worries that prioritizing the wrongness of 

gay marriage will make us seem anti-gay. Seem? Christianity is opposed to the 

contemporary ideology that equates us with our sexual desires and tells us we’re 

entitled to their satisfaction. We oppose the Gnosticism that says our bodies have 

no intrinsic moral meaning and are mere instruments in the service of our fine 

inner feelings. We assert the male-female union as normative… [and] the 

...vocation of the celibate life dedicated to divine service. Christianity can’t avoid 

being seen as anti-gay, because a failure to be “pro-gay” today is invariably 

regarded as “anti-gay.” 

 

Christianity is “pro-person.” I am profoundly sympathetic to Christians who 

want to provide hospitality and companionship to our gay friends—and that 

includes friends who don’t obey biblical norms, and even gay friends who have 

married. I have such friends—along with divorced friends and friends who 

cohabit—and friends who have stolen, cheated, and lied. The company of the 

perfect is vanishingly small, and I’m not among them. But we need to get a grip 

on reality: We are the bad guys of the sexual revolution. We are the heretics of 

our time: We forbid when it is forbidden to forbid. No appeals to the great 

cathedral of Christian doctrine are going to change that.84 

 

We need to heed the counsel of G.K. Chesterton who said that the only way the church can 

rightly handle what feel like “furious opposites” is to hold onto both of those opposites—

furiously. Humbling ourselves by repenting of past faults; standing in solidarity with any person 

who has been caught in the vise of any kind of sin, or with anyone who needs us to defend their 

dignity as a person; and seeking to do whatever we can reasonably do not to needlessly alienate 

our secular contemporaries—these are the things the gospel calls us to in the area of 

homosexuality on one side of a tension; they are just what love looks like in the commandment 

to love our neighbor as ourselves. But there is a duty of love on the other side, and that is to love 

God above every other person and loyalty, which means, at times, having to follow him even 

when that means alienating other people. Such was the experience of Jeremiah, Isaiah, and 

                                                
84 R.R. Reno in First Things (May 2015), p. 10. 
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quintessentially, of Jesus himself. And Jesus made it clear that at times his followers would have 

to choose between loyalty to God and loyalty to others—even to family (see Luke 12:49-53).  

 

Both of these “sides” in the current tension-laden situation we are facing have to be held onto 

simultaneously. We cannot shrink from facing the church’s historic guilt in the poor treatment of 

same-sex-attracted people just because it might smack of being trendy by groveling; or because 

by doing so we will no longer have the courage to trumpet loudly to those so lost in sexual 

confusion the gospel call to repentance and the sharp edge of the divine law that goes with it. 

Likewise, we cannot shrink from drawing the lines that the Word of God itself draws, forbidding 

homosexual behavior, and teaching the same clearly and confidently to our members, especially 

our youth who are impressionable and are daily bombarded with messages from the culture that 

vaccinate them against hearing and grasping with the heart the revolutionary truths of the God-

breathed Scriptures. This is our duty to teach the Lord’s people his sexual ethics for us, even as 

we also exhort them to extend themselves in love and care to gay people they know who reject 

the sexual boundaries that come from God. 

 

This “both/and” of facing the debt of love we owe to our gay or lesbian “neighbor” (whether a 

believer or an unbeliever) and the debt of love we owe to our Creator and Redeemer God whose 

truth does not change and who calls us above all else to remain faithful to him and his revealed 

Word—all of this is too difficult for us to do well by ourselves. And we will not do it well 

without a fresh and continual reliance upon the Spirit of God who has been sent into our hearts to 

bring the mind of Christ and his power from heaven to us.   
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IV. WHAT DOES THE BIBLE SAY AND MEAN?  

Exegesis of Relevant Biblical Texts 
 

The question about what the Bible teaches concerning homosexuality has to be the central 

question for us. As churches of the Reformation, our life is governed by the principle, sola 

scriptura, Scripture alone. This does not mean that there is no element of interpretation and 

judgment involved when it comes to the meaning of the text. In fact, we confess our agreement 

with the Reformed Ecumenical Council’s 1992 statement, “though clear and sufficient, the 

Scriptures are in need of interpretation.” Indeed, this is the responsibility Christ lays upon his 

church, and we must not shrink from it in situations of controversy. The sola scriptura principle 

doesn't tell us what to do when Christians disagree about Scripture. What it does is assure us that 

not every interpretation is credible, and clarify for us what must remain the focus of all 

disagreements: the meaning of the biblical text. Hence, all disputes about homosexuality have to 

be brought humbly to the Scriptures where we listen for the Spirit to judge, exonerate, or refine 

our ideas and opinions. The Westminster Confession sums up the sola scriptura principle well: 

 

The supreme judge by which all controversies of religion are to be determined, 

and all decrees of councils, opinions of ancient writers, doctrines of men, and 

private spirits, are to be examined, and in whose sentence we are to rest, can be 

no other but the Holy Spirit speaking in the Scripture. (WCF 1.10) 
 

So the central question for our church is: what do the Scriptures teach concerning 

homosexuality? This question must be answered and the corporate life of our churches ordered 

on the basis of the answer we discern in the text itself. 

 

 

The Biblical Framework 

It is clear from Genesis to Revelation, that the Word of God commends, celebrates, and sanctions 

genital sexual expression when it is between a man and a woman and when it is within the 

institution of marriage. Heterosexual sex, love, and marriage are regarded in the Word as God's 

norm for his human creatures.  Following Augustine, marriage is ordered toward a multiplicity of 

goods: procreation, faithfulness, and its parabolic mystery of Christ and the Church. 

Heterosexual marriage is, self-evidently, the only kind of relationship which is life-giving, as it is 

the only relationship capable of procreating children; and its capacity for personal communion 

and companionship is rooted not in the mere humanness of the couple but in the 

complementarity of each being the same with a difference: Adam finds in Eve not merely a 

helper, but a helper who is a woman corresponding to him as a man. Thus, the goods of marriage 

which Augustine identifies can only properly be mediated in the context of a heterosexual sexual 

union. 
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Old Testament Texts 

 

Genesis 1-3 as Paradigm 

This complementarity (being the same with difference) between Adam and Eve forms the moral 

logic of the interpretation of all other biblical texts. It is fundamental to the framework of biblical 

sexual ethics. Scholars such as James Brownson have challenged this point of complementarity, 

arguing that the heart of Genesis  2 is an emphasis on sameness, not difference—and that Eve is 

a suitable helper for Adam because she is like him.85 Thus, he argues, the bond formed in the 

one-flesh union described in Genesis 2:24 reflects a kinship bond where gender difference is 

incidental, not essential.86 Secondly, revisionist arguments emphasize that the gender differences 

found in Genesis 2 are descriptive, not prescriptive, and that they reflect the contextual 

requirements of procreation for a fledgling human race.  

 

While the sameness of Adam and Eve may be one theme in Genesis 2, it is not the only theme. 

Sameness-in-difference appears in that the woman is “from man” but not “man.” What makes 

Eve a suitable helper for Adam if not her gender, since the divine purpose for human procreation 

is announced in Genesis 1:28 immediately after the announcement that God followed through on 

his intention and created human beings, making them sexually differentiated as male and female?  

The grammatical form of this word that gets translated “fit for,” or “suitable” or “matching” or 

“corresponding to” Adam (the Hebrew is kenegdo), is found nowhere else in the OT, only here. 

A more literal translation of Genesis 2:18 would be I will make a helper (ezer) ‘like opposite’ 

(kenegdo) to him. It is difficult to avoid the conclusion that the complementarity, the “same 

(human)-but-with-a-difference (different sexually and in gender),” is the main point, and that this 

includes the sexual complementarity, since the command to “be fruitful and increase in number” 

can only be fulfilled by—and very precisely, by—this sexual complementarity: the female 

provides the egg and the male provides the sperm that fertilizes it. This alone produces offspring, 

children, who are needed not merely for the initial growth of the fledgling human race but 

needed also—and crucially so—for the perpetuity of the human family in every age of history 

down to the consummation of the Kingdom. Brownson can only dismiss the “sexual 

complementarity” argument by falling into the disjunctive fallacy, separating and isolating off 

things into an either/or framework when they belong together in a both/and arrangement: in this 

case, sameness and difference. The human sameness of Adam and Eve as over against the other 

living creatures of God, does not exclude their sexual and gender difference as male and female, 

as man and woman. It is precisely because they are the-same-with-a-difference that they can be 

“complements” to each other. If they were just differentiated from one another and not the same 

at some level, there would be no unity; or if they were just the same, and not different at some 

level, then there would be no ground for their complementarity. Complementarity itself, in its 

essence, carries the idea of “the same with a difference.” This double emphasis in Genesis 1 and 

2 on Eve’s and Adam’s similarity to each other and on their differences as being sexually and 

gender-wise “other,” we do not think can be reasonably be denied by an objective interpreter.   

 

                                                
85 James Brownson, Bible, Gender, Sexuality: Reframing the Church’s Debate on Same-Sex Relationships (2013), 

pp. 29-31.  
86 Brownson, Bible, Gender, Sexuality, pp. 32-34. 
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We note that Adam’s exclamatory delight in the “sameness” of Eve, that she is derivative of him, 

This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh (Genesis 2:23), is not set in the context 

of Adam’s gender being downplayed over against Eve’s, but in the context of Adam’s 

humanness being played up over against the animal species, none of which can provide a suitable 

match for him. The mere presence of distinction, followed by the leaving and cleaving of 2:24  

(…and they [= the two, who are distinctively different] shall become one flesh), suggests that 

sexual and gender difference here is purposed and paradigmatic.  

 

This reading of the narrative finds support in the point stressed by Bruce Waltke, that the 

opening chapter of Genesis 1 stresses the order that God brings to the world precisely by making 

distinctions and separating things: 

 

…God’s powerful words bring separation, dividing day and night, waters and 

land, fish and fowl. Boundaries are important in both the created and social 

orders. When everything keeps its allotted place and does not transgress its limits, 

there is order, not chaos.87 

 

In his summary of what he calls the prologue (Genesis 1:1-3) of the account of creation, Waltke  

specifically ties the order—the distinctions and separations as well as the unities—that God 

established in creation to his later revelations when he says: 

 

The order of this creation will undergird God’s later revelations regarding 

humanity’s social order. His law (the teachings of Scripture) is in harmony with 

the created order. Thus, to flout his revealed moral order is to contradict 

creation, his created reality.88  
 

To sum up, it does not do justice to the text to subordinate the gender difference between Adam 

and Eve to their common humanness, as Brownson does. The text neither subordinates 

difference to sameness nor sameness to difference; rather, it wonderfully draws both together so 

as to present what Adam and Eve possess as a gift from God in their relationship: a glorious, 

inviting, sameness-in-difference.     

 

Furthermore, Paul’s christological appeal to Genesis 2:24 in Ephesians 5:31-32 reflects the 

assumption that Genesis 2 is not merely emphasizing sameness—as the metaphor would not 

carry the effect in Ephesians 5 without a difference. As Wesley Hill puts it: 

 

The difference between male and female becomes not incidental to the meaning of 

marriage but essential. God established marriage, Ephesians suggests, in order 

that it might be a sign (mysterion; sacramentum) of Christ’s love for the Church. 

In order for this parable to “work,” the difference between the covenant partners 

is required. The relationship between man and woman is here “related over and 

above itself to an eternal, holy, and spotless standing before God, in the love of 

the incarnate Christ for his bride, which is the Church...The communion of the 

“wholly other” God with his creation, which was mirrored in man’s turning 

                                                
87 Bruce Waltke, Genesis: A Commentary (2001), p. 56  
88 Waltke, Genesis, p. 55. 
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toward woman and vice versa, breaks down in homosexual relationships, and 

thus the christological meaning of marriage and gender difference is obscured.89 

 

Thus, revisionist dismissals of gender complementarity in Genesis 2 as paradigmatic for sexual 

ethics falls flat in light of a canonical reading of the text. 

 

Now this basic sexual “structure” of human existence, which affirms the complementarity of 

men and women ordered toward the marital goods of procreation, faithfulness, and reflecting  

Christ’s relationship with the church as his bride, is qualified and relativized by the Word of God 

as well as praised and approved. This structure, present since creation, becomes twisted and 

broken by the fall into sin. And Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 22:23-33 that there will be no 

marriage in heaven, and Paul’s intimations of the same thing in 1 Corinthians 7:29-31, imply that 

the sexual order of the first creation will be transformed and superseded by something in the new 

creation when it comes in its fullness and our bodies are changed. Nevertheless, between the Fall 

and the second coming of Christ, heterosexual love, sex, and marriage continue to constitute 

God’s sexual ethic for the human race as one of his “orders of creation.”  

 

Still, all of us stand in need of redemption. Hence those children of Adam who turn to Jesus 

Christ, convicted by the Holy Spirit of their own sexual brokenness and defiance of God’s law of 

love—whether as heterosexually-inclined or homosexually-inclined persons—their lives become 

the arena, even the battlefield, where the Spirit wants to apply the redemption won for them by 

Christ at the cross. 

 

This is the Bible’s framework for a sexual ethic, and any discussion about homosexual sex needs 

to begin with this framework—its centrality, dominance, and pervasiveness in Scripture. The 

texts that specifically touch on homosexuality do not stand in isolation but are illumined in the 

light this framework casts. Thus, while some revisionist arguments pertaining to individual texts 

may seem plausible in isolation, they cannot be maintained in light of the overall shape of the 

biblical witness on human sexuality. 

 

 

Other Old Testament Texts 

 

We have already considered the most important Old Testament text with reference to sexuality: 

the paradigmatic picture provided in Genesis 2. However, there are several references in the Old 

Testament to same-sex sexual behavior that reinforce the paradigm set in Genesis 2 and clearly 

describe same-sex sexual behavior as being inconsistent with that paradigm.  

 

Leviticus 18 and 20 

In Leviticus 18 and 20 the LORD provides the most explicit rejection of same-sex sexual 

behavior in the context of Leviticus’s holiness code. First, in 18:22: 

  

            You shall not lie with a male as with a woman, it is an abomination. 

                                                
89 Wesley Hill, “Gunning for Complementarity,” The Living Church, http://livingchurch.org/gunning-

complementarity. 
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 And then in 20:13: 

 

If a man lies with a male as with a woman, both of them have committed an 

abomination; they shall surely be put to death; their blood is upon them. 

 

No one disagrees that these texts in their original setting are prohibiting homosexual sex in 

Israel. Covenant Seminary professor, Dr. Jay Sklar, opens a forthcoming article on 

homosexuality in Leviticus 18 and 20 with this statement: 

There is no real debate that Lev 18:22, and its parallel in Lev 20:13, are 

prohibiting sexual relations between two men. This is agreed to by the 

commentators (whether they are conservative or liberal),
 
and by those writing 

more specifically about the Bible’s view of homosexual practice (whether they 

think the Bible’s prohibition applies today or not).
 

It is equally clear that 

consensual relations are being described, since the same penalty for breaking the 

prohibition is applied to both men (20:13), something that does not happen in the 

case of rape (cf. Deut 22:23-27).90 
 

Sklar’s article then carefully lays out the ways the relevance of this text for today is minimized 

by some and then explores the hermeneutics involved in making such claims credible.  

 

In the revisionist literature on homosexuality we find that these  two texts in Leviticus are 

currently being challenged in three ways: 

1. Leviticus is not relevant to contemporary Christians. 

2. The application of Levitical laws to today is arbitrary, subjective, and often hypocritical. 

3. The laws in Leviticus 18 and 20 only prohibit a very narrowly-defined and now mostly 

irrelevant type of sexual behavior.91 

 

The first challenge to these texts suggests that they are not relevant to modern society because 

the historical gap between the world of Leviticus and our present day is so large. One way to 

deal with that challenge is to suggest that the gap is simply too large to get anything meaningful 

from the study of a book like Leviticus. Christians would be better off sticking to the clearer 

ethical imperatives of the New Testament, so the argument goes. Thus, the Levitical 

proscriptions against a male [lying] with a male as with a woman cannot be used to say 

anything about modern homosexual sexual relationships. 

 

This argument is possible if the initial proposition is granted: that Leviticus is irrelevant. 

However, it does not actually demonstrate that the initial proposition is true. In fact, this 

approach suggests a Marcionite approach to the divinely given Word that fails to regard the 

whole of the Bible, Old and New Testament, as Holy Scripture, breathed out by God and 

profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness (2 

Timothy 3:16). Paul was explicitly referring to the Old Testament Scriptures when he penned 

                                                
90 Jay Sklar, “The prohibitions against homosexual sex in Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13:are they relevant today?” 

Bulletin of Biblical Research, forthcoming. 
91 These three categories are drawn from the general work of Dr. Sklar. 
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those words to Timothy (though by implication his statement includes the New Testament as 

well). Thus, we conclude that Leviticus, like all Scripture, offers Christians a relevant word from 

the Lord in every time and place until we see the Lord face to face, even though it remains true 

that discernment is needed to know which parts of the case law, prohibitions, and sanctions in 

Leviticus have already been fulfilled in Christ and hence no longer remain binding on the people 

of God.  

 

A second, and perhaps more common way in which the texts of Leviticus are challenged takes 

the form of this argument: “The application of Levitical laws to today is arbitrary, subjective, 

and often hypocritical.” The suggestion is that when traditional Christians seek to apply Levitical 

laws to contemporary circumstances, they simply pick and choose which laws they want to 

continue to apply. So laws against homosexual sexual practice are said to remain in force, while 

laws against wearing two types of cloth (19:19) or cross-breeding two types of livestock (19:19), 

or eating shellfish (11:9-12) are regarded as culture-bound and therefore obsolete. Often it is 

suggested that what motivates Christians to pick some laws over others is a bigoted animus 

against gay people. 

 

It should be acknowledged that some Christians have been inconsistent in their application of 

Old Testament laws, perhaps even motivated by an arbitrary animus against gay people. 

However, this does not mean that there is no consistent way of applying Old Testament law 

today. In considering how Old Testament law applies, we have a few principles that keep us 

from driving off the interpretive road on one side or the other, either claiming that there is 

nothing distinctive about the New Covenant and its Scriptures, or taking the New Covenant and 

its Scripture to be so distinctive that the Old Covenant and its Scriptures are completely 

irrelevant on this side of the cross. Simply because something is stated in the Old Testament as 

law does not necessarily mean that Christians should follow it, since we live now—post-Easter—

under the New Covenant administration of the Holy Spirit. However, we cannot ignore the Old 

Testament simply because we are under the New Covenant. Our confessional standards clearly 

affirm an on-going relevance of Old Covenant law—even as they imply the need for careful 

discernment in the practical outworking of it under the New Covenant—when they teach that, 

“To them [the people of Israel] also, as a body politic, he [God] gave sundry judicial laws, which 

expired together with the state of that people; not obliging any other now, further than the 

general equity thereof may require.”92  

 

But how are we to discern whether there is an ongoing “general equity” in a given law, i.e., a 

general principle of justice, that is universally relevant, transcending the theocratic state of 

ancient Israel, and how ought we define it if there is?  

 

One criterion is NT repetition: Is the law/prohibition/sanction repeated in the New Testament? 

The most obvious example of such a repetition might be the command, You shall love your 

neighbor as yourself (see Leviticus 19:18 and Mark 12:31). 

 

                                                
92 WCF, 19.4. 
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But even where a specific law itself is not explicitly repeated, the principle behind the law may 

still be reaffirmed as relevant, even if the specific application may vary some, according to 

cultural context.93 So the question always must be asked: What is the moral logic behind a given 

prohibition in the Mosaic law? With regard to the question in front of us we ask: What is the 

moral logic behind the prohibition of homosexual sexual behavior in Leviticus? 

 

The language of the Leviticus prohibitions harkens back to the language of Genesis 2 and the 

created order.94 The clause, if a man lies with a male as with a woman, suggests the normative 

form of sexual relationships in the law of God: a man and a woman. Thus, what makes the sexual 

relationship inappropriate is the biological sex of the other person. This is consistent with the 

overarching biblical trajectory which affirms that the creation narrative (with its complementary 

genders) is normative for marriage and sexuality in the rest of Scripture.  The teaching of both 

Jesus and Paul in the New Testament traces this same trajectory. Jesus affirms the creation 

narrative’s normative purpose by quoting Genesis 2 in response to the Pharisees’ question about 

divorce (Matthew 19:1-6). Paul affirms the creation narrative account of the first marriage by 

using it as a picture of how Christ remains faithful to his church (Ephesians 5:28-31). 

 

The final revisionist challenge to Leviticus is the argument that these laws only prohibit a certain 

type of sexual behavior. The argument is that in the specific cultural context of ancient Israel this 

prohibition:  

1. only related to ceremonial impurity (rather than immorality);  

2. was only concerned with the cultic idolatrous context in which most homosexual 

relations occurred; and  

3. was primarily focused on the shame that comes from a man playing the feminine or 

passive role in the sexual encounter with another man (thus the issue was rooted in an 

ancient Near East concept of honor and shame as it applied to sexual activity).  

 

What can be said about these various arguments that Leviticus is irrelevant in the moral 

evaluation of modern, loving, and committed same-sex relationships?  

 

Here’s what can be said in response to these arguments. With regard to 1. and 2. above, the 

contention that cultic purity issues and practices were the primary context for homosexual 

activity around ancient Israel is certainly plausible. However, it is not clear that that was the only 

social context in view. As Kevin DeYoung notes,  “The other laws against sexual sin in Leviticus 

18 are not qualified in any way.”95 So why should we assume the law against men bedding men 

was meant to be qualified? And even if the proposition was fully granted, that the prohibition 

                                                
93 For example, note how the Apostle Paul simply appeals to “the law” of the Old Covenant in 1 Corinthians 14:34 

in reminding believing women that God has called them to live in honorable submission to their husbands.   
94 For more on how Leviticus has Genesis 1-2 as the backdrop for its vision of humanity, see Jay Sklar, Leviticus 

(2014), p. 29. In summary: “Leviticus sees Genesis 1-2 to set down God’s intent for humanity: to enjoy God’s 

blessings as we walk in relationship with God and to reflect his image into the world by making distinctions. The 

Lord is a God who brings order to the world and does so by making distinctions and we, as his people, are to do the 

same...And what that means in turn is that if we are to reflect his image, we must not obliterate the order and 

distinctions the Lord has set up, which in the case of Genesis 1 includes a very basic one: male and female” 

(summary drawn from unpublished notes). 
95 Kevin DeYoung, What Does the Bible Really Teach about Homosexuality? (2015), p.40. 
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against men having sex with men was limited to ceremonial/cultic settings, we would still have 

to ask why that kind of sexual activity would be prohibited. 

 

With regard to 3. above, the claim that the prohibition was rooted in culturally-specific shame,96 

we must simply say that there is nothing in the text to suggest that shame is the driving force in 

the moral logic behind the prohibition. Even if it were, however, it is also not clear that such 

shame would be cultural instead of universal (especially given the other sins meriting the death 

penalty in Leviticus 20). As Sklar has noted in commentary on the sexual boundaries laid down 

in the Levitical law, “The burden of proof is on those who would claim the moral logic is 

culturally limited; they simply do not meet the burden of proof.”97 

 

In the forthcoming article mentioned earlier, Sklar answers this objection convincingly 

when he says:  

 

Two final comments are in order. First, it is important to note that the moral logic 

behind ethical rules and regulations can have multiple components. Why is it 

wrong to murder? This can be answered in different ways. We could note that 

humans are created in the image of God and it is an offense to him to destroy 

those in his image. We could also note that murderers do what no human should 

do: put themselves in the place of God by determining who continues in life. If the 

person who was killed has a family, we could further note that the murder was 

also wrong in light of the harm done to those who depended on the person who 

was murdered. In short, the moral rationale behind ethical commands can be 

multi-faceted. 

 

This applies equally to the prohibitions [against homosexual sex] of Lev 18:22 

and 20:13, as is recognized by the most thorough discussions on either side of the 

issue. For example, [revisionist scholar, James] Brownson believes that issues of 

male honor are “probably…at least part of the motivation underlying these 

prohibitions,” but also wisely observes “that this may not be the only reason why 

the Levitical texts speak against this activity.” At a later point he will identify at 

least four reasons when he speaks of “religious, purity, procreative, and honor-

shame contexts that form the underlying moral logic of the Levitical 

prohibitions…” Coming from the other side of the issue, Gagnon will also argue 

for multiple components involved in the moral rationale for the prohibitions 

(some of which overlap with those of Brownson and some of which do not).98
 

 

The possibility of multiple components being involved in the moral rationale behind these 

prohibitions is significant. It means that even if we are convinced that the moral rationale of 

these prohibitions is probably related to issues of purity, or idolatry, or male honor, and are 

further convinced that these issues do not apply in the same way today as they did back then, we 

have not yet shown that the prohibitions themselves do not apply. This is simply because a 

rationale rooted in creation may also be at work. As argued above, a creation rationale is in fact 

the strongest possibility of those considered above; if the others are possible, the creation 

                                                
96 This is Brownson’s argument in Bible, Gender, and Sexuality (2013), p.269-273. 
97 Jay Sklar, unpublished notes on “Leviticus and Homosexual Activity.”  
98 “The prohibitions against homosexual sex in Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13:are they relevant today?” Bulletin of 

Biblical Research, forthcoming. 
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rationale is more so. It is thus not enough to affirm one of the other rationales in order to deny 

the ongoing relevance of the prohibitions today; it also has to be shown why the creation 

rationale is an unlikely one. 

 

 

Genesis 19  

Traditionally, this story of a terrifying night in Sodom has been used as evidence that the Bible 

condemns homosexual behavior for being homosexual. The men of Sodom threaten violence in 

seeking to have homosexual relations with the angelic visitors who have come as guests to stay 

with Lot, a resident alien there. The passage does indeed seem to be about an intended 

homosexual gang rape. Nevertheless, there are many similarities with the account of a 

heterosexual gang rape in Judges (19:10–26): Both acts under contemplation are called “wicked” 

(Judges 19:23; compare Genesis 19:7), while the heterosexual rape in Judges is also “vile” and 

“outrageous” (Judges 19:23–24). Thus, we are better off seeing the homosexual aspect of the 

intended rape as an “aggravation” of something that was already horrible beyond words. Those 

who defend the morality of “loving” and “committed” same-sex relationships will generally 

agree that the intended deed recorded here is repugnant.99   

 

Our own conclusion is that the Sodom story is consistent with the dim view taken of homosexual 

relations elsewhere in Scripture, but we caution against putting undue weight on it in the 

marshaling of biblical evidence against homosexual relationships per se. For a lay-friendly 

discussion of the apologetic risks in leaning too heavily, especially in our day, on the 

homosexual gang-rape story in Genesis 19, see the recent book by Preston Sprinkle.100     

 

 

New Testament Texts 

 As the key to all Scripture is Jesus Christ, we begin with the apostolic teaching of the New 

Testament, where Christ and his law and gospel are set forth most fully and directly. 

                                                
99  Of course, there are contemporary writers who maintain that the Sodom story does teach that any kind of 

homosexual relationship is contrary to God’s law, and they appeal to ancient Jewish sources in support of this.  They 

also believe there is further evidence for it in the references in other biblical books to “the sins of Sodom.” The 

proper interpretation of these canonical texts, however (especially Ezekiel 16:49-50 and Jude 7), is by no means an 

open and shut case. See especially Robert Gagnon, The Bible and Homosexual Practice (2001), pp. 79-91.  Gagnon 

(p. 91) cites Philo and Josephus, prominent Jewish writers of the first century A.D. who condemn the sex acts in the 

Sodom story for being homosexual in nature. See also, for the same view, S. Donald Fortson III and Rollin G. 

Grams, Unchanging Witness: The Consistent Christian Teaching on Homosexuality in Scripture and Tradition 

(2016), pp. 203-221. See also the ESV Study Bible on Jude 7.  Jude 7 alludes to Genesis 19, and the ESV translates 

that verse in Jude, “just as Sodom and and Gomorrah and the surrounding cities, which likewise indulged in sexual 

immorality and pursued unnatural desire, serve as an example by undergoing a punishment of eternal fire.” The 

note on this verse in the ESV Study Bible includes this: “Pursued unnatural desire refers to the homosexual 

activity of Sodom….” Genesis 19:5 is then referenced, as are the Jewish writers of the first century A.D., Josephus 

and Philo. The commentary continues: “The Greek is literally, ‘went after other flesh,‘ meaning ‘other’ or ‘different’ 

than the sexual immorality with women that Jude had just mentioned (cf. Rom.1:26-27).” ESV Study Bible (2008), 

p. 2450.  

This is a plausible and common interpretation, but numerous NT scholars challenge it.  Some hold that the phrase 

“went after other flesh” refers to the fact that the guests of Lot the male inhabitants of Sodom sought to abuse were 

not even human beings but were angelic visitors—”other flesh”—who appeared in human form. See for this view, 

J.N.D. Kelly, A Commentary on the Epistles of Peter and Jude (1969), pp. 258-59.  
100 Preston Sprinkle, People to Be Loved: Why Homosexuality is Not Just an Issue (2015), pp. 42-44.  
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Romans 1 

The most explicit text of the New Testament touching on homosexuality is Romans 1:24-27. 

Traditionally, the church has understood this text to teach that homoerotic sex is a manifestation 

of human  rebellion against God and hence an expression of unrighteousness, or sinful behavior. 

While Paul's purpose in Romans 1 is not to give a summary list of what constitutes sound 

Christian ethics within the church, as it is, say, in Ephesians 4 and 5, nevertheless Paul’s use of 

homosexuality as an example of pagan immorality has been taken historically to mean that 

anyone claiming they submit to Christ as Lord should not engage in homoerotic behavior. 

 

In recent years this understanding of the text has been challenged and the traditional 

interpretation rejected by many. We agree that we should not cling to the traditional just because 

it has established itself. The traditional ought to find a place with us by proving to be not just old 

but true. In this case, however, we see no compelling reasons to overturn the church’s judgment 

that Paul, in Romans 1, portrays in no uncertain terms same-sex sexual acts as acts of 

disobedience to God, and any defense of such actions, a reflection of profound spiritual and 

moral rebellion and confusion.101 

  

As a general principle, the proposing of an alternative interpretation to a commonly accepted 

view of a given text of Scripture is not to be summarily thrown out of court merely because it is 

new. We believe that the Spirit uses human experience and history to illuminate the true meaning 

of the Word and to correct the church when that Word has been injuriously misinterpreted. In 

this sense, we should not automatically reject an interpretation just because it is “revisionist.” 

Sometimes, the Holy Spirit speaking in and through the Word calls us to such revision.  

  

But every attempted revision of Romans 1 in the name of new insight from the Spirit, seems to 

us too much like the beating of a square peg into a round hole: they are cribbed, artificial, 

damaging to the integrity of the text—and hence, they are unpersuasive. We make our 

presuppositions clear: the burden of proof lies with those whose exegesis of Romans 1 would put 

Paul at variance with the heterosexual sexual norm everywhere present in Scripture.  

  

We will set out the various arguments revisionists propose and then respond to them. 

  

  

                                                
101 Same-sex-affirming NT scholar, William Loader’s exegesis of Romans 1 leaves him in agreement. He writes, 

“[P]aul sees same-sex intercourse as disorder and sets it in parallel to the disorder when people stop worshipping 

God and worship idols instead. Not only are the two disorders parallel: one is the consequence of the other. …So 

this is not simply a transgression of a biblical prohibition which Paul assumes (Lev.18:22; 20:13); it is a deliberate 

perversion of God’s intention and their nature.” William Loader, The New Testament on Sexuality. Volume 5, 

Attitudes Toward Sexuality in Judaism and Christianity in the Hellenistic and Greco-Roman Era (2012), p. 227 (see 

also pp. 298-299; 326). It should be noted, however, that Paul lumps together all the sins he lists in Romans 1:21-32 

as manifesting the ethical “disorder” that follows upon people abandoning the worship of the one true God, 

including sins like envy and disobeying parents.   
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Argument 1 

Romans 1:24-27 cannot be used to disqualify long-term, loving, and committed homosexual 

partnerships because the predominant form homosexuality took in Paul’s day was pederasty, a 

temporary and intrinsically exploitative relationship between an adult (and often married) man 

and a boy. In these relationships, the boy could be anywhere from 12-18 years old, was usually 

the “passive” partner sexually, and was expected to outgrow this relationship in due time and 

then, as an adult, look for a boy-lover himself. It is clear that Paul would condemn this kind of 

homosexuality since it was a man committing sexual acts with a boy; since it was an unequal 

relationship wherein the boy’s role was only to serve the sexual desires of the man; and since its 

impermanence violated the biblical principle of lifelong fidelity to one’s partner. This type of 

homosexuality, apparently the most common form of homoerotic sex in the Greco-Roman 

world—among males, at least, is what Paul is condemning in Romans 1.  

 

There is very little evidence, the argument goes, that Paul knew of homosexual relationships of 

the type many are pursuing in our own day where it is a sexual relationship a) not between an 

adult and a child but between two adults; b) equal, in the sense that the gratification of both 

partners is in view in sexual engagement, and c) involves an exclusive and lifelong commitment 

on the part of both partners. We can’t be sure Paul would rule out such relationships because he 

simply didn’t see them or know them in his time, and so Romans 1 cannot be simplistically taken 

as a condemnation of all homosexual relationships regardless of the social context—any more 

than the New Testament texts that seem to allow 1st century slavery can be taken as a 

justification of all forms of slavery regardless of the social context. 

  

In order for us to be able to apply Romans 1 to the 21st  century, the social context of present-day 

homosexual relationships “must bear a reasonable similarity to the context which called the 

biblical statements into existence.”102 If they do not, it is going beyond what Scripture teaches to 

use Romans 1 to outlaw lifelong and committed homosexual partnerships in the culture and the 

church. And first century pederasty simply does not constitute “a reasonable similarity” to many 

present-day, mature, relationships between two men or two women. 

 

Answer 

The first thing we say in response to this argument is that care needs to be taken lest we 

oversimplify the historical record and assume too quickly that the common form homoerotic 

relationships took in the ancient world, the man-boy relationship (termed pederasty), was the 

only form. This passage in Robert Gagnon’s treatment of Romans 1 is important: 

 

Mark Smith cites a series of examples of homoeroticism in antiquity that broaden 

the standard model of love between a man and a boy: those between young adult 

males, between adult males of unequal age, between adult males of roughly 

equal age, between adult males who alternate in the roles of “lover” and 

“beloved,” and between bisexuals and members of the same and opposite sex, 

with many of these relationships characterized as stable and even as lifelong 

“marriages.” [Gagnon then quotes Smith:] “In sum, the extant sources for 

                                                
102 Robin Scroggs, New Testament and Homosexuality (1983), p. 125. 
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Greco-Roman homosexual practices demonstrate many exceptions to pederasty 

and a decline in the prominence of pederasty in the last three centuries 

preceding Paul.103   

 

But the central problem with the revisionist view that Paul is only condemning pederasty, is that 

it never seems to come to grips seriously with the question: Is there any evidence in Romans 1 

itself, or in the Scriptures, generally, or even in the wider cultural context of the ancient world, as 

to whether it was the pederastic or the homoerotic element Paul objected to in the relationships 

so common in his 1st century setting—or whether it was both? Scroggs is convinced that we can’t 

be certain of this and hence argues that Romans 1 is entirely irrelevant to the current discussion 

about loving homosexual partnerships. This is a central plank in almost all revisionist arguments 

up to the present,104 

except in those revisionists who hold the traditional interpretation of Paul’s teaching here but a 

reject it as passé and without normative authority in the contemporary church. 

  

There can be little serious dispute that Paul’s aim in Romans 1-3:20 is to indict both Gentiles and 

Jews as being under the wrath of God for their sin, that all might see their need for a Savior, for a 

righteousness freely conferred upon them and not at all earned. Richard Hays and others have 

persuasively argued that Paul, in a calculating way, expounds on the moral profligacy of the 

pagan Gentile world in order to draw applause from his morally superior Jewish hearers. Thus 

rallied to the side of God and moral righteousness in opposition to Gentile unrighteousness, Paul 

pulls the rug out from under them and demonstrates their own complicity in unrighteousness, 

their failure to keep the high standards they hold the Gentiles to. Hays calls this Paul’s “sting 

operation” in Romans 1. He explains: 

 

The passage builds a crescendo of condemnation, declaring God’s wrath upon 

human unrighteousness, using rhetoric characteristic of Jewish polemic against 

Gentile immorality. It whips the reader into a frenzy of indignation against 

others: those unbelievers, those idol-worshipers, those immoral enemies of God. 

But then the sting strikes in Romans 2:1: “Therefore you have no excuse, whoever 

you are, when you judge others; for in passing judgment on another you condemn 

yourself because you, the judge, are doing the very same things.”105 

  

 In his exposé of Gentile moral darkness, Paul represents it as a manifestation of idolatry. Having 

exchanged the truth of God for a lie and worshiped and served created things rather than 

the Creator (1:25), God “hands over” the Gentiles to “shameful lusts” (v. 26 pathe atimias). 

And then follows Paul's description of both lesbian and homosexual relationships in vv. 26-27. 

The key lines are: 

  

 

                                                
103 Gagnon, Bible and Homosexual Practice, pp. 357-358; and quoting Mark D. Smith, “Ancient Bisexuality and the 

Interpretation of Romans 1:26-27, Journal of the American Academy of Religion 64 (1996), pp. 236-237.   
104 In addition to Scroggs (1983), see James Brownson in Bible, Gender, Sexuality (2013), pp. 153-169; Ken Wilson   

A Letter to My Congregation (2014), pp.62-69.   
105 Richard Hays, The Moral Vision of the New Testament (1996), p. 389. 
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v. 26: Even their women exchanged natural relations for unnatural ones 

[literally, “exchanged the natural (i.e., from nature) sexual function for that which 

is against nature.”] 

 

v. 27: In the same way the men also abandoned natural relations with women 

and were inflamed with lust for one another. Men committed indecent acts 

with other men [literally, “the men left the natural (sexual) function of the 

woman in lustful passion for each other, men with men committing shameless 

acts”]. 
  

We make several observations: 

  

1) With the word “function” (chresis) we may trust Paul has sexual intercourse in mind. When 

this word is used in a sexual context it is a stock expression for sexual intercourse. 

  

2) That Paul has pederasty in mind in v. 27 when he talks about males with males (arsenes en 

arsesin) may be true, but we infer this not from the text but from our knowledge that this form of 

homosexual engagement seems to have been the most common form. But that Paul has more 

than pederasty in mind is clear from v. 26 where he begins his remarks on homoerotic 

relationships by talking about women being with women sexually and not men with men. While 

we have much less information about homosexual relationships among women in the ancient 

world, there is no historical evidence that there was anything like “female pederasty” which 

paralleled the social institution of male pederasty.106 William Loader, a NT scholar and premier 

specialist in the area of sexuality in the NT and in the ancient world, rightly sees the force of the 

fact that Paul begins with women and not with men.107 This view is confirmed by Simon 

Gathercole who stresses the parallelism between the “exchange” that takes place in idolatry and 

the “exchange” that takes place in homosexual sex: 

 

Humanity should be oriented toward God but turns in on itself (Rom.1:25) 

Woman should be oriented toward man but turns in on itself (Rom. 126) 

Man should be oriented toward woman, but turns in on itself (Rom. 1:27). 

 

The meta-sin of creation turning in on itself toward self-worship, then, leads to 

sexual relationships which mirror this same turn in se [loosely translated Latin 

for “in toward oneself”].  

 

This line of reasoning is confirmed by Paul’s emphatic phrase, “receiving back 

the corresponding repayment which their sin demanded…” in 1:27…. 

 

The relationship which Paul construes between idolatry and homosexuality is a 

perfect illustration, then, of ironic measure for measure punishment in that the 

incurvatus in se of worship (Rom. 1:25)results in the incurvatus in se [“curving 

                                                
106 Revisionist pastor and writer Ken Wilson suggests that when Paul says of these women that they “exchanged the 

natural sexual function for that which is against nature” he may be referring to women committing bestiality.   

A Letter to My Congregation, p. 69. Yet Wilson offers no historical evidence for this idea.  
107 See William Loader, The New Testament on Sexuality, p.325-326 where the notion that Paul’s concern was, or is 

limited to, pederasty, is rejected. 
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in on oneself”] of sex—a rejection of the other in preference for the same.108 

[emphasis original] 
  

3) A key phrase in v. 26 is exchanging the natural sexual function for that which is contrary 

to nature.109 Some have suggested that what Paul may have in view here is nothing more than 

deviant heterosexual behavior among women, perhaps the use of artificial phalli. By itself, v. 26 

conceivably could mean that. But coupled as it is with v. 27 where male homosexual 

relationships are clearly in view, it is not likely. Paul seems to be alluding to lesbianism—

present, but usually not very visible in the ancient world. 

  

The phrase “contrary to nature” (para phusin) is a common phrase in extra-biblical writers and is 

applied to homosexual acts by Plato, Plutarch, Athenaeus, Philo, and others. Scroggs insists that 

Paul's remark about lesbian homoerotic relationships being “contrary to nature” “has nothing to 

do with any theories of natural law.”110 Yet Scroggs can also say, with reference to Greek and 

Roman writers, 

  

For those who oppose pederasty, that which seemed most abhorrent about it was 

that it violated the natural order of creation, however creation was understood.111 

  

If “contrary to nature” commonly means this for Greco-Roman writers, isn’t it reasonable—

without strong evidence to the contrary—to believe it means this for Paul too? There are places 

in Paul where it’s clear that he views the world as having a certain structure or order built into it 

by God (See 1 Corinthians 7:29-31; 15:38-41). In fact, Scroggs expounds well the logic of Paul’s 

movement in Romans 1 from the theological (the nature of God) to the ethical (the nature of the 

world, including relationships): 

  

The fall of humankind from innocence is its refusal (the issue here is “willful 

ignorance”) to acknowledge, thank, and obey the God who made them. Ultimately 

that leads to a refusal to acknowledge what is real and true in the world, for the 

refusal to “know” God brings in its turn a false knowledge of the entire creation, 

including a false knowledge of the human self. In short, to “fall” is to refuse to 

live in the true world and to construct a false world in its stead— all the while 

thinking, believing and claiming that the false constructed reality is the true 

one.112 

  

Although the word “nature” in Paul's writings has various nuances, there are no good reasons for 

rejecting the view that here in Romans 1:26 it refers to what one theologian has called “the order 

of creation, …the constant creational constitution of anything, what makes it the thing or entity 

                                                
108 Simon Gathercole, “Sin in God’s Economy: Agencies in Romans 1 and 7,” in Divine and Human Agency in Paul 

and His Cultural Environment, ed. by John M.G. Barclay and Simon J. Gathercole (2007), p.164.  
109 See Robert Gagnon’s 2001 book, The Bible and Homosexual Practice: Texts and Hermeneutics, a comprehensive 

examination of the biblical teaching on homosexuality. See Gagnon’s extended discussion of Paul’s phrase 

“contrary to nature” on pp. 254-270. The footnotes there are particularly informative.  
110 Scroggs, p. 114. 
111 Scroggs, p. 60. 
112 Scroggs, p. 111. 
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that it is.”113 To speak of “nature” then would be to speak of the “structure” of creation. 

“Structure [of creation] designates that which every created entity retains by virtue of being a 

creature of God.”114 

  

In fact, the one instance of the word “nature” in Paul often thought to render dubious his use of 

that term here in Romans 1:26, may well turn out to buttress the longstanding contention that in 

1:26 “nature” refers to something like “the structure or character of a thing given it by God, that 

is, its created constitution.” In 1 Corinthians 11:14 Paul wrote: Does not even nature itself 

teach you that if a man has long hair, it is a dishonor to him, but if a woman has long hair, 

it is a glory to her? 

  

Now since most post-1960s Christians do not regard longer hair on a man as something contrary 

to nature, something against God's created order, it seems self-evident to many that “nature” in 

this verse means something like “social custom.” And if “nature” means “social custom” when 

Paul is talking about long hair, might it not mean nothing more than that in Romans 1 when Paul 

is talking about homosexuality? 

  

But there is a line in the Jewish writer, Philo, roughly a contemporary of Paul’s, that may shed 

light on 1 Corinthians 11:14: 

Much graver than the above is another evil, which has ramped its way into the 

cities, namely pederasty. In former days the very mention of it was a great 

disgrace, but now it is a matter of boasting not only to the active but to the 

passive partners, who habituate to themselves to endure the disease of 

effemination, let both body and soul run to waste, and leave no ember of their 

male sex-nature to smoulder. Mark how conspicuously they braid and adorn the 

hair of their heads, and how they scrub and paint their faces with cosmetics and 

pigments and the like, and smother themselves with fragrant unguents.115 

[emphasis added] 
  

Here Philo is criticizing the coiffured hair of effeminate boys in his condemnation of pederasty. 

Scroggs cites another similar statement in the Maxims of the so-called Pseudo-Phocylides: 

 

At the very end [of the passage] the author declares that boys should not have 

long, coiffured hair, that the youthful period of a beautiful boy (pais) should be 

guarded carefully, for many are maddened by desire for male intercourse.116 

  

Might it be that Paul is alluding to the very same thing in 1 Corinthians 11:14? That is, to the 

common phenomenon of effeminate youth in pederastic relationships whose “long hair,” in 

imitation of women, becomes part of their attractiveness, one of their erotic charms? And insofar 

as their hair is long for this reason, because they are acting like women, it is to their shame and 

contrary to nature. It would not be the mere length of hair that is at issue for Paul (how long is 

                                                
113 Albert Wolters in Creation Regained: Biblical Basics for a Reformational Worldview, cited in “The Kingdom 

and Slavery: A Test Case for Social Ethics,” Guenther Haas, Calvin Theological Journal 28 (1993), p. 84. 
114 Haas in “The Kingdom and Slavery,” p. 84-85. 
115 Philo, The Special Laws, III. 37 (Loeb edition) p. 499. 
116 Scroggs, p. 132. 
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“long,” anyway?), but rather sporting longer hair for what it was often worn for in Greco-Roman 

society:  for the playing of an effeminate sexual role. 

  

If this is right, then so far from blunting the force of “nature” in Romans 1, 1 Corinthians 11:14 

would help to establish it: according to the way God made the world, a man should act (sexually) 

and look like a man, and a woman should act (sexually) and look like a woman. And that which 

is according to nature, that which expresses our created, human sexual glory is erotic love 

expressed between two sexual and gendered complements: a man with a woman, assumed by 

Paul to be mated for life in marriage. 

  

The central objection Paul seems to have to the pederasty around him in the pagan world was not 

that it was adult with child, as he says nothing about that. What he is critical of is men 

abandoning the natural function of [i.e., with] the woman and burning with desire towards 

each other. He does not say “men with boys” but men with men committing shameless acts. 

In the very words of the text, then, the core of the problem according to Paul, is males sexually 

desiring other males instead of having the “natural” desire for a woman. Paul seems clear enough 

about this when he says in v. 27 males with males committing indecent acts. 

  

It must be remembered that the moral framework providing the background for Paul’s ethics is 

not just the teaching of Jesus, but also the Old Testament law. And Paul’s appeal to the Old 

Covenant law time and time again should warn us against the simplistic insistence that the Old 

Testament law held no authority for New Testament Christians (see specifically Romans 7:7-8, 

14; 13:9-10; Ephesians 6:1-2; 2 Corinthians 6:16-17). 

  

As we saw in the Levitical code, the proscription against homosexual relations was patently 

clear: 

                         

Do not lie with a man as one lies with a woman; that is detestable.    

                                                                                      (Leviticus 18:22) 

  

If a man lies with a male as one lies with a woman, both of them have done 

what is detestable. They must be put to death; their blood will be on their 

heads.          (Leviticus 20:13) 
  

It may well be that Paul’s language in Romans 1 is an intentional echo of these Leviticus 

passages with their deliberate rejection of male-to-male intercourse as morally analogous to 

male-to-female intercourse. In Romans 1:27 Paul puts it this way: The men left the natural 

sexual function of the woman in lustful passion for each other, men with men committing 

shameless acts. 

  

Scroggs insists that the “males with males” cannot be taken to prove that Paul has homosexuality 

in general in mind and not just pederasty. Some who reject homosexual partnerships have argued 

this way: If Paul was only condemning pederasty and not homosexuality in general, why didn’t 

he write “men with boys committing indecent acts?” But Scroggs has pointed out a parallel 

passage in Philo where, quite clearly, Philo is condemning pederasty, and yet uses “male with 
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male,” as Paul does here. We acknowledge with Scroggs, the likelihood that Paul is—implicitly, 

rather than explicitly—condemning pederasty in Romans 1, at least among males. But Scroggs 

neglects to pursue the question, Why? What is it that Paul found objectionable in those men-boy 

relationships? The answer seems quite clear to us in the text: that it was male sexual desire for 

and intercourse with another male, and the same with females. Though it is clear from Philo that 

it is pederasty he is objecting to, he also tells us why he objects to it: it exploits boys, it is non-

procreative, and in the very structure of its desire as male for male it is a pleasure contrary to 

nature.117 Romans 1 indicates Paul is against men having sex with men for the same reason. 

  

Argument 2 

We cannot be sure that in Romans 1:24-27 Paul is ruling out all homosexual relationships since 

what he specifically condemns are homosexual liaisons characterized by “shameful lusts,” being 

“inflamed with lust,” and the committing of “indecent acts.” All that Paul may be condemning 

here is homosexual promiscuity and homosexual perversions—i.e., the kind of sexual acts that 

most same-sex-attracted people themselves would consider perverse and debased. 

 

Answer 

What Paul was ruling out in Romans 1 was women being engaged with women sexually, and 

men with men. And yes, for men this would supremely indict the pederasty so common in Paul’s 

time. Paul rules out these forms of sexual expression on the grounds that they constituted a 

twisting of God’s created order, of “nature.” In that created order, part of the sexual glory of a 

man is his desire for a woman and likewise, part of the glory of a woman is her desire for a man. 

That the twisting of this sexual complementarity involves not merely overt acts but includes 

desire as well, is made clear at the beginning of v. 27: “Likewise the men, leaving the natural 

sexual function with the woman, burned with lustful desire for each other, males with males 

committing indecent acts . . .” If Paul was contrasting legitimate sexual desire of a man for a man 

with some kind of sadistic desire, then that would have been the antithesis. But the primary 

antithesis in v. 27 is between a male having sexual relations with a female  versus sex with 

another male. Twice Paul emphasizes this in the phrase, burning with lustful passion for each 

other, males with males committing indecent acts…. 

  

 It is true that without any context the exact meaning of “indecent acts” (aschernosune) is hard to 

fix. Paul’s insistence that lesbian and male-to-male sexual relations are “contrary to nature” may 

have been grounded largely in the procreative sterility of homoerotic sex. But perhaps the phrase 

“indecent acts” reflects that for Paul, part of the problem consisted in the grotesque artificiality 

that people would have to resort to for gratification in the absence of the sexual “fit” between a 

man and a woman by virtue of their anatomy. Such artificiality would be a consequence of the 

absence of the sexual “otherness” of the partner in heterosexual sex. The burden of proof lies on 

those who can imagine that the Jewish apostle Paul would not have judged homoerotic acts as 

“indecent acts.” If he thinks of them as being “contrary to nature,” then some evidence needs to 

be forthcoming that he didn’t thereby regard them as intrinsically indecent. 

  

                                                
117 Philo, Special Laws III. 39. 
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We do not believe Paul’s appeal to “nature” in Romans can be so easily passed off as some do in 

claiming that in using it Paul is just reciting a time-worn and conventional Stoic moral concept. 

It may be time-worn and conventional. It may even be Stoic. But that doesn’t constitute it as 

either false or insignificant. Paul obviously attaches importance to it. 

  

This whole concept of the “unnaturalness” of homoerotic sex, a concept rooted in Romans 1, has 

to be given due consideration if we are to help the Lord’s people understand not only that there 

are sexual boundaries but also why. The importance of this has been put so well by a Lutheran 

theologian: 

  

When heterosexual marriage is rediscovered for the unique creation it is, then…it 

is morally impossible not to criticize other sexual arrangements which pretend to 

equal it and always in the process, debase it. For instance, same-sex unions, as 

they are called, and often with the best intentions, make a travesty of heterosexual 

marriage when they too claim to be a union of one with another. An “other” 

(heteros)? As if the otherness of the two partners had nothing to do with their 

being bodily, genitally other each to each. As if they were other merely because 

each was someone else, of whichever sex, or merely because their two bodies 

were somehow joinable erotically and detachable. As if same-sex partners can 

authentically remain same-sex when in genital intercourse they have to substitute 

other-sex roles vis-a-vis. As if giving oneself to the other—say, with love—

eliminated the importance of each being sexually opposite. The fact is, that is 

precisely how opposites come into their own as heterosexuals, namely, as each 

one's other. As if the alternative to being one-with-an-other, when that is too 

forbidding or unattractive or inaccessible, is to be one-with-a-same (homos). In 

fact the more consistent, even more “natural” alternative is just being one, 

celibately single, and in that way whole. So whole is celibacy that it has produced 

from among its ranks some of history’s most perceptive, ungrudging witnesses to 

heterosexual marriage.118 

  

We offer the following reflections on the biblical doctrine of “nature” made by Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer in his Ethics, as we believe they are germane to the question of homoerotic sex and 

homosexual partnerships: 

  

Through the fall the “creature” becomes “nature.” The direct dependence of the 

creature on God is replaced by the relative freedom of natural life. Within this 

freedom there are differences between the true and mistaken use of freedom, and 

there is therefore the difference between the natural and the unnatural. In other 

words there is relative openness and relative closedness for Christ…119 

  
…the natural can never be something that is determined by any single part of any 

single authority within the fallen world. And indeed whatever is set up in this 

arbitrary manner by an individual, a society or an institution will necessarily 

collapse and destroy itself in the encounter with the natural which is already 

established. Whoever does injury to the natural will suffer for it.120 

                                                
118 Robert Bertram, “Sain Sex,” unpublished article, St. Louis, 1994, p. 17-18. 
119 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Ethics, p. 145. 
120 Bonhoeffer, Ethics, p. 147. 
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In other words, “nature”—the very structure of the world—comes from God in creation and is 

maintained by him. It is what he has made it, and it cannot be changed by any of us with a 

humanly-derived rationale. Of course, God gave the charge to the human race to be stewards of 

nature, which surely means to use and develop it, and after that primal disobedience in Eden, this 

charge surely entails harnessing nature to fight the effects of the Fall into sin. But if we try to 

change the fundamentals of nature, the basic “orders of creation,” we will pay the price sooner 

or later.121 

 

Argument 3 

In Romans 1 what Paul was condemning was heterosexual people acting contrary to their 

heterosexual nature and committing homosexual acts. This is a plausible interpretation of 1:26b 

and 27, for their women exchanged the natural function for that which is unnatural, and in 

the same way also the men abandoned the natural function of the woman and burned in 

their desire towards one another….Paul finds it offensive in the extreme that there should be 

this sexual “crossing over.” It is perverse to engage in homosexual acts if your basic nature is 

heterosexual and not homosexual. 

  

Answer 

Derrick Sherwin Bailey first proposed this view in 1955 on the grounds that the apostle Paul 

would not have known in his day the person who was a genuine “invert,” that is, someone for 

whom not heterosexual but homosexual desire was natural.122 John Boswell also takes up and 

defends this argument in his book Christianity, Social Tolerance, and Homosexuality,123 the 

book which, on account of its wide-ranging, massive scholarship did much in the 1980s to 

persuade people that the Christian Church needed a thorough revision of its negative views on 

homosexuality.  Boswell insists that Paul is describing in Romans 1:26-27 “the personal nature 

of the pagans in question.” That is, Paul is criticizing heterosexually-oriented pagans who 

engaged in homosexual acts. Paul is not here criticizing homosexually-oriented people who 

engage in homosexual acts since that behavior for them is perfectly natural, consistent with their 

homosexual nature.  

 

But here are several decisive objections to this view: 

  

1) Boswell is correct when he says “A possessive is always understood with ‘nature’ in Pauline 

writing: it is not ‘nature’ in the abstract but someone’s ‘nature.’”124  This is true, but it is also 

implied in ancient writers when they use the concept of nature more abstractly: they mean, 

simply, the nature of people as human beings. What Boswell hasn’t demonstrated from ancient 

                                                
121  We need to underscore that we do not mean that the Bible implies a completely static view of nature—as if 

nothing ever changes and as if we are not called to develop created nature. We are called to develop and harness 

created nature, according to the Great Cultural Commission of Genesis 1:26-29. In time, various forms of hybrid 

cattle were produced, with useful effect; and the recent discovery of the inherent plasticity of the human brain and 

the marvelous medical advances that have been made in harnessing that plasticity are astounding. Both of these 

examples evidence the way we can alter nature for the good of people. But what we should not seek to improve 

upon are the fundamental structures of, particularly, our human nature as God has given them to us.  
122 D.S. Bailey, Homosexuality and the Western Christian Tradition (1995), p. 157 
123 John Boswell, Christianity, Social Tolerance, and Homosexuality (1980), pp. 110-111. 
124 Boswell, Homosexuality, pp. 110-111. 
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texts is that “nature” in first century Greek or Hellenistic Jewish parlance is sometimes used to 

describe that which is characteristic of individual persons. 

  

2) But even more problematic for Boswell’s view is the fact that Paul in Romans 1:27 clearly 

describes homosexual desire as that which gives rise to the homosexual acts: The men . . . 

burned in their desire toward one another. A man burning with desire for a man is, by 

definition, homosexually-inclined; so then, where is the evidence in the text that Paul is talking 

about heterosexual people? Boswell never considers this problem. It will not do to counter that 

Paul must be talking about what we would call today the “bisexual” person. There was a great 

deal of bisexual behavior in the pagan world of Paul’s day. But his point in these verses is clear: 

He is not merely criticizing mixed sexual behavior, as if his concern was to say, “Exclusively 

heterosexual sex is morally acceptable and exclusively homosexual sex is morally acceptable; 

God’s judgment is revealed when individuals go back and forth, engaging in both kinds.” 

  

Of course, Paul is condemning bisexual behavior, but not simply because it is mixed. Paul’s 

primary point in these verses is to illustrate with a common and extreme example the great and 

disastrous ethical “exchange,” the moral confusion which parallels and derives from the great 

theological “exchange” that takes place when people substitute manmade gods for the one true 

God. The repetition of the “change” and “exchange” verbs (allaso, v. 23; metallaso, vv. 25-26) 

three times in this section is unmistakably thematic: The first two instances (vv. 23, 25) describe 

the spiritual “contortion” of idolatry—when God the Creator is ripped out of the center and 

exchanged for something created, things which can only be regarded as cheap counterfeits.  The 

third instance of the “change/exchange” verbs (v. 26) describes the ethical “contortion” that 

follows from the spiritual distortion involved in displacing God. And here is where Paul brings in 

homosexuality. It is crucial, however, to note at this point that Paul does not start with other sins 

and then move downward in some kind of descending order so that homosexuality is the nadir of 

grotesque ethical contortion, the one listed last—for a climactic effect—as the worst possible sin 

that flows from substituting the creaturely for God. After Paul mentions homosexuality he will 

go on in vv. 29-31 to list all manner of ethical distortions—sins. But he begins with a common, 

dramatic, and extreme one: men wanting, having, enjoying, and justifying sex with men instead 

of with women, and women doing the same. Paul’s observation, as he looks around at the 

Gentile world, is that men are doing with men what God created them to do with women; and 

women are doing with women what God created them to do with men. And this sexual confusion 

is not only practiced but justified, as well. Paul is not saying that idolatry leads in a straight line, 

psycho-somatically, to homosexual desire, but rather that when the absolute, true God is 

abandoned by humankind, beings made in his image, God hands them over to the proliferation 

of, indulgence in, and defense of that which is a distortion of the good as it comes to us from his 

divine and generous hand. To call evil good is a grotesque distortion of the good. 

 

However, our exposition of what Paul teaches about homosexuality in Romans 1 would be 

incomplete if we stopped there, because Paul himself didn’t. Having no doubt brought along any 

Jewish listeners in his sharp denunciation of pagan idolatry and sexual license, Paul very 

skillfully turns his guns on the prevailing Jewish condemnation of the pagan world. He is 

performing a kind of sting operation, as one commentator has put it, because all offenders of 
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God’s law stand condemned and silent under his judgment—whether their sins are “of the flesh” 

(as are sexual sins) or “of the spirit” (as is the sin of pride)—which means there is no place for 

one sinner to regard another sinner as more guilty in the eyes of the Lord:        

 

[N]either Paul nor anyone else in antiquity had a concept of “sexual 

orientation.” To introduce this concept into the passage (by suggesting that Paul 

disapproves only those who act contrary to their individual orientations) is to 

lapse into anachronism. The fact is that Paul treats all homosexual activity as 

prima facie evidence of humanity’s tragic confusion and alienation from God the 

Creator.... 
 

But one more thing must be said: Romans 1:18-32 sets up a homiletical sting 

operation. The passage builds a crescendo of condemnation, declaring God’s 

wrath upon human unrighteousness, using rhetoric characteristic of Jewish 

polemic against Gentile immorality. It whips the reader into a frenzy of 

indignation against “others,” those unbelievers, those idol-worshipers, those 

immoral enemies of God. But then in Romans 2:1, the sting strikes:  “Therefore, 

you have no excuse, whoever you are, when you judge others; for in passing 

judgment on another you condemn yourself, because you, the judge, are doing the 

very same things.” The reader who gleefully joins in the condemnation of the 

unrighteous is “without excuse” (anapologetos) before God (2:1), just as those 

who refuse to acknowledge God are anapologetos (1:20). The radical move that 

Paul makes to proclaim that all people, Jews and Gentiles alike, stand equally 

condemned under the just judgment of a righteous God.125  
 

1 Corinthians 6:9-10 

In these verses we have one of the so-called “vice lists” of the New Testament: 

 

Do you not know that the wicked will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do 

not be deceived:  Neither the sexually immoral nor idolaters nor adulterers 

nor male prostitutes nor homosexual offenders nor thieves nor the greedy 

nor drunkards nor slanderers nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God.  

                                                                                        (1 Corinthians 6:9-10) 

  

What the NIV translates as “male prostitutes” and “homosexual offenders” are the two Greek 

terms, malakoi and arsenokoitai, respectively. The first term, malakoi, is certainly the more 

ambiguous of the two words. Scroggs has a careful discussion of the term in a short excursus.126  

The word literally means “soft,” and is used of clothes by Jesus in Matthew 11:8. But it comes 

thereby to have a metaphorical meaning that is not in and of itself pejorative: it can simply be 

used of a person who is quiet and gentle in character. Clearly though, Paul is not using it this 

way in a vice list! 

  

                                                
125 Richard Hays, The Moral Vision of the New Testament: A Contemporary Introduction to New Testament Ethics 

(1996), pp. 388-389. 
126 Scroggs, The New Testament, pp. 62-65. 
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John Boswell insists that the word refers only to general moral laxity and has no connection to 

homosexuality at all.127 Not only is there a lack of support for this conclusion in the relevant 

literature,128 but pro-gay historian Warren Johansson, arguing against Boswell, claims: 

  

The word malakos had been a commonplace designation of the passive-effeminate 

homosexual at least since Cratinus (the older contemporary of Aristophanes) had 

satirized the mores of the swishy set in Athens in his play, Oi Malakoi, “The 

Effeminates.” Even if it had other meanings they all accord with the ancient 

conception of effeminacy as the result of luxury, idleness, and pampered self-

indulgence…129 

  

Johansson is defending the traditional view that malakos and arsenokoites are somewhat 

technical terms for the passive and active male partners, respectively, in pederastic relationships. 

  

Scroggs thinks it is going too far to say that malakos would always be recognized as identifying 

the passive partner in pederasty, and thinks there is room to understand the word as signifying “a 

quality of lifestyle which some people associated with pederastic practices.”130  But he cites 

ancient texts that make it clear that on occasion malakos does refer to the passive homosexual 

partner. And yet Scroggs insists that what is pejorative about someone who is a malakos is not 

simply that they are involved in pederasty, but that they live lives of luxuriant effeminacy and 

self-indulgent leisure.131 Scroggs admits however, that when malakos is mentioned in connection 

with arsenokoites as it is in 1 Corinthians 6:9, it is probably to be understood as referring to 

some aspect of homosexual behavior.132 

  

The definitive word on the semantic range of malakos has not yet been spoken. However, 

Scroggs and Johansson have cited enough evidence to make it likely that Paul uses it here to 

designate a passive homosexual partner. 

  

We move to the word arsenokoites. There seems to be a consensus that the word originated not 

in Attic Greek but in the later Hellenistic period. It is composed of two words, arsen, which 

means “male” and koite, which means “bed,” and then, metaphorically, “sleeping together,” i.e., 

sexual intercourse. The linguistic evidence suggests that we have no earlier usage of the term 

than Paul's mention of it here in 1 Corinthians 6:9, although Johansson claims it “originated in 

the Hellenistic period as part of the lexicon of astrological characterology” and is found earlier 

than Paul, in fact in a text of Teucer of Babylon from the late 3rd  or early 2nd  century BC.133 

  

                                                
127 Boswell, Homosexuality, pp. 106-107. 
128  William Loader, The New Testament on Sexuality, p.328. 
129 Warren Johansson, “Ex Paret Themis: The Historical Guilt of the Christian Church,” in Homosexuality, 

Intolerence, and Christianity:A Critical Examination of John Boswell’s Work (1981),  p. 3. 

 
130 Scroggs, New Testament, p. 63 
131 Scroggs, New Testament, p. 65, 106. 
132 Ibid., p. 63. 
133 Warren Johansson, “Ex Paret Themis: The Historical Guilt of the Christian Church,” in Homosexuality, 

Intolerence, and Christianity, p. 3. 
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Many have suggested the likelihood that Paul coined this phrase directly from the Septuagint of 

Leviticus 20:13 where we find the phrase meta arsenos koiten gunaikos in the Levitical 

prohibition of males having sex with males. In a lengthy and careful article, David F. Wright has 

satisfactorily refuted Boswell’s contention that arsenokoites refers to male prostitutes hiring 

themselves out to women.134 Wright makes a credible case that the word should be translated 

“those [men] who sleep with males.”  

 

We quote Gordon Fee’s comments in his 1984 commentary on 1 Corinthians on malakoi and 

arsenokoitai, particularly since Fee is cited by some revisionists as evidence that the meaning of 

arsenokoitai  is too unclear to draw any conclusions from: 

  

The warning character of this passage [i.e., I Corinthians 6:1-11] is supported by 

yet another tie to what has gone before: the fact that Paul defines “the wicked” in 

terms of the six sins from 5:10-11—to which he now adds four more. The list here 

begins with two from before, “the sexually immoral” and “idolaters,” which in 

turn reflect the problems of 5: 1-13 and 6: 12-20 (sexual immorality) and 8:1-

11:1 (idolatry).  These are followed by the four new items, three of which are 

sexual (“adulterers, male prostitutes, homosexual offenders”), and therefore tie 

in with the material in chap. 5. The other, “thieves,” belongs to the matters of this 

section (although it ordinarily refers to actual robbery rather than to the kind of 

underhanded stealing suggested by our word “defraud”). [emphasis added] 
 

The word  “adulterers” means precisely that (married persons having sexual 

relations—of any kind—outside marriage) and needs no further comment. The 

next two words, however, translated “male prostitutes” and “homosexual 

offenders” in the NIV, require considerable comment.  The first word, malakoi, 

has the basic meaning of “soft”; but it also became a pejorative epithet for men 

who were “soft” or “effeminate,” most likely referring to the younger,  “passive” 

partner in a pederastic relationship, the most common form of homosexuality in 

the Greco-Roman world. 23 In many instances young men sold themselves as 

“mistresses” for the sexual pleasure of men older than themselves. The problem 

is that there was a technical word for such men, and malakos is seldom, if ever, so 

used. Since it is not the ordinary word for such homosexual behavior, one cannot 

be sure what it means in a list like this, where there is no further context to help. 

What is certain is that it refers to behavior of some kind, not simply to an attitude 

or characteristic.”            [emphasis added] 
 

“What makes “male prostitute” (in the sense of “effeminate callboy”) the best 

guess is that it is immediately followed by a word that does seem to refer to male 

homosexuality, especially to the active partner. This word [arsenokoitai], 

however, is also difficult. This is its first appearance in preserved  literature,  and  

subsequent  authors  are reluctant to use it especially when describing 

homosexual activity. The word is a compound of “male” and “intercourse.” 

There is no question as to the meaning of the koitai part of the word; it is vulgar 

slang for “intercourse” (which probably accounts for its seldom being found in 

                                                
134 D.F. Wright, “Homosexuals or Prostitutes:  The Meaning of Arsenokoitai,”  Vigilae Christianae 38 (1984), pp. 

125-153. 
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the literature). What is not certain is whether “male” is subject (=  “males who 

have intercourse;” thus a word for male prostitutes of all kinds) or object (= 

“intercourse with males;” therefore male homosexual). In light of these 

ambiguities, Boswell has argued that neither word can be certainly made to 

denote homosexuality. His argument, however, seems to be a case of  “divide and 

conquer.” What may be true of the words individually is one thing. But here they 

are not individual; they appear side by side in a vice list that is heavily weighted 

toward sexual sins. Although one cannot be certain, it is very likely that the NIV is 

moving toward a proper understanding by translating “male prostitute” and 

“homosexual offender,” with the proviso that “male prostitute” most likely 

denotes a consenting homosexual youth.135 

 

It is true that Fee shows himself to be ever the careful exegete here, and cautions against an easy 

certainty with regard to the meaning of malakoi and arsenokoitai. However, the sentence 

immediately following the last one cited, above, is Fee’s final word on these terms, and 

revisionist writer, Ken Wilson, in citing Fee’s hesitation to define arsenokoitai with confident 

certainty, should not have left it out:   

 

For Paul's attitude toward homosexuality in general one need refer only to his 

own Jewish background with its abhorrence of such, plus his description of such  

activity (Rom. 1:26-27).136 

 

Robert Gagnon makes a good case that Paul uses malakoi and arsenokoitai in 1 Corinthians 6:9 

to refer to the passive (penetrated) and active (penetrating) partners, respectively, in homosexual 

intercourse.137 Gagnon recognizes that the most common form of male homosexual interaction 

in Paul’s day may well have been pederasty, where older men who were the “active” partners 

hooked up with young boys who were “passive”  receivers in the sexual encounter. But Gagnon 

rightly contends that this does not mean the Apostle Paul’s moral and spiritual objection in 1 

Corinthians 6:9 is primarily to the man/boy dimension of the sexual act. As we have noted, 

arsenokoitai is a conflation of two Greek words meaning “male” and “bed” (or “to lie down”), 

and seems to have been coined from the Septuagint’s translation of Leviticus 18:22 (You shall 

not lie with a male as with a woman) and 20:13. In other words, “A man should not ‘bed’ a 

man.” This seems to justify Gagnon’s conclusion that “the term arsenokoites itself indicates an 

inclusive sense: all men who play the active role in homosexual intercourse.”138 

 

An analogy with theft might illuminate the point: If a man writes a condemnatory letter chiding 

a neighbor for stealing his bicycle, you cannot argue convincingly that the man’s objection is 

only to the theft of bikes—on the grounds that, this was the circumstance that upset him—and 

not to thievery in general, the taking of something that does not belong to you but to another, 

regardless of what was taken. 

 

The church has always understood the Apostle Paul to be counting not merely one form of 

homosexual sex as immoral, but homosexual sex per se—in any form it might take. We have 

already referred to Gagnon’s citing of a 1996 article suggesting that the ancient world knew 

                                                
135 Gordon Fee, Commentary on First Corinthians, pp. 242-44.  
136 Fee, First Corinthians, p. 244.  
137 Robert Gagnon, Bible and Homosexual Practice (2001), pp. 306-332. 
138 Gagnon, Bible and Homosexual Practice, p. 325. 
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more than just the pederastic form of homosexual relationships. We think it’s important enough 

to cite it again. Gagnon writes: 

 

Mark Smith cites a series of examples of homoeroticism in antiquity that broaden 

the standard model of love between a man and a boy: those between young adult 

males, between adult males of unequal age, between adult males of roughly 

equal age, between adult males who alternate in the roles of “lover” and 

“beloved,” and between bisexuals and members of the same and opposite sex, 

with many of these relationships characterized as stable and even as lifelong 

“marriages.” [Gagnon then quotes Smith:] “In sum, the extant sources for 

Greco-Roman homosexual practices demonstrate many exceptions to pederasty 

and a decline in the prominence of pederasty in the last three centuries 

preceding Paul.139   

 

1 Timothy 1:8-10 

 

We know that the law is good if one uses it properly. We also know that law 

is made not for the righteous but for lawbreakers and rebels, the ungodly 

and sinful, the unholy and irreligious; for those who kill their fathers or 

mothers, for murderers, for adulterers and perverts, for slave traders and 

liars and perjurers—and for whatever else is contrary to the sound 

doctrine…. 

                                                                                        (1 Timothy 1:8-10) 
  

The only thing that needs to he said about this text is that Paul’s use of arsenokoites here without 

the word malakos might be an indication that arsenokoites is his generic term for all homoerotic 

behavior—not just the active, adult partner. It would still be true that what this word condemns, 

by implication, is the most common form of homosexuality in Paul’s time, pederasty. But once it 

is seen from Romans 1 why Paul condemns the homoeroticism of pederasty, then his rejection of 

it cannot legitimately be restricted to that cultural context. Romans 1 makes clear that what Paul 

describes as a manifestation of the human fall from innocence into sin is the homoerotic in 

principle—its acts, and by implication, its passions.  

 

Conclusion: Back to the Biblical Framework of Sexual Complementarity 

To end this section on biblical texts touching sexuality in general, and homosexuality in 

particular, we want to go back to where we began, stressing sexual complementarity as the 

fundamental framework within which is set what the Bible teaches about sexual expression, and 

then interact one last time with a widely influential theologian who identifies as an evangelical 

but rejects this traditional framework. Here’s what we stressed in the opening paragraph of this 

chapter on the biblical teaching concerning homosexual relationships, and want to underscore 

again: 

  

                                                
139 Gagnon, Bible and Homosexual Practice, pp. 357-358; and quoting Mark D. Smith, “Ancient Bisexuality and the 

Interpretation of Romans 1:26-27, Journal of the American Academy of Religion 64 (1996), pp. 236-237.   
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Heterosexual marriage is, self-evidently, the only kind of relationship which is 

life-giving, as it is the only relationship capable of procreating children; and its 

capacity for personal communion and companionship is rooted not in the mere 

humanness of the couple but in the complementarity of each being the same with a 

difference: not merely a helper, but a helper who is a woman corresponding to 

him as a man.    
  

We believe this is the only sound way to represent the Bible’s sex ethic regarding 

homosexuality: not to hang everything on the prohibiting passages, but to begin and end with an 

emphasis on the broad  principle of sexual complementarity, as we find it in Genesis, right in the 

beginning of the Scriptures.  

 

The revisionists of our day must, of course, downplay any appeal to the biblical framework of 

sexual complementarity. James Brownson does this by insisting that there a lack of explicit 

biblical reference to the concept of sexual complementarity. He seems to grant that there are 

“underlying” principles touching the biblical references to gender and sexuality when he says,  

…we must discern the underlying forms of moral logic that shape these passages, as well as the 

links between these passages and the wider biblical witness regarding gender and sexuality.140    

 

But just one page previous to this he rejects any appeal to an “underlying” principle of 

sexual/biological complementarity as out of order since that concept is not explicit in the Bible: 

  

Another approach emphasizes the physical or biological complementarity of the 

genders, basing itself on the creation narrative in Genesis 1 and 2….however, 

such a reading of the physical complementarity of the genders is nowhere else 

directly affirmed (or even addressed) in Scripture, and thus cannot be sustained 

as a comprehensive reading  of the creation narratives themselves.141    
  

And again: 

…it is also inappropriate to appeal to physical or biological differences between 

the genders as the meaning of gender complementarity, since Scripture itself 

doesn’t speak of gender differences and interaction in this way.142  

  

By this hermeneutic we could safely dismiss the doctrine of the Trinity and the appeal of the 

church fathers to the Scriptures as the source of it, as so much anachronistic theologizing by 

men on the hunt for a foundation for their free-floating convictions. Nowhere is the word 

“trinity” or even the conceptual construct of a “three-personed God” found explicitly in the 

written Word. The church discerned, however, that this is the implicit doctrine underlying so 

many statements in the biblical text, and enabling them to cohere and not contradict one 

another. As we have shown above, Brownson himself earlier on invokes the concept of 

“underlying” truths that have to be discerned. He cannot so easily dispense with the sexual 

                                                
140 James Brownson,  Bible, Gender, Sexuality: Reframing the Church’s Debate on Same-Sex Relationships (2013),            

p.40. 
141 Brownson, Bible, Gender, Sexuality, p.39. 
142  Brownson, Bible, Gender, Sexuality, p.40. 
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complementarity argument on the grounds that “Scripture itself doesn’t speak…in this way.” In 

fact, we are inclined to say that sexual complementarity is a truth so self-evident that it is 

everywhere assumed in Scripture. But also we would argue that it is in the Scriptures, being 

fairly clearly implied in such a place as the Levitical prohibition against a “male lying 

[sexually] with a male.”   

  

Brownson mentions the Gentile revolution in Acts 15, the Galileo affair, American slavery and 

the new understanding of women in the church and then says: 

 

In each of these cases the Bible was not simply discarded when it did not cohere 

with changes happening in society. Instead, the changes happening in society and 

across cultures caused people to go back to the biblical texts and read them with 

fresh eyes—looking more deeply and searching for different underlying values 

and forms of moral logic that they had not seen so clearly before.143   

 

But that these values are “underlying” implies that they are not explicit in the text, a criterion 

Brownson seems to hold the traditional interpretation to, but not the revisionist. 

 

As we said at the outset of this conclusion to our exposition of the biblical teaching, in order to  

represent well the Bible’s assessment of homosexuality, it is better to begin and end with an 

emphasis on the broad principle of sexual complementarity, as it’s found in Genesis, the very 

beginning of the Book of God, rather than to hang everything on the prohibiting passages. This 

was the approach pastor and theologian, John Stott, insisted on in 1984 when he took up the 

question of “Scripture and culture” in relationship to homosexuality. He summarizes the 

revisionist argument and then responds to it: 

  

The second...culture problem is that the biblical writers were not  addressing  

themselves to our  questions.  Thus the problem of Scripture is not only with its 

teaching but also with its silence.  Paul (let alone the Old Testament authors) 

knew nothing of post-Freudian psychology. They had never heard of “the homo-

sexual   condition;”  they knew only about certain practices. . . . The notion that 

two men or two women could fall in love with each other and develop a deeply 

loving, stable relationship comparable to marriage simply never entered their 

heads. So then, just as slaves, blacks and women have been liberated, “gay 

liberation” is long overdue. 

  

If the only biblical teaching on this topic were to be found in the prohibition texts, 

it might be difficult to answer these objections. But once those texts are seen in 

relation to the divine institution of marriage,  we are in possession  of a principle  

of divine  revelation which is universally applicable. It was applicable to the 

cultural situations of both the Ancient Near East and the first-century Graeco-

Roman world, and it is equally applicable to modern sexual questions of which 

the ancients were quite ignorant. The reason for the biblical prohibitions is the 

same reason why modern loving homosexual partnerships must also be 

                                                
143  Brownson,  Bible, Gender, Sexuality, p.10. 
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condemned, namely that they are incompatible with God's created order. And 

since that order (heterosexual monogamy) was established by creation, not 

culture, its validity is both permanent and universal. There can be no “liberation” 

from God's created norms; true liberation is found only in accepting them.144  
  

Finally, if it be objected that John Stott is an evangelical doyen whose conclusion of three and 

half decades ago suffers from not taking into account the best of recent revisionist scholarship, 

then let us note the commensurate, unequivocal conclusion of same-sex-affirming scholar, 

William Loader, who concludes his survey of biblical texts this way: 

 

Leviticus prohibits the acts which Jews read as equally applicable to female 

homosexual acts. Paul sees both the action and the attitude, homosexual passion, 

as sin. It is not the case that he sees only the act as sin, nor that he sees it as sin 

only when accompanied by excessive passion, as though moderate passion and its 

expression would be tolerable. Nor is it the case that he considers being gay and 

being sexually attracted to people of the same gender as itself ethically neutral. 

Rather, Paul appears to assume, like other Jews whose discussions have survived, 

that all people are heterosexual. A homosexual nature is contrary to nature as 

God created people. Thus he treats such attraction psychologically. A perverted 

understanding of God results in a perverted mind now sexually attracted to its 

own gender. Nor is it the case that Paul only has pederasty in view, because he 

includes mutual engagement. Nor is he concerned with acts in idolatrous 

contexts, because that makes no sense in his psychological argument. Nor does he 

explain the state of having passion and expressing it toward people of one’s own 

gender as an inevitable consequence of the fall or as just a pathology. He sees it 

as sin generated by the sin of not acknowledging God’s true nature. If we are 

serious about letting Scripture speak for itself and reading it in context, then we 

will avoid all such attempts from left and right to explain it away, however 

compassionately motivated our misreadings may be.145 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                
144 John Stott, Issues Facing Christians Today (1984), pp. 312-313. 
145 William Loader is widely considered to be the leading scholar of sexuality within ancient Judaism and early 

Christianity. To date, Dr. Loader has published ten volumes focused on sexuality in the ancient world, including a 

highly regarded five-volume series, Attitudes Toward Sexuality in Judaism and Christianity in the Hellenistic and 

Greco-Roman Era (2007-2013). His words above are from his opening chapter in Two Views on Homosexuality, the 

Bible, and the Church, co-authored with Megan K. DeFranza, Wesley Hill, and Stephen R. Holmes; ed. Preston 

Sprinkle (2016): 42-43. 



2017 Missouri Presbytery Report on Same-sex Relationships  107 

V. SEEING THE BIG PICTURE: 

Theology and Ethics of Sexuality Reflected in the Biblical Texts 
 

We begin this section with an exhortation to our pastors and Sessions: We feel constrained to 

repeat the warning we voiced earlier on: If we come across to the youth in our churches as being 

more against the societal acceptance of homosexuality than being for gay people and counting 

them our human brothers and sisters, and needing, like us—sinners that we are—the good news 

of the grace of Christ with the yoke of discipleship which that grace calls us to strap ourselves 

into, then we make it harder for our young people to remain faithful to the sexual boundaries 

revealed in Holy Scripture, and easier for them to drift away from a full and vigorous biblical 

orthodoxy. We need to take care that in our zeal to protect our youth from error, we do not 

unintentionally drive them, by our stridency, toward the very views we seek to warn them of: the 

distorted views of human sexuality that have now captured the minds of young and old alike in 

western cultures and even churches, all promoted in the name of love and inclusion.  

 

Positively, we commend this: Do all that you can to present to your people the sex ethic we find 

in Scripture—not first as a list of “Don’ts!” but as a rich part of the creaturely goodness God 

built into us, to be enjoyed within the boundaries of Kingdom love and holiness, as we find those 

boundaries set out for us in the written Word of God. For getting perspective on the importance 

of a positive approach to sex and sexual boundaries not only for the sake of the youth in our 

churches but also for the winsomeness of our witness to those outside the church, we recommend 

a recent book by a British Christian psychiatrist titled, A Better Story: God, Sex & Human 

Flourishing.146 The world needs the “positivity” of our message and our own confidence in the 

story that is the gospel of the Kingdom.147 And what a rich story it is! The living and reigning 

Son of God, who is Love itself, actually calls us into relationship with himself, and into a 

liberating ethic of love and holiness. By his own tremendous suffering he made it possible for us 

to willingly and seriously aim at keeping that ethic, with all that it contributes to our flourishing 

as human persons, even when we find ourselves falling short of it. 

 

To the end then, of stressing the positive, we lay out here, in a “big-picture” perspective, the 

wonderfully affirmative view of human sexuality that we find in the Word of God.  

                                                
146 Glynn Harrison, A Better Story: God, Sex and Human Flourishing (2016). Harrison was formerly Professor of 

Psychiatry at the University of Bristol in England. Harrison’s book is structured in 3 parts: A Better Understanding 

(of the Sexual Revolution ignited in the 1960’s); A Better Critique (first of the faults of the Church in the area of 

sex, and then of the Sexual Revolution and its destructive consequences); and lastly, A Better Story (Christians 

have, in the biblical truth of the Incarnation of God in the man Jesus, and the spectacular redemption of the world he 

secured, the true story of human beings—who they are, where they came from, what they were made for. But it’s 

not enough to pronounce that the story the Sexual Revolution tells is wrong, and critique its faults. Christians are 

called to set out positively the biblical story with all the grace, liberating power, insight, and moral sanity it 

possesses, so that we are presenting it not only as the one true story, but as a compelling story that invites people to 

seriously consider it.   
147 For those suspicious that presenting the revelation of God in human history as story may be fashionable right 

now but undermines the claim that the Bible is actually true, we quote the renowned Christian historian, Herbert 

Butterfield, who said 62 years ago: “…there is something in history to which we can do justice only by reproducing 

the course of events as a story….” Found in “The Role of the Individual in History,” in the journal History (40), and 

cited by C. T. McIntire in Herbert Butterfield: Writings on Christianity and History (1979), p. 19. 



2017 Missouri Presbytery Report on Same-sex Relationships  108 

 

The Intrinsic Goodness of Human Sexuality 

Any theology of human sexuality ought to begin where Scripture itself begins:  in Genesis, and 

with the intrinsic goodness of our sexuality as a gift from God originating in his imagination. 

This starting point is particularly important at our place in history, since in the past—going back 

even before Augustine—so much Christian teaching on sex has been distorted and unduly 

influenced by a Gnostic-like suspicion of physical pleasure. It is also important at this cultural 

juncture in the first quarter of the 21st century when we as believers need to stand against certain 

forms of sexual gratification as being sinful and destructive. All this means we can easily be 

misunderstood, and accused of being suspicious of all sexual intimacy and pleasure. But such a 

suspicion would be deeply contrary to the canonical Scriptures themselves, and so it is right to 

affirm at the outset of this section that the Bible teaches the goodness of our sexuality and the 

intrinsic glory of sexual experience, albeit, in its proper place, prescribed by God himself. And 

that “place” is marriage, between a man and a woman. We call it conjugal marriage because 

God has ordered our male/female sexuality not only to the personal pleasure of bodily union, but 

also to the procreation of children.148 

 

It might be helpful to begin with a definition of sexual attraction, as we find it in Alexander 

Pruss’s recent work, One Body: Essay in Christian Sexual Ethics: “Sexual attraction is a pull to 

the other person as a sexual being, and specifically a pull toward a union that is sexual in 

nature.”149 This might seem like a tautology, but Pruss’s point is that a “sexual attraction,” by 

definition, seeks an actual bodily intimacy, or connectedness—what Pruss calls a “union”—that 

has the features of the erotic.  

 

This attraction is, in its essential character, a good gift from God. Beth Felker Jones puts it this 

way in her little book, Faithful: A Theology of Sex, in chapter 2, which is aptly titled, “Created 

Goodness:” 

 

The Christian faith is profoundly for the body and for the joys of the bodily life. 

God, after all, created us—body and soul—and called creation good…. 
 

Why do Christians recognize the whole world--including bodies, including 

physicality, including sexuality—as good? The answer is theological, that is, it 

has to do with who God is. Because God, who is good, made all that is, all that is 

reflects the goodness of God. Because God, who is good, created everything—

material and spiritual, bodies and souls, apes and angels—everything belongs to 

that good God…. 
 

God is good. When we recognize that creation is also good, we’re…. 

saying….something with solemn weight. We’re talking...about reality. The 

                                                
148 The word “conjugal” is from the Latin conjugalis, (con meaning “with” + jugum meaning “yoke”), and refers to 

a married couple “bound” in their relationship to each other. Commonly it refers to the husband/wife sexual 

relationship. Note that referring to marriage is “ordered” to the procreation of offspring does not deny that some 

couples are barren and cannot actually bring children into the world. But this is rooted in the “disorder” that sin 

unleashed onto God’s wonderfully ordered world.   
149 Alexander Pruss, One Body: An Essay in Christian Sexual Ethics (2013), p.86. 
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goodness of creation is part of the deepest truth about reality. The goodness of 

creation is real because God is real. 
 

The first chapter of Genesis teaches us about created goodness, and that chapter 

also contributes to a theological vision of human relationship and of sex. The very 

existence of human relationship is good. Embodied difference is good. Sex, 

marriage and fruitfulness are all God’s good creation. Here, in the same place 

that we learn about created goodness, we learn that God made human beings in 

God’s own image (Gen. 1:26-27), and that God made us—these creatures who 

bear his image—‘male and female’ ” (v. 27).150 

 

Stressing the goodness of our sexuality as a divine gift will, however, lead to this as well: to the 

important qualification that sex is a relative good, and so is not to be idolized, and/or ripped out 

of its rightful place under God as he has ordered it in human relationships.    

 

Twentieth century convert to Christ, British journalist, and TV personality, Malcolm 

Muggeridge, once remarked that in a materialistic age sex becomes “the new mysticism.” This 

seems to imply that when the overarching reality for human beings is not something 

transcendently divine and full of a compelling and supra-human glory, when all we are left with 

is the world we can see and touch, the material world of our senses, then sex easily becomes an 

object of devotion and near-worship because it is so full of mystery and depth, power and 

pleasure. It seems to hold out the promise that we shall find ourselves fully in the enjoyment of 

it. This illustrates Paul’s exposition in Romans 1 (with his apparent allusion to Psalm 106:20) of 

the essence of sin from Eden onward: the tragic and destructive exchange in putting the creature 

in the place of the Creator. And while with Paul we ought to lament this exchange for the 

profound and hurtful distortion it is, and for the social and emotional havoc it wreaks in human 

relationships, we must not lose sight of the fact that what makes the temptation in this grotesque 

exchange so difficult to avoid is that the created things themselves are good and pleasurable, 

gifts from God given to us to enjoy, in the right setting—which just means they are full of their 

own created glory. That “glory” in those gifts draws us toward them and actually gives us 

pleasure and satisfaction—by God’s own design. They have a tremendous and intrinsic appeal: 

  

So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a 

delight to the eyes…she took of its fruit and ate (Genesis 3:6). 
 

We have deeper insight into the human tendency to idolize sex for the tremendous “payback” it 

gives us as a divine gift, in an arresting paragraph written by the French sociologist, Mircea 

Eliade. Eliade alludes to the Pauline conception—the one just mentioned and expressed well 

before Paul’s time in Psalm 106:20—of a great and tragic exchange whereby human beings 

displace the infinite Creator with created and finite things. But whereas Paul stresses the ultimate 

folly of such exchanges, Eliade stresses something penultimate: the stunning beauty, power and 

goodness of created gifts from God that make the exchange plausible to human beings in the first 

place. The blame for this terrible exchange is to be laid at the feet of us all for the way we let 

ourselves be mesmerized and carried away by the power of those good gifts to the point of 

                                                
150 Beth Felker, Faithful: A Theology of Sex, pp. 22, 27-28.  
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absolutizing them, even over God. Eliade traced this dynamic all the way back to the fall from 

innocence in Eden: 

  

The whole drama of the so-called “religious degeneracy” of humanity resides in 

this fact:…In discovering the sacredness of life, man allowed himself more and 

more to be carried away by his own discovery; he abandoned himself to…the 

enjoyments procurable from the immediate experiences of life, and turned away 

from the sanctities which surpass his immediate, everyday needs. The first “fall” 

of man—which led to the fall into history that characterizes modern man—was a 

fall into life: man was intoxicated by the discovery of the powers and the 

sacredness of life.151  [emphasis added] 
  

The “powers...of life” include sexual experience, and if anything has been thus idolized in the 

modern world it is sexual experience. The gospel of the lordship of Christ calls Christians to 

stand against this destructive distortion, even while we continue to insist that our sexuality was 

created by God and is therefore, intrinsically, a good, glory-filled, and pleasurable thing.  

 

But if it originated in the imagination of God, and is therefore not a doubtful thing but instead 

something good given to the human race and dedicated to our flourishing, what does the 

goodness of our sexuality consist of? What is its “glory?” In biblical terms, the glory of a thing is 

its doing what God created it to do—in other words, the way it lives out its purpose according to 

the structure of what God made it to be, which leads us to the following considerations.    

 

The purpose and glory of human sexuality: bodily and personal union of a man and a 

woman, exclusive of all others, and ordered to sacrificial love and the procreation of 

children.  

It is common now to stress that our sexuality is more than our sexual organs. This is true, at least 

if we are thinking of the broad way that the word “sexuality” is often used in our time. But care 

needs to be taken lest we lose the important insight that our sexuality, our “sexual nature,” is 

ordered (by God) to sexual union, which, by definition involves our bodies and is one form for 

the expression of love. This why the single life, chosen by people who are sexual beings, is not 

only a freedom to be enjoyed and offered up to God by those whom he calls to it (1 Corinthians 

7:25-35), but is, commonly, also a burden to be borne by them since the single state requires 

chastity, the foregoing of sexual union for which the human body is fitted and toward which 

human erotic desire is oriented (and for some, this burden is heavier than it is for others). 

 

Alexander Pruss, in One Body, argues that a man and a woman becoming “one flesh” is the 

fundamental concept in the biblical understanding of sex and marriage. Pruss also stresses that 

one flesh union is expressed bodily. He writes that  “sex involves a union as one body.” The first 

quote below is from Chapter 4 of Pruss’s book, followed by the opening paragraphs of Chapter 

5, “One Flesh, One Body,” the central chapter in the whole work: 

 

The importance of sex will not be surprising to the Christian. A seminal biblical 

text here is that in the image of God he created him [the human being, ha-adam]; 

                                                
151Mircea Eliade, Myths, Dreams and Mysteries (French ed. 1957; English 1960), p.137. 
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male and female he created them (Gen. 1:27). Maleness and femaleness are the 

very first individual features of human beings in Genesis....interestingly, Genesis 

1 does not emphasize sexual distinction in any other species. And, in turn, the 

distinction between male and female is closely connected with sex, with union as 

“one flesh,” in the second chapter of Genesis. If the distinction between male and 

female matters, so does sex, and vice versa.152                        
 

In Genesis, we read: Therefore a man leaves his father and his mother and 

cleaves to his wife, and they become one flesh (2:24). Christ based a prohibition 

of  divorce precisely on this text: 
  

Have you not read that he who made them from the beginning 

made them male and female, and said, “For this reason a man 

shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and 

the two shall become one flesh [sarx]”? So they are no longer 

two but one flesh. What therefore God has joined together, let 

not man put asunder. (Matthew 19:4-6) 
  
This is the only explicit description of the nature of marriage that is given by 

Christ in the New Testament, and so we need to take the Gospel and Genesis texts 

very seriously. 
  
In Genesis, the one-flesh text sets the stage for a history of many different kinds of 

marital and quasi-marital relationships. In the New Testament, the idea is central 

to the account of marriage and sexual ethics. It is, for instance, the basis of the 

command that husbands should love their wives as their own bodies (Ephesians 

5:28). A crucial New Testament theme is the analogy between the Christ-Church 

and husband-wife relationships. It is specifically essential to Pauline thought that 

the Church, including Christ as head, is the body of Christ and has the unity of a 

body that preserves a diversity of functions. The idea of marriage as joining two 

in one body provides the crucial link between the theological conception of the 

Church as the bride of Christ and the Church as an organic unity with Christ as 

head. 
  

St. Paul also applies the one-flesh idea to non-marital relationships: Do you not 

know that he who joins himself to a prostitute becomes one body [soma] with 

her? For, as it is written, ‘The two shall become one flesh [sarx]’  (1 Cor. 6:16). 

According to Paul, union as one body should exist only within marriage, and the 

fact that sex involves a union as one body provides an argument against sex with 

prostitutes. The notion of sexual activity as constituting a union as one body is 

thus biblically productive, being connected with theological issues about Christ 

and the Church, and giving rise to new moral conclusions, such as the wrongness 

of divorce or of sex with prostitutes.153 

          

What Pruss is driving at is also illustrated in these quotes from the same chapter:  

 

All love is directed toward some kind of real union. 154 

                                                
152 Pruss, One Body, p. 88. 
153 Pruss, One Body, pp. 89-90. 
154 Pruss, One Body, p. 91. 



2017 Missouri Presbytery Report on Same-sex Relationships  112 

 

As an illustration of this principle at work in God’s relationship to his people,  

think of our “union” with Christ, so central a part of our identity as believers, 

according to the Apostle  Paul in his letters, as well as the End Day we long  for,  

when the New Jerusalem descends from above, heaven and earth are reunited, 

and it will finally and fully be true that the dwelling place of God is with man. He 

will dwell with them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be WITH  

them as their God (Rev. 21:3). [emphasis added]     
 

Personal union can be found in loves other than the erotic. What defines the 

specific form of romantic love is the bodily union that it seeks.155  
 

Romantic love is embodied in a sexual way. Seeing this embodiment as coming 

from a tendency toward a one-body union explains much. For instance, it explains 

how romantic love can get its peculiar shape from the bodily aspect, without 

downplaying the emotional and intellectual aspect of union. For we are creatures 

of body and soul.156 

 

Now, if our souls and bodies are intimately related, then it is natural that a union 

of bodies should be tied to a union of souls….If the union as one body is 

separated from a personal union, the body would be treated as a mere appendage 

or corpse.157   
 

This last quote captures the real dynamic in prostitution: the “one flesh” bodily union is present, 

according to Paul in 1 Corinthians 6:16. But as personal testimony corroborates, the prostitute 

keeps her heart out of the experience in an effort to protect at least something of her personhood.  

And the man, from his side, is often interested in nothing more than a sexual “fix.” Each partner 

thereby reduces the other person in the sexual connection to a mere appendage of their own 

body, with the result that the personal union—the union of souls—is absent right in the middle of 

the intimate sexual embrace.  

 

We do not need to follow Pruss in what he goes on to argue for, that the drive toward bodily 

union in erotic love is primarily a drive toward reproduction, in order to appreciate his insights 

here, namely, 1) that in all loves there is a drive toward some kind of “union” or real 

connectedness with the “other;” 2) that in erotic love this drive is toward a bodily union; 3) that 

the core concept of what marriage actually is, is the one-flesh, man-woman union spoken of in 

Genesis 2 and stressed by both Jesus and Paul; and that what distinguishes this union from others 

is that it is a bodily and sexual union; and 4) that a sexual union of two bodies naturally implies a 

union of two souls, since as human beings we are bodies and souls. All of this is crucial in the 

debate with revisionists who want to play down the binary, male/female structure of sexuality we 

find in Scripture from the beginning, in the opening chapters of Genesis, and all the way through. 

 

This insight, that erotic, sexual love seeks both a personal and a bodily union, has many practical 

applications. It is why young people are often warned that physical involvement is a drive down  

                                                
155 Pruss, One Body, p. 93. 
156 Pruss, One Body, p. 92. 
157 Pruss, One Body, p. 92-93. 
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a slippery slope in an engine that does not easily go into reverse: by design it leads to bodily 

union in full sexual intercourse. 

 

Pruss’s emphasis on personal and bodily union being the ultimate aim of sexual desire, is also a 

reminder that in our pastoral care of people we need to encourage them away from any 

casuistical mentality that might incline them to think they are “safe” with God in pursuing 

certain erotic acts as long as it is not full-blown sex. Sexual intimacy is a continuum; and all who 

start down that road find that it becomes a very, very steep hill quite quickly—hence the old 

Chinese proverb, “It is not economical to go to bed early to save the candles if the result is 

twins.” The continuum which is sex, is a “package deal,” as it were (which is why it is morally 

wrong for a married man to kiss romantically a woman not his wife). If, as the church has 

maintained, heterosexual sex within marriage is the biblical norm, then heterosexual men and 

women romantically drawn to each other—that is, personally and erotically drawn toward each 

other—have to use much practical wisdom in deciding how far down the slope they can 

reasonably go before marriage. Do they stop at holding hands? Or at kissing? Same-sex-attracted 

men and women determined to follow Christ carry the experiential burden that they must learn to 

regard the whole romantic/erotic/sexual continuum as off limits.   

 

This does not imply, however, that all physical touch is forbidden to them, any more than a 

married man is forbidden to physically touch any woman not his wife in any way. There are huge 

cultural variations here, and we should not legislate where the Word of God itself does not. In 

numerous cultures men walking arm in arm or being physically affectionate in other ways is not 

a sure sign of romantic attachment. Human beings need physical touch as expressions of human 

affection.158  

 

Nor do we mean to imply that there will necessarily be no erotic “flash” when, say, the physical 

touch of a friendly hug or kiss is given, even if, in the social situation there is no intent to pursue 

another person romantically, whether they be “sexually other” or “sexually same.” That “flash” 

commonly happens, and gives credence to the suggestion made by the respected evangelical 

counselor of the late 20th century, Dwight Hervey Small, who contended that there is an “erotic 

tension” between every man and woman. Certainly, Small could not have meant that every man 

feels an erotic desire for every woman when he encounters them, and vice versa. Instead, what 

an erotic “tension” implies is an awareness, sometimes even a half-conscious one, that this 

person in front of me is sexually other—an awareness that is fraught, we might say, or “charged” 

with, to a lesser or greater degree, an erotic dimension: some flash of a feeling—however 

fleeting it might be—that signals, for men: “This is a woman; a sexual ‘other’ (=complement) to 

me.”  If Small’s claim feels too absolute, surely we find it to be true in many, many situations. A 

heterosexual man feels it, say, when he gives his business partner’s beautiful daughter a friendly 

hug at her college graduation. And if Small’s contention is even half accurate, we should expect 

that for same-sex-attracted men and women such momentary “erotic flashes” are just as 

common. These erotic flashes, or whatever we might call them, are unavoidable, and we are not 

                                                
158 A Presbytery brother has shared his knowledge of some African friendship customs wherein men customarily 

show signs of physical affection for their male friends. This would be easy to demonstrate from other cultures as 

well. 
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to grow paranoid about them. What we do have an obligation before the Lord to do—whether we 

are heterosexually- or homosexually-inclined—is to discipline ourselves, by the power of the 

Holy Spirit who brings Christ to us, not to feed any erotic desires we may feel toward someone 

we have no right to pursue romantically. Erotic “flashes” may come; but what God forbids any of 

us to do is intentionally to eroticize a relationship we know to be a sexually illicit one.  

 

All this means that the sexual boundaries and prohibitions God has given the human race are for 

the positive purpose of protecting the end toward which the sexual urge drives us: a deep union 

between a man and a woman that is both personal and physical: a union in which their souls and 

their bodies are united. As such it is a union that is ordered toward both companionship and 

procreation.    

   

 

The Mystery, Depth, and Danger of Human Sexuality 

One of the most prominent ethical features of our time is the practice and defense of the doctrine 

of “sex as recreation.” Consider this quote by the author of Evolution of the Self—and there’s no 

implication here that this author is restricting sex-as-recreation to marriage: 

  
To me, our culture takes the crucial matter of sex much too seriously. Which 

reminds me of the humorous (and richly paradoxical) quote from Oscar Wilde: 

“Life is much too important ever to be taken seriously.” So, too, I think it is with 

sex—obviously of the greatest significance, yet (whether “executed” solo or with 

a partner) great fun as well. Even when predominantly in the service of lust, it’s 

still a form of pleasure, of play. As such, it’s both a welcome and necessary 

diversion from our everyday chores and obligations.159 

 

But can human beings, made in the image of God and for his purposes, “get away with” this kind 

of trivialization of sexual experience, and come away from it unscathed emotionally? 

Historically, people tended to believe we could not, and there is much evidence that they were 

right. 

  
The famed defender of the Christian Faith in the first half of the 20th century, G. K. Chesterton, 

once wrote: “The first two facts which a healthy boy or girl feels about sex are these: first that it 

is beautiful and then that it is dangerous.”160 

 

Interviews with contemporary college students suggest that even where this mentality of sex-as-

recreation  is celebrated on campus  and tacitly accepted by university authorities, both girls and 

boys—but especially girls—sense deep down that, in fact, sex is dangerous. 

 

Randy Newman, writing as a Cru (formerly Campus Crusade for Christ) staffer working with 

Faculty Commons, Cru’s ministry to university professors, did a series of interviews with college 

students several years ago, and reported out some sad findings. Newman wrote: 

 

                                                
159 Dr. Leon Seltzer (author of Evolution of the Self), in a piece that appeared online on April 26, 2015 at this 

website:  howdoidate. The site is described as “Relationship advice from qualified people.”  
160 G.K. Chesterton, in a piece in the London Illustrated News on January 9, 1909. 
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Today’s college students are so far removed from that time, they think their 

hooking up culture is the norm. They can’t imagine why or how anyone would or 

could wait until marriage for sex. There’s no reason they shouldn’t take birth 

control pills, carry condoms, and know where to get an abortion if an “accident” 

should occur. The ones having sex on the first, second, or third dates (certainly 

no later than that!) think they are the norm and would feel guilty if they weren’t 

in bed that early in a relationship. 
  

And yet the painful expressions  on their faces, the  shameful tones in their voices, 

and  their bewilderment at how such a “natural” act has delivered such pain 

haunts me even a year  or more  after concluding  my face to face interviews.161 

 

A riveting account by a University of Virginia professor of the climate of fear, shame, and 

isolation that easy and cheapened sex has created—especially for young women—on his own 

college campus162 is a sad commentary on our culture’s attempt to persuade itself that sexual 

intimacy can be casual when it actually touches the depth of our soul; that it can be “safe” when 

actually it is fraught with danger to our fragile psyches, and sometimes even to our bodies.  

 

There is a potency, a deep power at work in acts of sexual intimacy and the bodily union toward 

which the sexual urge moves us. We ignore this at our peril, and especially at the peril of our 

young people. Sex cannot be made casual, because it isn’t. It is mysterious, wonderful, 

dangerous, and deep. This is captured well by Dan Allender and Tremper Longman III: 

 

God loves sex. He conceived, created, and blessed the process by which our 

bodies know and are known through desire, arousal, foreplay, intercourse, 

orgasm, and rest. 
 

Sex is meant by God to be one of the bridge experiences between earth and 

heaven. It awakens and intersects our deepest physical and spiritual desires. Sex, 

like music, fills us simultaneously with notes of an intense immanent bodily 

pleasure and with sonorous reverberations of another world that is transcendent 

and holy.163 

 

 

The Boundaries of Human Sexuality 

However important it is to lead with the positive in laying out the ethics of sex we find in the Bible—

and it is!—the fact remains that the concepts of prohibition and boundary are central to the biblical data 

as “the flip side” of the positive: they are those things which God commands in order to protect the 

positive experience and purposes of sex he intended for human persons. But in our time, that which is 

prohibitive is suspect of being repressive and stultifying. In an enormously helpful article in 1993, “Sex 

and the Single Life,” Philip Turner captured the new view we term “sex without borders.” He 

summarized James Nelson’s popular book, Embodiment (1993), this way: 

 

                                                
161

 Randy Newman, “Evangelizing in a World Drowning in Sexual Problems,” 

http://www.biblestudytools.com/blogs/randy-newman/evangelizing-in-a-world-drowning-in-sexual-problems.html 
162 Vigen Gurioan, “Sex and Danger at UVA,” First Things magazine (May 2015). 
163

 Dan B. Allender and Tremper Longman III, God Loves Sex: An Honest Conversation About Sexual Desire and 

Holiness (2014), p.1. 
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The basic point to be made [in Nelson’s book] about all forms of sexual relation 

is that they are supposed to be a means for the “expression of love” and so also 

for the establishment and maintenance of “communion.” They are, therefore, 

appropriate only when a certain degree of “loving commitment” is present. When 

this degree of love and commitment is present, they are acceptable. It is simply 

the case that sexual relations are “natural” to “embodied” life, and so may be 

(and indeed usually are) necessary for the wholeness and fulfillment of 

individuals no matter what their marital status, sexual orientation, or gender 

identification may be.  
 

The moral acceptability of these relations, then, is seen to depend not on an 

undertaking the terms of which are set by divine providence but on the 

motivations and intentions of moral agents, and on the nature and consequences 

of their acts. The acceptable motive for a sexual relationship is love…. 
 

Nelson’s point is easily grasped, but it is easy to miss its staggering implication, 

namely, that there is, properly speaking, no special ethic for sexual 

relations….There is, as Nelson says, no act that is “inherently right or wrong.”164 

 

And we have already cited Philip Turner’s description of the modern, secular view of human 

sexuality as summarized by French philosopher, Michel Foucault: 

   

Denial of one’s “sexuality” is of “oneself” and so also one’s basic “identity.” It 

is, therefore, easy to understand why more and more people believe that it is 

wrong to deny a sexual relation to oneself or to anyone else simply on the basis of 

marital status, sexual orientation, or gender identification.165  

                 

Sexual Boundaries, Human Nature, and the New Doctrine of Sexual Fluidity 

In talking about the importance of  “sexual boundaries” as part of the “big picture” of the Bible’s 

teaching on sexuality, we need to have our eyes open to what we are up against in the 21st  

century, the age of sexual autonomy. The very notion of sexual boundaries implies that there is a 

basically “fixed” human sexual nature, that all is not open, undefined and malleable (the new 

term for malleability is “plastic”).  But more and more we find espoused and defended the 

doctrine of “sexual fluidity,” the notion that, in fact, most everything is changeable and plastic, 

including our sexuality. What is the rationale for this view—a view undergirding the gay rights 

movement, the current demands of people who are tansgendered or  are gender-nonconforming,  

and whatever other “sexual minority” movement might emerge to gain public sympathy? We 

only have time here to stress two things we think have had a huge shaping impact on the notion 

that everything is fluid, that there is no such thing as a fixed “human nature.” One is the doctrine 

that the highest form of freedom is individual autonomy; and the second is the related idea of 

personal  experience as the final arbiter of  truth.      

 

 

                                                
164 Philip Turner, “Sex and the Single Life,” First Things (May 1993), pp. 15-16. 
165 Philip Turner, “Sex and the Single Life,” First Things  (May 1993), p. 17. See the fuller quote from Turner’s 

important article cited earlier in this report on p. 33. 
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Freedom as Individual Autonomy. This is a common theme in most critiques of American 

culture in our time, whether offered by Christians or non-Christians, and we will say little about 

it, except to point out how fundamentally different is the idea of being “enslaved to Christ” from 

the insistence that each individual must learn to shout, “I am the master of my fate,  I am the 

“captain of my soul,” as it was put in that defiant poem “Invictus,” by the British poet and critic, 

William Ernest Henley, all the way back in 1875. The Christian thinker, David Hart Bentley 

summarizes the secular view of freedom:  

 

 ...a society that can no longer conceive of freedom as anything more than 

limitless choice and uninhibited self-expression must of necessity progressively 

conclude that all things should be permitted, that all values are relative, that 

desire fashions its own truth, that there is no such thing as ‘nature,’ that we are 

our own creatures. 

 

We have come to believe, more or less unreflectively, that the will necessarily 

becomes more free the more it is emancipated from whatever constraints it 

suffers; which means that, over the course of time, even our most revered moral 

traditions can come to seem onerous nuisances that we must shed if we are to 

secure our “rights.” At the very last, any constraint at all comes to seem an 

intolerable bondage.166 

 
This has become so much “the air we breathe” that it’s hardly noticeable when we see it—as 

when a TV ad for a smart phone that will not merely take pictures for you, but can do it from any 

angle, has a bedazzled 20-something exclaim enthusiastically, “I have a right to be unlimited!” 

This is TV after all, and viewers are expected to recognize this for the sheer youthful hyperbole 

(and marketing hype!) it is. Yet, there seems to be irony in it, too—as if the viewers are expected  

to know that a world without limits is impossible, and yet be “taken” with delight, just like the 

young man is, as limit after limit falls to the ground in the wake of the most dramatic 21st century 

technological advances. It makes the prospect of a world without limits and constraints seem, if 

not possible, at least desirable.  

 

Hart then characterizes the biblical view:  

 

…we exist only because there is One who has called us from nothingness to be 

what He desires us to be, not simply what we would like to make ourselves….167 

   

 

The Supremacy of Human Experience in Our Time. Personal experience does, of course, play 

a huge role in anyone’s coming to understand truth, since none of us can apprehend any kind of 

truth except from the confines of our own personal and subjective experience as we live in the 

world. Even the enormously influential British Christian historian, Herbert Butterfield (born in 

1900), of Cambridge University fame, was sensitive to this several generations ago when he said,  

 

                                                
166 David Bentley Hart,  “Freedom and Decency,“ First Things (June 2004). 
167 David Bentley Hart,  “Freedom and Decency,” First Things (June 2004).  
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Our interpretation of the human drama throughout the ages rests finally on our 

interpretation of our most private experiences of life, and stands as merely an 

extension to it.168            

 

But in the secular order of the modern, post-faith world, human  experience becomes absolute; it  

is understood to be emancipated from any dependence on any being or any reality “outside” of 

us. The German theologian, Helmut Thielicke, cites a writer (one W. Hamilton) whose view 

Thielicke describes this way: 

 

Hamilton declares [that] transcendence as a whole is [now] lost and not just the 

God of theism. A transcendence distinct from the immanence of secular 

experience cannot be upheld. There can be no competing with the immediacy, the 

evidence, and the elemental character of our experience of reality.169   
 

We find that a very striking and apropos observation about the way modern secular people live in 

the world: There can be no competing with the immediacy, the evidence, and the elemental 

character of our experience. This reminds one of the quip that in our time, personal experience is 

the last bastion of absolute truth.   

 

So in the final analysis, at work in the doctrine of sexual fluidity is the idea that no true human 

sexual nature exists; sexual reality is whatever we make it to be. And many now are tired of the 

old “reality” of sexual complementarity of male and female. That is seen as nothing more than a 

socially constructed—and very narrow and rigid—framework. Far more exciting is the drama of 

sexual fluidity where anyone can be or do anything they want to be or do. It shouldn’t surprise us 

then, to learn that a transgender activist, Riki Wilchins, writing in the gay magazine The 

Advocate (April 29, 2016), argues that what transgender and gay activists should really be 

aiming for is nothing less than “blowing up the binary,” that is, aiming to rid society of the very 

idea that human beings exist as males and females.170 

 

 

Conjugal Marriage a “Natural Association” And an Obvious Human Good 

In Scripture the richness and goodness of sexual expression is either explicitly or implicitly tied 

to—or to put it more strongly, understood as belonging to—a category larger than itself: to the 

institution of conjugal marriage—that is, to sexually-differentiated-but-complementary-

partnered, marriage. Thus, it is not enough, in any discussion of “the big picture” of the Bible’s 

view of sex, to say that it leaves no room for a legitimate homosexuality, that heterosexuality is 

its God-ordained norm. We must always go to that larger category, which is conjugal marriage.  

In a perceptive article, two authors stress that while conjugal marriage is taught in Scripture, the 

law of God is also written on the human heart and makes itself felt; and that, in fact, “the 

intrinsic human value” of conjugal marriage is obvious in the way people everywhere have lived, 

because it is a “natural association.” The authors are responding to a critic of the Catholic 

Church’s rejection of gay marriage when they call the intrinsic human value of marriage an  

                                                
168 Herbert Butterfield, Christianity and History (1957 edition), p. 141. 
169 Helmut Thielicke, The Evangelical Faith Vol. I (English trans. 1974), p. 292. 
170  http://www.advocate.com/commentary/2016/4/29/well-win-bathroom-battle-when-binary-burns 
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…idea that grounds and unifies the whole set of sex-morality teachings, not only 

for Catholicism but also for Socrates, Plato, Aristotle and other great thinkers. 

The idea is not “heterosexual union,” nor “shared acts directed towards 

reproduction,” nor any of the other concepts [Gary] Gutting refers to and 

associates with “nature.” Instead, it’s the idea—the intrinsic human value—of 

marriage. 

 

Even apart from any question of its legal status, marriage is a natural form of 

human association, with its own basic structure and value. It is the sort of loving 

union inherently oriented to family life; it is the sort of living bond that by its 

nature would be fulfilled—extended and enriched—by the bearing and rearing of 

children. Children by their nature need such familial, parental nurture, support, 

and guidance; by their coming to be, they make possible the continuance and 

flourishing of the wider society whose aid and social capital made feasible the 

wellbeing of their parents and other forebears. 

 

Of course, people sometimes band together in other arrangements with a view to 

child-rearing, and other forms of association can realize other types of (non-

erotic) love. But only a man and woman together can commit to a loving union of 

the kind inherently oriented to family life and appropriate to being the mother 

and the father of their children. What this procreative-parental commitment and 

union require is an especially deep and far-reaching bond: the man and 

woman’s making the most extensive and permanent of human mutual 

commitments to sharing of life and earthly destiny, centered upon a permanently 

exclusive sexual relationship. The shaping end of procreation-and-nurturing thus 

unifies and explains all the features of marriage as “traditionally” understood: 

permanent exclusivity, sexual consummation, family life, and a radical union of 

the persons (in body as well as mind, in the wide-range pursuits of domestic life) 

that is uniquely extensive across time (“until death us do part”) and at each time 

(exclusive).171 

 

This was the view already expressed in 2004 in a statement by three black Boston clergy 

organizations we referred to earlier. According to one news article, the statement asserted that 

the traditional definition of marriage is not “primarily a religious doctrine.” Instead, the report 

argued, the traditional definition of marriage is: 

 

…based on common sense and human reason….The court’s re-definition of 

marriage explicitly divorces the institution of marriage from the procreation and 

education of children. Despite the experience of all human cultures and the 

empirical data of sociological studies, the court ignores the fact that the stable, 

permanent relationship of a husband and wife is the optimal basis for child 

rearing. The court's decision will harm our children, who are entitled to be able 

                                                
171 John Finnis and Robert P. George, “Natural Law and the Unity and Truth of Sexual Ethics: A Reply to Gary 

Gutting,” The Witherspoon Institute’s Public Discourse, (March 17, 2015). Found at: 
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to count on their parents’ marriages as the secure foundation of their family 

lives.172 

 

Marriage in Service to the Kingdom of God  

It should not be difficult to see the importance of marriage, as it is presupposed, and in so many 

places made explicit, in the canonical Scriptures. The Reformed tradition rightly understands 

marriage to be a “creation ordinance,” that is, a perpetual institution belonging to the whole 

human race, believer and unbeliever alike. The nuclear/extended family has been the building 

block of every human society and civilization and will be until “the form of this world” gives 

way to the new heavens and the new earth (1 Corinthians 7:29-31). And in the Kingdom of God 

the  nuclear/extended family plays a critical role as well, as the locus of hospitality and ministries 

of mercy, the raising of believing children, and the ongoing, living symbol in and for the world 

of Christ’s passionate love of his Bride, the church, for which he laid down his life. 

 

For a detailed exposition of the nature and purposes of marriage, according to the Word of God, 

see Chapter X of this report, “On the Other Side of Obergefell.”  

 

   

Singleness—The NT’s High View of It in the Emerging Kingdom of God  

 

Singleness, Sexual Chastity, and Human Intimacy  

While the church must defend, as it is able to, the institution of marriage in any society, and, as 

God providentially allows, fight against the breakdown of the nuclear/extended family, we also 

believe the Protestant church needs to gain, develop and teach a higher view of singleness than 

we have to this point. Consider these two paragraphs written by John Piper in the Foreword to 

the 2010 influential book on singleness written by Barry Danylak: 

 

The greatest, wisest, most fully human person who has ever lived never 

married—Jesus Christ. His greatest apostle never married and was thankful for 

his singleness. Jesus himself said that in the age to come we do not marry. And 

he added that the age to come had already broken into this world. 
 

Therefore, the presence of single people in the church not only “attests the 

sufficiency of Christ for the reception of God’s covenantal blessings in the new 

covenant,” as [Barry] Danylak has written, but also reminds us “that the 

spiritual age has already been inaugurated in Christ and awaits imminent 

consummation.” 173 

 

Before we explore the “eschatological” emphasis of the NT which Piper mentions here—an 

emphasis that makes singleness look more like a challenging adventure than a wretched burden 

to be borne, we want to underscore what we are not saying by insisting that the Protestant 

Church needs to develop a higher view of singleness. We are not saying the sexual abstinence 

which, in the Kingdom of God, goes with living singly, requires people to renounce their desire 

                                                
172 Reported by Baptist News at: 
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for human intimacy. That desire is, actually, a basic human need. The need of human beings for 

intimacy is not only, by common experience, universal across time and place, it is also primal—

that is, “pre-fall”—and enduring. It characterizes all the sons of Adam and daughters of Eve. 

This truth is reflected in the divine assessment—stark and profound—of Adam’s situation in 

Eden at the beginning: 

  

           The LORD God said, “It is not good for the man to be alone….”  

                                                                                           (Genesis 2:18) 

  
That is still the case, as each of us knows, and especially as those of us who are single know. We 

were all made for intimacy, not only with God but also with other human beings. This will be as 

true for those women who are drawn romantically toward other women, and for those men drawn 

to other men. 

 

John Stott, the English pastor and theologian, knew loneliness himself because he lived as a 

single man his whole adult life. In one place he challenged Christians to see that an important 

element in homosexual relationships is “the natural human hunger for mutual love.” And in his 

commentary on 1 Thessalonians where he is reflecting on Paul’s exhortations to sexual purity in 

marriage, Stott wrote this: 

 

An additional paragraph is needed for those of us who are single and therefore 

lack the God-given context for sexual love. What about us? We too must accept 

the apostolic teaching, however hard it may seem, as God’s good purpose both 

for us and for society. We shall not become a bundle of frustrations and 

inhibitions if we embrace God’s standard, but only if we rebel against it. Christ’s, 

yoke is easy, provided that we submit to it. It is possible for human energy to be 

redirected (“subliminated” would be the Freudian word) both into affectionate 

relationships with friends of both sexes and into the loving service of others. 

Multitudes of singles, both men and women, can testify to this. Alongside a 

natural loneliness, accompanied sometimes by acute pain, we can find joyful self-

fulfillment in the self-giving service of God and other people.174      
  

Stott’s mention of human energy being  “redirected...into affectionate relationships with friends 

of both sexes” underscores the great necessity of male-to-male and female-to-female friendships, 

and the wonderful example we have in the non-eroticized, yet profoundly intimate friendship of 

David and Jonathan (see 1 and 2 Samuel).175 We can also see deep friendship at work in Jesus’ 

relationship with his male disciples: 

 

What does  Jesus  mean  by   friendship?   His attitude  includes genuine   choice,    

complete giving, self-disclosure, unpossessiveness, sharing  joy  and sorrow, 

motherly  or fatherly  concern,  a  sharing  of  the  Father,  and  real  life together 

                                                
174 John Stott, The Gospel and the End of Time:The Message of  1 and 2 Thessalonians  (1991), pp. 84-85. 
175 The contention that David and Jonathan’s friendship was, in fact, an erotic one is a common argument in the gay 

literature. For example, see John Horner, Homosexuality in Biblical Times (1978). Given the OT’s teaching on 

homosexual sexual relations in general, we think the argument a specious one. For a “non-sexual” interpretation of 

the Jonathan/David story see Markus Zehnder, “Observations on the Relationship between David and Jonathan and 

the Debate on Homosexuality,” Westminster Theological Journal 69 (2007), pp. 127-74. 
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or  intimate  union.  John  was  a  particular   friend  in Jesus’   own  life  who  is  

a  supreme  exemplification   of  the fact that Jesus loved in this way. At the Last 

Supper, this “disciple Jesus loved was reclining next to Jesus,” and later 

“leaning back   on  Jesus'  breast,”  asked  Jesus  the  question about who it was 

who would betray him (John 13:21-25).176 
 

Philip Turner, in that poignant article, “Sex and the Single Life,” stressed, like Stott does, the 

importance of single people finding within the body of Christ that personal connection with 

others and sense of true belonging that human beings need:  

 

Another thing the churches ought to say to single people beyond “no” is come 

among us and present your life to God as it is. The upward call of God always 

begins from the place one starts and it takes place in a fellowship of friends who 

are also seeking to subject their loves to the truth and love of God in Christ. 
 

This observation calls to mind another thing the churches have to say to single 

people about sex. Most people who enter even the most casual sexual relation are 

not promiscuous. They are, however, lonely. Beneath our disordered desires lies a 

loneliness brought about by a failure in the common life God intends for all men 

and women. The churches in America in many ways simply contribute to this 

loneliness. Their common life too frequently is not formed as a society of friends 

who share one Lord, one Faith, one Baptism. It is rather formed around the needs 

and expectations of the bourgeois family. Single people at best are tolerated. 

Nevertheless, the view that sexual relations are intended for marital rather than 

general social relations is linked to the idea that close bonds between men and 

women, both single and married, ought to exist in all of life’s dimensions. 

Because of these bonds, sexual relations themselves are not necessary as a cure 

for loneliness. What is necessary is the fellowship of men and women in Christ. 

This is the word beyond “no” the church has to speak to single people. If it dares 

to speak, it will find not only that its common life is transformed beyond all 

recognition, but also that its teachings begin to appear to single and married 

people alike as a treasure to be shared rather than as a burden to be inflicted.177 

 

Singleness and the New Testament’s Eschatological Urgency 

We have already remarked positively on the way commentator, Gordon Fee, highlighted the way 

Paul’s scolding of the Corinthian church in 1 Corinthians 6 was cast in an eschatological appeal.  
 

Similarly, in his fine work on singleness under both the Old Covenant and the New, Barry 

Danylak captures the eschatological urgency that shapes the teaching of the Apostle Paul on 

marriage and singleness. Danylak compares the Stoic view of the world with the Christian view 

this way: 
 

The Stoics with whom Paul dialogued in Athens (Acts 17:18) had argued the 

necessity of marriage on cosmological grounds. The social universe depended on 

cities, which in turn depended on family units, which in turn depended on 

marriage.  Human beings had a duty to marry for the sake of preserving the world 

and its institutions. Paul counters the Stoic argument by appealing to a more 

                                                
176 Donald Goergen, The Sexual Celibate (1979), p.195 
177 Philip Turner, “Sex and the Single Life,” First Things (May 1993), p. 20. 
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expansive cosmology. The survival of the world is not dependent on human 

marriage since the very form of the present world is already passing away in 

anticipation of the coming eternal kingdom of God. Something greater than the 

present age had broken into history, and Christians were to herald its coming. 
 

The cosmological horizon of the Christian subsumes the present age into the 

eternal one. This means that the plans and purposes of the present age are 

subsumed into the plans and purposes of the anticipated eternal kingdom of God. 

This is not a denigration of the present world but a radical relativizing of the 

current age in light of the eternal age, recognizing that one’s true sufficiency and 

fulfillment will be realized ultimately only in the coming age of the King and the 

kingdom. From the standpoint of Paul’s expanded cosmological horizons, 

singleness is no longer to be considered a liability because it does not further the 

physical race of humankind. Rather, it can be viewed as a cosmological asset and 

visible sign of the coming new age. However, the fact that individuals may be 

single and Christian does not necessarily make them vibrant witnesses of the new 

age. When people choose to remain single for the sake of the kingdom of God 

because they recognize that their true sufficiency is found only in their 

relationship to Christ and the coming of his kingdom, and they orient their lives 

around this conviction, they become in their singleness visible signs of the coming 

new age.178 

  
There is a fine summary of “the eschatological orientation of the NT” compressed by Eugen 

Rosenstock-Huessy into this poignant little sentence: 

 

Christianity created true future, as we have seen. Christian other-worldliness 

actually consists of “the powers of the world to come” (Hebrews 6:5) breaking in 

upon the world as it has already come to be.179  
  

It is from this eschatological perspective that the Apostle Paul counsels believers in 1 

Corinthians 7 to “try on” celibate singleness for size, since God calls some of his followers to it 

and gifts them for it. We have already cited an article by St. Louis University professor, Michael 

McClymond, himself single. One guesses it was atheist Aldous Huxley’s tongue in cheek quip 

that chastity is “the most unnatural of the sexual perversions” that led Professor McClymond to 

title his fine defense of chastity for those who live unmarried, “The Last Sexual Perversion: An 

Argument in Defense of Celibacy.” We close this section on singleness with this quote from 

McClymond’s thoughtful and informative essay: 

 

My position is that the seeming perversity of extramarital celibacy is defensible 

and even sensible. Those who abstain from sex are not “joyless, under-sexed, 

anti-life, anti-youth, and anti-progress,” as alleged….. 
 

...I believe that for most of us and most of the time our actions are molded by our 

thinking, and that this includes our sexual actions and sexual thinking. I also 

believe in the power of the Christian community to support and encourage those 

who practice sexual self-denial. I believe in it because I have experienced it—

                                                
178 Barry Danylak, Redeeming Singleness: How the Storyline of Scripture Affirms the Single life (2010), pp. 207-08.  
179 Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy, The Christian Future Or The Modern Mind Outrun (1946), p. 123. 
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faithful prayers, listening ears, and mutual accountability have all been 

indispensable to my own recent experience of celibacy. Above and beyond all, I 

believe in the grace of God and the God of grace, who changes human beings 

from the inside out. For all of these reasons I reject the notion that an argument 

for celibacy is a futile gesture, foredoomed to failure. What might be foredoomed 

instead is the outlandish conception of “free love” as propounded by some of the 

adherents of the sexual revolution.180  
 

We end this section with an exhortation to our pastors and Sessions: Do all that you can to 

present to your people the sex ethic we find in Scripture not first as a list of “Don’ts!” but as part 

of the rich Kingdom ethic of love and holiness and the joy that grows in its soil. Christ calls us 

into relationship with himself and into that ethic, having secured by his own tremendous 

suffering the possibility of our happily—though realistically—aiming to keep it. Philip Turner 

summed up well what is out in front of us:   

 

This discussion of the pastoral task that lies before the churches suggests that the 

ethics of sex ought to be placed within the full context of the Christian life and the 

churches’ pastoral ministry. Only in this way will what Christians say escape the 

twin evils of punishing legalism and boundless freedom. To place sexual relations 

in this full and more adequate context, Christians ought to understand them as 

part of an undertaking that encompasses all aspects of their lives. That 

undertaking is holiness of life and its end is not repression but joy unconfined. 

This is the heart of the Christian life and it is the chief business of the pastoral 

ministry.181  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                
180 Michael  McClymond, “The Last Sexual Perversion: An Argument in Defense of Celibacy,” unpublished paper, 

pp. 5-7.  
181 Philip Turner, “Sex and the Single Life,” First Things (May 1993), p. 20. 
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VI. NATURE OR NURTURE 

 Questions About Causation of the Homosexual Desire 
 

While the church has spent much time and energy discussing questions about the causation of 

homosexual desire, this report will give these questions substantially less time and space than we 

did in the 1994 report. Whereas previous inquiries into causation—by Christians and non-

Christians alike—were focused on particular theories about it that corresponded with therapeutic 

interventions meant to achieve orientation change, this report recognizes that currently there is 

no consensus at all, either among orthodox Christians or in the secular therapeutic and scientific 

communities, as to the cause or causes of homoerotic desire.  

 

 

Theories of Causation 

 

The Genetic Theory  

It is important to state in this 2017 report that to date, no clear genetic cause for homosexuality 

has been demonstrated. It’s true that in 1998 the American Psychological Society officially made 

this statement: 

 

There is considerable recent evidence to suggest that biology, including genetic 

or inborn hormonal factors, play a significant role in a person's sexuality.182 

 

But in a more recent statement the APA withdrew that confidence and is now officially 

committed to this much more careful view: 

 
 

There is no consensus among scientists about the exact reasons that an individual 

develops a heterosexual, bisexual, gay, or lesbian orientation. Although much 

research has examined the possible genetic, hormonal, developmental, social, and 

cultural influences on sexual orientation, no findings have emerged that permit 

scientists to conclude that sexual orientation is determined by any particular 

factor or factors. Many think that nature and nurture both play complex roles; 

most people experience little or no sense of choice about their sexual 

orientation.183 

 

Joe Dallas, in chapter 4, “Born Gay?” of his 2016 book, Speaking of Homosexuality: Discussing 

the Issues with Kindness and Clarity, reports some of the research done in recent years to explore 

the possibility of a genetic origin of homosexual desire. To date, no genetic gene or even genetic 

predisposition has been confirmed.184  

                                                
182 OneNewsNow, “APA revises ‘gay gene’ theory” (5/14/2009). 
183 The American Psychological Association  in a brochure titled, “Answers to Your Questions for a Better 

Understanding of Sexual Orientation & Homosexuality.”  
184 For recent articles about genetics and homosexuality see the one posted by Ed Yong at The Atlantic, October 10, 

2015, and titled, “No, Scientists Have Not Found the ‘Gay Gene’” and this one as well, “Why Finding The Gay 

Gene Is A Big Problem” posted by Barrett Pall at the HuffPost on May 2, 2017. The latter article is not an update on 

https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2015/10/no-scientists-have-not-found-the-gay-gene/410059/
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/why-finding-the-gay-gene-is-a-big-problem_us_5908957de4b03b105b44bc16
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/why-finding-the-gay-gene-is-a-big-problem_us_5908957de4b03b105b44bc16


2017 Missouri Presbytery Report on Same-sex Relationships  126 

The Same-sex Parent Deficit Theory 

The theory once popular among evangelicals that rooted causation in a deficit in relational 

intimacy with one’s parent of the same sex, did seem to fit the experience of many same-sex-

attracted men and women; but as time went by, more and more stories emerged that did not fit 

persuasively into that paradigm: many individuals testify to having had strong healthy bonds 

with both parents while growing up, and yet found themselves attracted to the same sex during 

adolescence.185 Perhaps the biggest effect of this now-mistrusted one-size-fits-all theory of 

causation was not to have provided a healing “key” for understanding the origins of homosexual 

desire, but to have brought so many parents under a burden of guilt and shame. Nevertheless, 

while we as a committee do not have confidence that alienation from the same-sex parent is the 

one key that opens the door on the cause of homosexual attraction, this does not mean we are 

saying such alienation is irrelevant and should not be carefully worked through with pastors and 

care-givers skilled to do it. Where it is present, it may well be a contributing factor to the 

development of homoerotic desire, and should always be faced and dealt with on an emotional 

level.   

 

 

The Multi-Factor Theory 

Mark Yarhouse proposes a nuanced understanding of the origins of same-sex attraction in his 

book, Homosexuality and the Christian: 

 

There are many ways to an end point. The same principle we see in cross-country 

trips can be seen in homosexuality; that is, there are multiple pathways to a 

particular person experiencing same-sex attraction or a homosexual orientation. 

No one pathway captures every person’s experience.186 

 

Yarhouse calls this the principle of “equifinality” and contends that we ought to avoid making 

any sort of simplistic one-to-one connections between particular experiences and the 

development of a homosexual orientation. He seems to reject the “one-cause” theory of the 

origins of all homoerotic desire, yet shrinks back from being dogmatic even about that rejection, 

suggesting that we be “etiological agnostics,” acknowledging that we simply don’t know what 

causes some people to have a homosexual or bisexual orientation. This seems wise to us. 

Presbytery, in its adoption of the 1994 report and its chapter on causation, did not claim to have a 

definitive answer as to what factor or factors are decisive, but suggested that there are probably 

multiple factors. That remains the working hypothesis of this committee.  

 

However, while we believe caution is the better part wisdom when it comes to questions of 

causation, we can also bear witness to the credible testimony of some we have known who say 

their homosexual orientation has changed over time, and we steadfastly support those who seek 

that end, if they are aware that such change is not a clear and simple promise of the Word of 

                                                                                                                                                       
research but a more philosophical statement that the questions about possible genetic origins of homoerotic desire 

are utterly irrelevant and can serve no constructive purpose. 
185 Wesley Hill’s story recounted in Washed and Waiting is just one example, as is Matthew Vines’ in God and the 

Gay Christian, and Justin Lee’s in Torn.    
186 Mark Yarhouse, Homosexuality and the Christian, p.62. 
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God—any more than the removal of all heterosexual desire toward an unavailable person of the 

opposite sex is a clear and simple promise of God’s Word. What God’s Word does promise is 

strength and power from the Holy Spirit in and for any and all temptation whenever it intrudes. 

Nevertheless, we are still to pray, as the Lord taught us to pray, “Our Father, who art in 

heaven...lead us not into temptation.” 

 

 

Conclusion 

While it may be important for individuals who experience attraction to the same sex to consider 

the ways in which their own stories might have shaped their experience of attractions, the search 

for a one-size-fits-all model to explain homosexual attraction has not been rewarded and may 

prove only to illustrate the complexity of human sexuality. 

 

Christian psychiatrist and former Director of the Counseling program at Covenant Theological 

Seminary, Dr. Richard Winter, wrote the chapter on causation for that 1994 Presbytery report. 

We end this section with his conclusion back then, because we believe it continues to be valid  

  

The scientific evidence which we have briefly examined is not necessarily in 

conflict with the Biblical data about homosexuality. The genetic and biological 

research does not affect the morality of the situation. What is, does not always tell 

us what ought to be. We cannot tell from the genes, anatomy or chemistry whether 

this was part of the Creator's original intention or a “bentness” as a result of the 

fall. If there is a genetic predisposition to alcoholism or violence, and many 

scientists believe there is, we do not assume that this is a good thing or that 

people with this propensity should not or cannot be, at least to some degree, held 

responsible for their behavior. The morality is certainly not decided on the basis 

of the genes, but the presence of a strong genetic or psychological predisposition 

does have a very practical consequence in that it should increase the amount of 

compassion and patience we exhibit towards those homosexuals for whom the 

homosexual orientation seems to run deep within their being. 

  

The scientific studies give us a clearer understanding of the many ways we are 

affected by the fall and the factors which influence the possibility of change. 

These do not take away our responsibility but help us to see that, in this fallen 

world, some have a harder time working against sinful tendencies than others. We 

are responsible, not for the ways in which we have been sinned against, but for 

our reactions to those sins in the present. In an age where science and psychology 

consistently find reasons for us to claim sympathy for being victims of our genes, 

biology and other people's sins we need to recognize some truth in the ways we 

are shaped by these forces, but at the same time affirm the biblical view of men 

and women who are made in the image of God with the dignity, significance and 

responsibility of being choice makers who to some degree shape our destiny 

within the limits of God's sovereignty. Salvation is both a state and a process. 
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Justification sets us in a right relationship with God, but sanctification involves a 

process of the Holy Spirit working in us to change us, little by little to be more 

like Christ. He needs our cooperation and active obedience in working against all 

of our fallen and sinful tendencies whether in relation to greed, temper or 

homosexual desires. In some people, for many reasons, these tendencies have 

deep roots and they need our special love, patience, encouragement and 

exhortation.187 

 

  

                                                
187  See as Appendix A the full text of the 1994 report and its chapter on causation. 



2017 Missouri Presbytery Report on Same-sex Relationships  129 

VII.  SHEPHERDING GOD’S SHEEP: 

Principles in Pastoral Care for Same-Sex-Attracted Christians 
 

As we think on how to give good pastoral care to homoerotically-inclined men and women who 

either need to be challenged with the claims of Christ, or who already follow him and need 

guidance and encouragement in knowing what to do with their sexuality, it’s a salutary exercise 

to reflect again on how far the church has come over the last 30-40 years, by the grace of God, in 

the way it approaches people in this situation. Consider these remarks made by a thoughtful 

psychiatrist in 1952, in a book already cited here—a man who had dedicated many years to 

caring for same-sex-attracted people, and tried, against the cultural flow, to humanize them: 

We have no assurance that the homosexual has committed the unpardonable sin. 

We have strong scriptural warrant that he has as much right as any other sinner to 

approach the Throne of Grace for the absolution and remission of his sins. We 

have no reason to believe that the clergy cannot hold out to him the chance of a 

socially useful life. The minister's position should be one of understanding and of 

promise that there is a place for him in the Kingdom of God. The minister is under 

a moral obligation to be considerate of him as he is of any penitent.  To be an 

effective counselor, the minister must gain enough insight into his own situation to 

overcome the homosexual's fear of ministerial condemnation. He must help the 

penitent find respect for himself as a person. It matters not how the penitent  has  

lost  his  self-esteem:  the minister's job is to help him find it. The Kingdom of God 

is also the kingdom of self-respect. Let the minister beware of counseling 

homosexuals unless he himself is first well assured that he is able to accept the 

homosexual as a person.  This does not involve condonation [condoning] of [his] 

offenses; yet no minister can hope to deal effectively with a penitent who is unable 

to hold his head erect as a free man in a free society. Until the homosexual can 

feel that he can walk without the finger of contempt and loathing pointed at him, 

he is still in jeopardy. 

Here, then, is the dilemma.  The homosexual lives in a society which accounts him 

an object of public condemnation.  At most, a measure of secret tolerance  may  be   

afforded him in a charitable moment. Neither psychiatrist, minister, nor social 

worker can remake social attitudes overnight. The homosexual must be taught to 

live with himself in a society which punishes his illegal activities and scorns his 

desires.188 

 

Sadly, the scorn now is mostly in the other direction in our secular, gay-affirming culture—

scorn, or at best an uncomprehending pity, for those who choose to renounce rather than rejoice 

in their homoerotic inclinations, and who do that out of love for God. Still, the Holy Spirit is at 

work in our time, and men and women are being converted to Christ and moving out of gay 

relationships and into the church where they need to be faithfully shepherded by humble and 

mature elders. But what does that shepherding actually look like? We’ll address that by posing 

and answering the following questions.  

  

                                                
188  George Henry, “Pastoral Counseling for Homosexuals,” The Best of Pastoral Psychology (1952). pp. 203-204.  
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Goals in Our Pastoral Care of Same-sex-attracted Believers 

Though there are some things particular to matters of sexual temptation and sin, in most respects 

in pastoral care to Christian men and women who are homoerotically-inclined, we will be giving 

ourselves to the same things we aim at in our care of all people. Here is a partial list, at least, of 

our goals: 

Our overarching goal is to draw believers into a greater confidence in the grace and power of  

the gospel, to this end: So that they might know and enjoy the love and forgiveness of God; 

rest in the righteousness of Christ and their union with him; and find this precious status their 

deepest identity, and their prime motive in enjoying and obeying God. All this is grounded in an 

understanding of the finished work of Christ in dying and rising on behalf of sinners like us, 

which means that pastoral care needs always to begin with and return to the cross and empty 

tomb of Jesus and the rich things that flow from them to the believer, underscoring often the A, 

B, Cs of the Good News. Here we recommend using Martin Luther’s Preface to the Book of 

Galatians and excerpts from his extraordinarily rich and powerful treatise, The Freedom of a 

Christian to cement into people’s minds and hearts the stupendous reversal in the “great 

exchange,” whereby at the cross Christ gets our condemnation and we, sinners by nature, get his 

righteousness and a share in his eternal splendor.189 

So one sub-goal is to help those in our care understand repentance as the beginning part of 

faith by which we appropriate all that Christ has won for us, is repentance, our response to 

the love of God enfleshed and manifested in history in the incarnation and redeeming work of his 

Son. Repentance is marked by humility, the owning in sorrow of one’s personal responsibility 

for choosing against God again and again. That Jesus’ public ministry began with a call to 

personal repentance190 reflects the truth that God has conferred upon human beings the high 

status of being moral agents responsible to him.   

Nearly 40 years ago now, an Episcopal bishop in Atlanta wrote a pastoral statement on 

homosexuality. He grasped the centrality of repentance in the Christian teaching on sexual sin in 

general. His emphasis on being “personally responsible for choices” does not mean that he 

believed men and women simply choose to have same-sex attractions, but that they, like every 

person, are morally responsible for the choices they make in response to every life situation they 

have been in:  

Repentance is the moral and spiritual mechanism by which we lay hold of the 

healing, re-integrating work of God in Jesus Christ—his work of restoring to 

human identity its image of intended godliness. 

In regard to homosexuality, the most important witness of Scripture is not 

condemnation, but the promise of liberation. St. Paul is explicit about the 

contrast effected by the love of God in Christ between an old life in bondage to sin 

and a new life of freedom. And Christian freedom is never license to live as before 

(Galatians 5:13). It is the gift of power to have done with alienating, guilt-

                                                
189 An edited and abbreviated version of Luther’s Preface to the Book of Galatians is included here in Appendix C. 

His Freedom of the Christian can be found in Luther’s Works American Edition, vol. 31, pp. 327-377. 
190 See Matthew 4:17: From that time Jesus began to preach, saying, “Repent, for the Kingdom of heaven is at 

hand.” 
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inducing behavior. This is the freedom of inner harmony and healing—

accomplished again and again as persons are open in penitence and resolve. 

Repentance means the decision to be personally responsible for choices. It is the 

refusal to drift, the refusal to delay. And this refusal rests on a critical prior 

decision which is the refusal to pass the buck.  This is the pre-condition to 

repentance: the refusal of all self-pity and self-justification by which human 

ingenuity concocts blameworthy figures (of whom there is always an abundant 

supply) such as Eve and the serpent—and even God himself as a last resort, 

whom Adam cleverly blamed as the inventor of “that woman whom thou gavest to 

be with me” (Genesis 3:12 RSV). The vicious consequence of this refusal of 

responsibility is the abdication of human freedom.191 [emphasis added] 

We do not believe Bishop Sims meant to discount the fact that human beings can do great 

damage to one another, or that many homosexually-inclined people have not been deeply sinned 

against—hurt and damaged by abuse and hatred at the hands of others, including parents; nor 

was he implying that people simply choose to become sexually drawn toward those of the same 

sex. Certainly, where same-sex-attracted individuals have been sinned against, and suffered at 

the hands of others—and sometimes they will have suffered terribly—this pain will need to be 

acknowledged, and deep sympathy extended to them by the care-giver before the matter of their 

own need for repentance can be fully faced.  

Still, Sims’ point is well-taken: true freedom comes when our own faults and failings start 

looming large in our eyes, when we own that they are truly ours. Even in cases where people 

have been sinned against and mistreated, leading them slowly and carefully to see their own guilt 

and mourn over it—perhaps seeing how poorly they responded to being treated poorly—this is 

an important part of grace-centered pastoral care. That’s because repentance, along with a 

personal trust in the love of God who did not spare his own Son but delivered him up to death for 

sinners, is the release on the wound-up spring of a believer’s energy for and commitment to 

obedience to Christ and his Word. Though as finite creatures we are bound to obey God as 

Creator, it remains true that a personal, trusting appropriation of the love of God as Redeemer 

empowers the soul to “love God back” for his forgiveness by obeying him. And without 

repentance, there is no forgiveness.  The Apostle Paul testifies to this spiritual dynamic when he 

writes in 2 Corinthians 5:14-15:  

 

For the love of Christ controls us, because we have concluded this: that one 

has died for all, therefore all have died; and he died for all, that those who 

live might no longer live for themselves but for him who for their sake died 

and was raised. 

 

Another goal is to help people understand the ways they might have been sinned against at the 

hands of others, as well as the effect that such an experience has had on them—how it has 

shaped them, in pain or in resilience or in both; and to be present with them, for counsel or 

simply to be there in the companionship of solidarity, as they seek the face of the Lord for the 

healing of wounds that have been inflicted on them.    

                                                
191 The Rt. Rev. Bennett J. Sims, Episcopal Bishop of Atlanta, Sex and Homosexuality: A Pastoral Statement (circa 

1977). 
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The need for and high privilege of standing with someone—patiently and gently—who is 

processing the pain of past trauma is eloquently underscored by counselor, Dr. Diane Langberg:  

 

For those suffering trauma, fewer words, quiet voices, patience, and pausing so 

they are not overwhelmed is vital to our entering in so we do not bring further 

harm. In doing so, we are following our Savior who was made flesh, greatly 

reduced from His eternal glory so as to enter in and become like us. It is, in fact, 

Christ-like to reduce ourselves in the face of another’s suffering. And then, when 

sufferers are slow to speak, slow to listen, or slow to change, our responses are to 

also be like our Incarnate Savior’s toward us. It is in part how those who are 

suffering begin to see, in the flesh, a bit of who our God truly is with His 

creatures when they are reduced, overwhelmed, helpless, or slow. We bring Him 

to them by who we are with them in their worst places.192 

 

A third goal: to aid same-sex-attracted believers in a true and proper formation of their 

identity in Christ, which will mean helping them appreciate more fully that their union with 

Christ—their deep and eternal belonging to him, utterly—is more fundamental to “who they 

are” than anything else about them, including their sexual orientation.  

 

One of the biggest problems for those who live with same-sex attraction (SSA), whether a 

believer or a non-believer, is their having bought into the idea that their sexuality is their identity. 

This is, as well, one of the biggest problems for heterosexually-inclined people as they relate to 

SSA people: too often they also have bought into the unbiblical myth that those same-sex 

attractions are the most important thing about that other person. They simply are not.  

 

This question of identity—Who am I?—was addressed in the Reformed Presbyterian Church—

Evangelical Synod report back in 1980 (Pastoral Care of the Repentant Homosexual). While this 

report is dated, and, as we have already noted, using the word “homosexual” as a noun or 

referring to people living a homosexual “lifestyle” is now considered demeaning by many, the 

report was written largely by a pastor who knew and battled same-sex desire in his own 

experience. So many of his theological and spiritual insights are well expressed and continue to 

touch the core issues in our own day.  The issue of identity was addressed well in the following 

paragraph: 

 

At the end of [Romans 1],  [in] v. 32, we see man’s response to the wrath of God 

take a different form, that of defiance and pride. “They not only condone to do 

these very things but also approve of those who practice them.” In this context 

fallen man will seek to justify his behavior by calling upon psychology, situation 

ethics, and sociology in an attempt to assert not merely the inevitability but also 

the beauty of his lifestyle. Into this climate of self-pity and defiance the church has 

to speak about the work of propitiation and expiation in Jesus Christ. Only if we 

trust that the wrath of God is borne by Jesus Christ are we able to call man out of 

his response of despair and hardness of heart. On the basis of the gospel of the 

atoning work of Jesus Christ, sinful man can learn to define himself again in 

                                                
192 Therapist Diane Langberg, in byFaith magazine (Q1.16 No. 51) pp. 36-37. 
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terms of his creator. This concern Jesus expressed in Matthew 19:4ff. Jesus 

wanted the Pharisees to return to the original intent of God's creation. “Moses 

permitted you to divorce your wives because your hearts were hard. But it was 

not this way from the beginning” (19:8). In light of man's renewed confidence in 

God, he can see himself as created as “male and female,” reflecting the image of 

God….Jesus can also speak of other forms of human existence, “for some are 

eunuchs because they were born that way; others were made that way by man; 

and others have renounced marriage because of the kingdom of heaven” (19:12). 

There can be significant and beautiful relationships between members of the same 

sex (1 Sam. 18:3ff and 20:41) or members of the opposite sex. But Scripture does 

not perceive these to find their fulfillment in sexual union. It is at this point where 

homosexuals193 misunderstand their own identity. They have to be challenged to 

grow and to define themselves again according to their creator.194                

                                                                             [emphasis added] 

 

A fourth goal in giving pastoral care that contributes to our overarching goal is to help 

individuals accept their fallen condition, with all its personal particulars, as a sexually broken 

human being, as is every other person in the human race, Jesus excepted; and in particular, to 

help them see any distortions in the way they think about their same-sex attractions in 

relationship to the law of God and to his gospel of grace. 

 

Some common distortions—on a spectrum—include: 

“Homosexual sins are the worst possible sins a person can commit.” 

“I am a twisted and disordered person because of my same-sex attractions.” 

“If I was truly walking with the Lord I would not feel these desires.” 

“I believe it’s my duty before the Lord to try to stamp out every vestige of these 

homosexual desires, and if I cannot, that must be proof that I am, to my own detriment, 

repressing my true sexual identity.”  

“I am proud of my same-sex attractions.” 

“God made me with these desires.” 

 

A fifth goal is to aid believers in knowing how to deal with themselves if they fall back into 

sexual sin after having determined to live by the Lord’s commands and having found some 

success in remaining faithful to him. Here we are talking about the need for good, biblical 

teaching on how to face the problem of “besetting sins.”   

 

                                                
193 As we noted earlier on, using the term “homosexuals” as a noun was much more common when the 1980 report 

was written, but has since been largely abandoned. John Stott was already criticizing it in 1984 (see his Issues 

Facing Christians Today (1984), p. 301). We recommend that pastors avoid the use of the term “homosexuals” as a 

noun as it is generally considered now to be offensive. 
194 In RPCES 158th General Synod Minutes, JULY 4, 1980, pp. 43-50. This 1980 report adopted by the RPCES can 

be found in the Appendices of the 1994 Missouri Presbytery (PCA) report. That report is Appendix A in this report.  
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We can find good encouragement in this area—and a few things to be cautious about—from our 

fathers in the faith. The Puritans particularly, tackled the problem of besetting sins.  In his classic 

work, A Treatise on Sanctification, the Scottish pastor and theologian, James Fraser, wrote this: 

...[W]e learn how careful a Christian ought to be about the inward purity of his 

heart and what constant earnest opposition he should make to the very first 

motions of every unholy passion and inordinate affection or lusting in his heart.195 

 

But consider the man or woman who lives with sexual desire toward someone of the same sex, or 

the heterosexual man or woman who lives with sexual desire toward members of the opposite 

sex, a person he or she would have no moral right to pursue romantically and sexually: What can 

be said to be “the first motions” of  such desires when in concrete experience those desires seem 

to be  more or less always there? Fraser points us in the right direction when two pages later he 

quotes Augustine on Romans 7: 

 

He [the Apostle Paul] has set before you his own conflict [with sin], so that you 

might not fear yours. For if the blessed apostle had not spoken of this, then when 

you observed the stirring of lust in your own bodily members, to which, however, 

you did not yield your consent, yet finding it to stir you, you would perhaps 

despair of yourself and say, “If I [truly] belonged to God, there would be no such 

stirrings in me. [So] observe the apostle in conflict [with sin], and do not despair 

over yourself.196  

 

These words of Augustine are hugely helpful to any believer who battles sexual temptation, 

because, like the Apostle Paul in Romans 7:14-25, Augustine expects the sinful flesh in believers 

to produce all manner of lustings and disordered desires; he does not counsel making efforts to  

prevent these desires from ever arising, or even to kill them dead so that they are gone, but rather 

Augustine exhorts his readers to imitate the Apostle Paul and aim at refusing to yield to them, 

and resisting the inclination to fall into despair over their very presence. 

 

In the original 1994 Presbytery report, ad hoc committee member and pastor, George Robertson, 

brought to light some candid testimony from a few of the Puritans in their battle against sin.  

Sometimes the Puritans refer to besetting sins as “bosom sins” because they are often the most 

cherished practices or dispositions and therefore that much more difficult to part with. The call to 

a Christian to battle his or her homoerotic desire is no different from the call to another Christian 

to battle his temper, abuse of alcohol, or pride. Every Christian is called to stand against their 

besetting sin out of love and loyalty to the Savior.  Nevertheless, sometimes we do yield to those 

sins we have frequently committed. What then? 

  

The irritable English pastor in Cambridge, Charles Simeon (1759-1836), struggled with the 

besetting sins of pride and anger for most of his life. However, he found regular victory over 

these evils through the grace of friends who were willing to confront and correct him. As a 

young vicar at Holy Trinity Church in Cambridge, he wrote to one such friend, Thomas Lloyd, 

who was five years his junior, suggesting that whatever sin(s) a person was inclined to commit 

                                                
195 James Fraser, A Treatise on Sanctification (reprint of the 1897 ed.; originally published 1774), pp. 345-46. 
196 James Fraser, Sanctification, p. 347, citing Augustine but giving no reference. 
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before becoming a Christian, was likely to be the one(s) they would have to continue to battle 

after trusting Christ and receiving the Holy Spirit: 

 

[Whatever is a person’s] besetting sin in a state of nature will most generally 

remain so when he is in a state of grace; with this difference only, that in the 

former case it has the entire ascendancy [=control] over him—in the latter it 

meets with continual checks and is not suffered to have dominion.197 

 

Thomas Boston (1676-1732), the Scottish pastor and theologian, documented his struggle with 

an undisclosed besetting sin in his memoirs. One passage shows us both how painful this was for 

him on an emotional level, and how determined he was to keep going back to the Lord with it: 

 

The struggle with my own will was most dreadful, so that I was like to sink under 

it, and say, There is no hope, while it lay on me as a giant bearing down on a little 

child. I laid down my resolution however always to go to God with it again, as it 

renewed its desperate attacks on me; and so I did, and found some ease that way; 

though sometimes both heart and hand were taken from me in this combat, and I 

was almost swallowed up in despair. I felt the power of the bands of wickedness. 

The first ease I got was, that it was suggested to me in prayer, that it might be 

God was letting me fall so low before the victory, that I might see it, when it came, 

entirely due to his grace.198 
 

Boston found particular solace in the Lord’s Supper. Seeing the blood of Christ pictured, and 

sacramentally “participating in” the body and blood of his Lord (see the Apostle Paul’s striking 

words to this effect in 1 Corinthians 10:16) freed his heart to more readily obey. He found 

greater resolve to battle his sin—not make concessions to it.199 

 

Boston never overcame his besetting sin. He searched his conscience on his deathbed to see if it 

would disqualify him for heaven. He found five reasons why it would not: 1) he sincerely desired 

to quit it for Christ; 2) he had sometimes overcome it through spiritual exercise; 3) his deep, 

inner repudiation of it drove him to Christ; 4) he sincerely desired a “cross of Christ's choosing” 

over a “crown of his own choosing”; and 5) he loved God in Christ more than he loved his 

besetting sin.200 

 

Perhaps Boston’s besetting sin was something sexual, perhaps not. Whatever is was, though, it 

appears that resisting it was enormously difficult for him—maybe the hardest thing he ever had 

to do by faith. 

Such testimonies from the Puritans should have at least two effects on us. First, it should humble 

every Christian for not doing more serious battle with sins that are not regarded by the church 

with as much seriousness as homosexual sins usually are, and yet also are called “abominations” 

by God, like “haughty eyes and a lying tongue” (Proverbs 6:16-19). And then secondly, it should 

encourage Christians struggling to resist homosexual temptation to believe that the species of sin 

                                                
197 Hopkins, Hugh Evans, Charles Simeon of Cambridge (1977), p. 100. 
198 Samuel M’Millan, The Complete Works of Thomas Boston  Vol. 12 (R. O. Roberts, 1980), pp. 222-23. 
199 M’Millan, …Works of…Boston, pp. 226, 245. 
200 M’Millan, …Works of… Boston,  p.399. 
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is less important than that they are fighting against it as something that displeases their Savior 

and Friend who laid down his life and took it up again for their sake (see the poignant and 

positive way Paul lays out this motive for Christian obedience in 2 Corinthians 5:14-15). 

 

(For a fuller discussion of the Christian’s battle against sexual temptation see the Addendum 

which immediately follows this Pastoral Care chapter:  “Reflections on Sexual Temptation and 

Sin in the Scriptures and Westminster Standards: Implications for Pastoral Care.”) 
 

A sixth goal is to aid SSA believers in growing in trust of mature fellow believers and taking 

up their place in Christ’s church to the end that they:       

--can find healthy relationships among believers who will listen to them, seek to 

understand, accept, and challenge  them as fellow-travelers; 

--can exercise the gifts the Holy Spirit has given them for the sake of the body of Christ. 

 

Seventh, to help promote safe201 churches where same-sex-attracted people can be vulnerable 

with their stories and can experience the healing power of the gospel as they are embraced by 

the community of believers. 

 

Pastoral care that is focused on holiness will help all Christians, not just LGBT/SSA believers, to 

repent of sin, recognize their value as adopted heirs of Christ, name their unique contributions to 

the body of Christ, and employ those gifts for Christ’s glory. As such, LGBT/SSA Christians 

want to be included in the life of the church and not limited to communities of other LGBT/SSA 

believers. Inclusion means allowing them to tell their stories and share their understanding of 

themselves in ways they feel comfortable with. Some may be very open about their own sexual 

struggles, and sharing the story of God’s grace in their lives can be a tremendous affirmation of 

their place in the body of Christ and a great encouragement to all believers in the congregation. 

Others will be more private, wishing to share their stories only with a pastor or a few trusted 

friends.  Pastors, however, are responsible for helping their congregations become communities 

that are emotionally safe for all. A church member should feel safe enough to speak about her 

sexuality in the church (using discretion, given the particular setting), whether she chooses to or 

not. She should not be silenced by fear of ostracism, prejudice, or misunderstanding. 

 

Pastors, elders, and teachers can help their congregations to be safe churches by talking openly 

about sexuality in general.  They can regularly remind the congregation that all have fallen short 

                                                
201There has been a preoccupation in the wider culture with creating “safe places” for people, as well as a deserved 

reaction against the almost comic excesses too often involved (see the article, “The Coddling of the American 

Mind,” by Greg Lukianoff and Jonathan Haidt in The Atlantic [September 2015], and found online at: 

http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2015/09/the-coddling-of-the-american-mind/399356/  

See also “The Dangerous Safety of College,” by Frank Bruni in The New Your Times, March 12, 2017, The 

Weekend in Review section, p. 3. 

Still, it remains true that the dignity of and respect for human beings that flow from a biblical anthropology and from 

the grace in the gospel do create “safe places” for sinners, who are, by definition on this side of the fall, broken 

people whose fragility and vulnerability so often keep them from facing and then sharing their wounds, their sins, 

and their shame. That same fragility and vulnerability that keeps us isolated in our fallenness also keeps us from 

trusting that Christ’s righteousness is now ours, and from embracing our glory and responsibilities as divine image 

bearers. 

http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2015/09/the-coddling-of-the-american-mind/399356/
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of the glory of God; and that homosexual sins, even if they are an aggravated form of 

“disordered love” for being “contrary to nature,” are, with regard to moral accountability, no 

more worthy of a fiercer condemnation than are heterosexual sins. Pastors and teachers can help 

explain the difference between a sexual desire that results from the original Edenic fall into sin 

but which merely to feel is not to commit a sin and, on the other hand, a sexual act that results 

from deliberately choosing to bring such an illicit desire to fruition in actual behavior. To choose 

that—whether the desire is homosexually-illicit or heterosexually-illicit—is “to commit a sin,” 

because it is a decision of the will to fall into the arms of the temptation rather than to flee from 

it.  

 

Churches that are not safe will talk about same-sex-attracted people primarily as “problem 

people” or as a special class of sinners “ over there.” Safe churches, on the other hand, will be 

actively learning that a believer’s sexual orientation is, by far, not the most important thing about 

him or her, and will, over time, have in its ranks positive examples of people who live with 

homosexual desire and are still using their gifts to faithfully serve Christ’s bride, the church. 

That is no different than heterosexual believers who take up their place in the body of Christ 

while having to discipline themselves against their own illicit sexual attractions. For more on 

what makes a church safe from the perspective of someone who experiences same-sex attraction, 

see the piece in this footnote below.202  

 

Pastors may also be called upon to advocate for LGBT/SSA members in the face of ignorance or  

rank prejudice. For instance, despite the lack of credible evidence, the belief remains too 

common that all LGBT/SSA people are by definition dangerous to children and should be kept 

from serving in youth-related ministries. Other opportunities may be as simple as pastors and 

elders taking a stand against all disrespectful language, ridicule, and stereotyping of LGBT/SSA 

persons, or intervening if there is gossiping about an LGBT/SSA member or attender. 

 

Like other classes of people in a congregation, such as youth, married, retired, or disabled 

people, LGBT/SSA Christians will have particular needs that rise out of their life situation. For 

many, addressing issues of loneliness will be important.  Things that will help here include: 

encouraging and promoting deep friendships,203 promoting the practice of hospitality across the 

life of the congregation, and teaching a biblical theology of the church as the family of God that 

lasts forever, while marriage and the natural family become obsolete in the life of the world to 

come (see Matthew 22:23-33). The development of such full-orbed communal life in a 

congregation should not be pursued just for LGBT/SSA Christians but for the congregation as a 

whole. This kind of genuine and involved caring for one another is simply the NT description of 

what church life everywhere ought to be.   

 

The communal life of our churches needs to feel something much like “home” to these 

courageous brothers and sisters who long for human companionship, intimacy, and touch as 

                                                
202 This blog post was written by one of the members of our committee: 

http://spiritualfriendship.org/2013/09/16/what-makes-a-church-safe/ 
203 See Wes Hill’s discussion of the importance of friendship for SSA believers, and his exploration of it in Scripture 

and Christian tradition, in Spiritual Friendship (2015). 
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everyone does. When those around us outside the church see this kind of radical care for, fierce 

commitment to, and transparent involvement with each other, the reality of the love of the Lord 

Jesus himself is commended to them; and our own people, so immersed in the prevailing secular 

view of things, will grow in their confidence that the sexual boundaries God gives the world in 

his Word and in the law written on all human hearts are not only true but good.  

 

Eighth, to seek their ideas on the matter of orientation change, and then to give accurate 

information and careful, encouraging guidance in regard to it. This will involve a)supporting 

those who are not interested in trying to develop heterosexual desire but are interested in 

learning to live celibately in faithfulness to Christ; and b)after the proper discernment has been 

exercised, supporting and encouraging those who do wish to work at developing heterosexual 

desire and are hoping for marriage, and encouraging them on in that effort even if they become 

discouraged. We can hope and pray with them, yet being careful to apprise them of the long hard 

road that may lie ahead. We can exhort them to hold that desire for heterosexual love somewhat 

loosely in their hand, following their Lord and Savior who without bitterness said humbly to his 

Father, Nevertheless, not my will, but yours be done. 

 

We note here the passage just cited in the 1980 RPCES report on pastoral care for SSA 

Christians, written by a pastor, who himself battled sexual attraction, to other men: “But as with 

other sins, like heterosexual promiscuity, coveting, and greed, the homosexual [person] cannot 

be expected to see his desires changed immediately or totally.”204 

 

When it comes to the question of orientation change, the church needs to take great care. From 

1973 on, when homosexuality was removed by the American Psychiatric Association from their 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Psychiatric Disorders, largely under political pressure from 

LGBT lobbyists,205 evangelical groups invested a great deal of energy in helping Christians with 

same-sex attraction work toward orientation change, and in many cases went too far and did 

great harm in promising too much, even though as far back as the mid-1990s a more balanced 

approach was being advocated by Richard Hays in an important article. Much of the article 

touches on Hays’ believing friend, Gary, an SSA Christian committed to chastity, who 

eventually died of AIDS. One question Hays posed and then answered in the article was this:  

            

            Should homosexual Christians expect to change their orientation? 

 

This tough question must be answered in the critical framework of New Testament 

eschatology. On the one hand, the transforming power of the Spirit really is 

present in our midst; the testimonies of those who claim to have been healed and 

transformed into a heterosexual orientation should be taken seriously. “He 

breaks the power of canceled sin; he sets the prisoner free.” If we do not continue 

to live with that hope, we may be hoping for too little from God. On the other 

hand, the “not yet” of the redemption won by Christ looms large; the testimonies 

of those like [my friend] Gary who pray and struggle in Christian community and 

                                                
204 1994 Missouri Presbytery Report on Homosexual Partnerships is Appendix A at the end of this report.  
205 For a detailed and candid reporting and analysis of this controversy, see the already cited Homosexuality and 

American Psychiatry, by Ronald Bayer (1981). 
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seek healing unsuccessfully for years must be taken with no less seriousness. 

Perhaps for many the best outcome attainable in this time between the times will 

be a life of disciplined abstinence, free from obsessive lust. (Exactly the same 

standard would apply for unmarried persons of heterosexual orientation.) That 

seems to be the spiritual condition Gary reached near the end of his life. He wrote 

in his last letter: 
 

Since All Saints Day I have felt myself being transformed. I no 

longer consider myself homosexual. Many would say, big deal, 

you’re 42. . . and are dying of AIDS. Big sacrifice. No, I didn’t do 

this of my will, of an effort to improve myself, to make myself 

acceptable to God. No, he did this for me. I feel a great weight has 

been lifted off me. I have not turned “straight.” I guess I’m like St. 

Paul’s phrase, “a eunuch for Christ.”206 

 

While there is credible testimony that orientation change is possible (more common, perhaps, 

with females than with males), and might well be the goal of some SSA Christians, many others 

who have worked hard at that will testify to its failure in their own situations. This diverse 

experience of serious SSA Christians determined to change means that referrals to organizations 

and counselors who advocate change should be done cautiously and only after careful research 

and a thorough knowledge of the spiritual maturity of the person seeking such help. SSA 

believers should be made aware that working on orientation change is one option, but should also 

be warned of its potential dangers. They should never be pressured into pursuing orientation 

change by parents, the church, or pastoral care-givers.  

 

It is true of course, that as pastors and elders we should not ever limit what God might do in 

someone’s life. We should not be afraid to remind those under our care that in fact, there are 

walking examples of  same-sex-attracted men and women in whom God has worked his healing 

to the point where they have been able to enter  happily into and truly enjoy a heterosexual 

union. However, it is also wrong to suggest that we can determine God’s will in this matter, or 

promise our people that if they follow a certain prescription God is sure to answer the cry of their 

heart for orientation change. Many of us know SSA believers who became embittered against 

God after working long and hard toward an orientation change that never came.  

 

Within evangelicalism in the recent past, many accepted a universal theory of causation for 

homosexual desire that tied it to the relationship in early childhood of a person with his or her 

parent of the same sex.  While that theory still persists, more recently many Christian 

psychologists have argued that we do not understand the etiology of homosexual attractions (or 

heterosexual attraction, for that matter). Less confident than ever that we know how homosexual 

desire develops, therapists are putting more emphasis on helping Christians live with their same-

sex attractions and less on questions of causation. The watchword has become “care rather than 

cure.”  While there is sexual fluidity in many people, and there are sincere people who testify to 

a shift from homosexual desire to heterosexual, no course of therapy for orientation change has 

gained—or maintained—broad acceptance. At this time there are no major mental health 

                                                
206  Richard B. Hays, “Awaiting the Redemption of Our Bodies: The Witness of Scripture Concerning 

Homosexuality,” in Homosexuality in the Church, ed. Jeffrey Siker (1994), p. 15.  
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associations, secular or Christian, that recommend orientation change as the appropriate course 

of action for clients with homosexual desire. However, that “one size fits all” rejection of 

therapeutic possibilities for orientation change is disappointing; but it parallels a simplistic “one 

size fits all” insistence on the part of too many Christians in the recent past that orientation 

change ought to be a core goal for every believer living with homoerotic desire.  

 

We believe that a sad consequence of a) the American culture’s general embrace of 

homosexuality, and b) the Christian community’s over-eagerness, at times, to claim that God 

stands ready and waiting to heal most people of their homoerotic desire so they can be rid of it, 

has greatly impeded research in this area of sexual orientation shift or change. Consequently, the 

training of competent therapists who can and will address orientation change is a rarity 

within the various behavioral health communities—Christian as well as non-Christian. Sadly, 

most pastors will find few, if any, mental health practitioners with the training and 

experience needed to serve their same-sex-attracted parishioners. We do not, however, believe 

this justifies referrals to good-intentioned, but inadequately trained Christian counselors, or lay-

Christian programs, that insist their efforts are more likely than not to result in shifts in sexual 

orientation. 

 

We understand that some Christians might wish to pursue psychological treatment that aims to 

ameliorate present homosexual desires and/or increase heterosexual attraction. We do not believe 

Christians must enter into such therapy in order to have a faithful profession of faith in Jesus 

Christ, but also want to encourage and support those who do. If a parishioner requests a referral 

from a pastor for such help, we agree with the National Association for Research and Therapy of 

Homosexuality (NARTH), the leading organization promoting sexual orientation change effort 

(SOCE), that he or she should not, in principle, be denied that help.207 

 

We understand that due in part to the work of some evangelical therapists, the American 

Psychological Association has endorsed a “client-centered” therapeutic approach that allows 

spiritually sensitive clients, not the therapist, to decide on what the goals of therapy ought to be, 

although when these guidelines mention therapeutic work toward orientation change what they 

mean to allow for isn’t exactly clear, since their statement on it in the last sentence quoted in the 

footnote below is a conceptual disjunction, setting in opposition two things that are not logically 

mutually exclusive.208 They say, “It should be noted, however, that this [i.e., this this freedom of 

                                                
207 The NARTH statement reads, “We cannot deny the call for such help, as long as that help is autonomous to the 

client rather than externally driven….” The statement goes on to insist that such treatment must be provided by 

“therapists who are competent and willing to provide this service after offering proper informed consent 

procedures.”  “What Research Shows: Narth’s Response to the APA Claims on Homosexuality.”  Journal of Human 

Sexuality 2009, vol 1, p. 94. This monograph is NARTH’s refutation of the American Psychological Association 

report denouncing sexual orientation change efforts.  The NARTH monograph is largely a review of studies that 

show change is possible, and is a defense against the claim that sexual orientation change efforts (=SOCE) do 

harm.  It contends that SOCE should be affirmed by the APA when clients request it, on the grounds that not to do 

so would impinge client autonomy.   
208American Psychological Association, Guideline 3. Application (2011), found at: 

http://www.apa.org/pi/lgbt/resources/guidelines.aspx “Clients who are conflicted with respect to sexual orientation 

and religious identification and expression have long posed challenges for psychologists (Beckstead & Morrow, 

http://www.apa.org/pi/lgbt/resources/guidelines.aspx
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clients to choose their own therapeutic goals] is not the same as changing or even managing 

sexual orientation, but is a treatment goal established in the service of personal integration.” It’s 

true that  “changing or even managing” one’s sexual orientation is “not the same as” the freedom 

to choose one’s own therapeutic goals, but it may well be one direction in which such freedom 

might lead clients. The freedom to choose one’s own orientation goals, and orientation change as 

a goal are not inconsistent with each other, as the APA statement implies.  

 

Surely, this is the right direction to move in: to allow the client rather than the therapeutic 

establishment to decide the matter of personal goals. Hopefully, this client-centered approach 

will protect those Christian counselors trained in orientation therapy from legal and or 

governmental reprisals. Still, because states have enacted various laws making orientation 

therapy illegal, counselors should seek informed legal counsel before beginning such therapy 

with a client who wants to pursue it.   

 

Counseling can, of course, be a great aid to SSA Christians in addressing past abuse, in helping 

some integrate their values, in helping others see ways they have internalized shame, and so on. 

But many SSA believers testify that a major focus on orientation change over a period even of 

many years, was fruitless in changing the basic direction of their sexual desire. So carefulness 

and discernment are key as to whether orientation-change therapy is prudent for a person. Still, 

while it is true in our day that very few mental health providers will work toward orientation 

change, we encourage Christian care-givers to learn about the reputable ones who will, always 

keeping in mind that the primary goal in the pastoral care of same-sex-attracted people is to see 

them sanctified, not married. Imposing on SSA believers the goal of heterosexual marriage is 

fraught with problems as it implies that they also should want to pursue this, when in reality they 

may not be interested in marriage; and as it discourages the single life when that may be what the 

person is more inclined toward.  

 

Some SSA men and women will marry, of course, and we say, Praise the Lord for that! Those 

who do aim at marriage should be prepared by care-givers to face the prospect of their own 

battles against homoerotic temptations continuing after the honeymoon is over and on into their 

married life. Finding safe relationships where this can be owned as an on-going challenge rather 

than counted a failure and then suppressed, will be crucial, as will be the pastoral care of the 

                                                                                                                                                       
2004; Haldeman, 2004; Yarhouse & Burkett, 2002).  The ultimate goal that may make sense for many such 

conflicted clients is an integration of sexual orientation with religious identification, as with the client who accepts 

that he/she is gay and moves from a conservative to an open and affirming religious denomination.  However, for 

some clients, particularly those who experience religious orientation as a more salient aspect of identity than that of 

sexual orientation, such a transition may not be possible.  In these instances, the client may choose to prioritize 

his/her religious affiliation over sexual orientation, and may seek accommodation compatible with such a choice 

(APA, 2009a; Beckstead, 2001; Haldeman, 2004; Throckmorton, 2007).  It should be noted, however, that this is not 

the same as changing or even managing sexual orientation, but is a treatment goal established in the service of 

personal integration.  For a more detailed discussion of planning treatment with clients who are conflicted about 

sexual orientation and religious identification, see APA (2009a), Beckstead (2001), Beckstead and Morrow (2004), 

and Haldeman (2004).”    [emphasis added] 
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spouse who must learn how to handle in a mature way the ongoing temptations of his or her SSA 

spouse.   

 

For the pastoral care-giver, orientation change will not be the major focus, anyway, as it requires 

specialization beyond the average pastor or elder. They may play a support role for someone 

working on orientation change with a trusted specialist, but their major focus, whether working 

with homosexually- or heterosexually-inclined believers, will be in helping God’s people bow 

before the lordship of Jesus by learning to refrain from giving in to desires for things the good 

law of God regards as destructive of true maturity, and therefore forbids them to have.  We 

believe Dr. Richard Winter, psychiatrist and former Director of the Counseling Program at 

Covenant Theological Seminary, was and remains correct when in the original 1994 report he 

concluded: 

 

The scientific evidence which we have briefly examined is not necessarily in 

conflict with the Biblical data about homosexuality. The genetic and biological 

research does not affect the morality of the situation. What is does not always tell 

us what ought to be. We cannot tell from the genes, anatomy or chemistry whether 

this [homoerotic desire] was part of the Creator's original intention or a 

“bentness” as a result of the fall. If there is a genetic predisposition to alcoholism 

or violence, and many scientists believe there is, we do not assume that this is a 

good thing or that people with this propensity should not or cannot be, at least to 

some degree, held responsible for their behavior. The morality is certainly not 

decided on the basis of the genes, but the presence of a strong genetic or 

psychological predisposition does have a very practical consequence in that it 

should increase the amount of compassion and patience we exhibit towards those 

homosexuals for whom the homosexual orientation seems to run deep within their 

being.209 
 

Because the theory that rooted the cause of homosexual attraction in a profound breach between 

child and parent of the same sex was so pervasive in evangelical culture for much of the last 

thirty years, many evangelicals have been prone to making assumptions about the family 

relationships of homosexually-inclined people.  While the stereotype of the effeminate son of the 

emotionally distant father and the emotionally enmeshed mother may fit the stories of many SSA 

men, that pattern also fits the upbringing of many opposite-sex-attracted (OSA) men. And young 

gay men such as Justin Lee and Matthew Vines have spoken out about how that pattern did not 

accurately reflect their own experiences, and in fact, was damaging to them and their families as 

the “grid” that got pressed upon them by other Christians. Many parents who were loving and 

faithful in their charge to bring up children with tenderness and in the fear and admonition of the 

Lord have been plagued by false guilt when their children reveal they have homosexual 

attractions.210  

 

                                                
209 1994 Missouri Presbytery Report on Homosexual Partnerships, see chapter on Theories of Causation. Found in 

Appendix A of this report. 
210Yarhouse, Homosexuality and the Christian, Chapter 5, “What If My Child Announces a Gay Identity?” (pp. 100-

117).  
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With regard to the question as to what causes homoerotic desire to develop in one person and not 

in another, we conclude that it is wiser for the care-giver not to speculate about the answer but 

instead to help the person become more interested in seeking what God’s purposes might be in 

allowing him or her to experience this sexual struggle (John 9:3), even if deeply painful, and to 

inquire of the Lord as to how they might put that experience to use for the sake of the Kingdom 

of God.  

 

So we return to the core question we have been pondering:  

 

What are the goals in our pastoral care of a particular same-sex-attracted believer? 

Listening Well. After starting with the universal, we move to the particular: Who is this person 

in front of me, what has their experience been, what has shaped them, what are their gifts—and 

what do they need?  

We want to underscore that there is no one-size-fits-all approach to pastoral care for SSA people, 

transgender people, or for any who live with sexual compulsions that the Word of God teaches 

them they must resist. We need to account for differences in temperament, life-experiences, and 

familial histories, as well as the spiritual maturity of the individual.  We should be doing a lot of 

listening in order to get to know the individual person we are working with. Elders and others 

charged with the spiritual care of people carrying a heavy weight of sexual brokenness should 

exhibit a spirit of humility, remembering that it is God who brings about sanctification (1 

Thessalonians 4:3). Elders would do well to remember Bonhoeffer’s admonition: 

 

Many people are looking for an ear that will listen. They do not find it among 

Christians, because the Christians are talking where they should be listening.  Be 

he who can no longer listen to his brother will be no longer be listening to God 

either; he will be doing nothing but prattle in the presence of God too.  This is the 

beginning of the death of the spiritual life and in the end there is nothing left but 

spiritual chatter and clerical condescension arrayed in pious words.  One who 

cannot listen long and patiently will be talking beside the point and never really 

speaking to others, albeit he be not conscious of it. Anyone who thinks that his 

time is too valuable to spend keeping quiet will eventually have no time for God 

and his brother, but only for himself and for his own follies.211 

 

Taking a posture of listening will not mean we offer no guidance.  But before we give counsel, 

we need understanding. And particularly, where there has been a history of abuse—sexual, 

verbal, or otherwise—the simple willingness to listen and be present for the person as they 

recount their pain should never be underestimated.  

 

Understanding Terms. With regard to language, care-givers should be listening to discern how 

the person to whom they are ministering understands his or her own sexuality in relationship to 

God’s Word. In our current cultural setting, different people mean different things by words such 

as “gay,” “lesbian,” “queer,” etc.  In the recent past, identifying oneself as “gay” meant affirming 

and being open to the pursuit of same-sex behaviors. It still means that for many—but not for all. 

It is important for the care-giver to grasp what words mean to a person. Many younger people 

                                                
211 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together (1954), pp. 97-98. 
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now, especially same-sex-attracted Christians committed to sexual abstinence, are using the 

word “gay” to refer only to their internal experience of on-going, exclusive attractions to persons 

of the same sex. For them the term carries no suggestion at all that they will act on those 

attractions.  Our pastoral response, informed by Scripture, will differ from situation to situation. 

 

Many evangelical Christians will prefer not to use the language compressed in the catchall term, 

“LGBT,” and will often describe their sexuality simply in terms of it being a “struggle.”  This 

might indicate that they are more open to working towards orientation change, or that they feel 

this nomenclature distances them from their own sexually immoral past.  It may also indicate that 

the person is open to a heterosexual relationship, regardless of shifts in his or her sexual 

orientation. Here, too, it is best to use the language the person has adopted for himself or herself.  

Although care-givers may have strong opinions about what language may generally be the least 

“loaded,” given where our culture is, offering Christian liberty in these instances is prudent for 

the growth of the individual and the peace of the church in accordance with the law of loving our 

neighbor as ourselves.  

 

Responding to Those Who Act Out. If a person is engaging in, or open to engaging in, same-sex 

sexual acts, our response, after listening well—and maybe long—needs to focus on the 

behaviors.  Is the person convinced that these actions are against God’s Word but is still 

struggling to stop engaging in them?  If so, repeating the Bible’s admonitions is likely to only 

provoke shame and frustration.  The gospel of grace and forgiveness needs to be proclaimed to 

him or her and practical assistance is needed to address issues of sexual compulsivity. Is the 

person a professing Christian but not convinced that these actions are against God’s Word and 

personally engaged in them, or at least open to pursuing them?  Or is the person simply ignorant 

of biblical sexual ethics? Or has the person not yet addressed deeper issues in his or her life that 

might underlie the “acting out” sexual behaviors they have given themselves to? In each of these 

cases the person needs to be walked through—perhaps over a period of time, as a relationship of 

trust is built—the fullness of the biblical teaching both on sex and on the depths of the human 

psyche. It will not be enough just to go to the handful of texts that mention homosexuality; 

underlying issues will always need to be explored. The American journalist and author, Mignon 

McLaughlin, is supposed to have once quipped, “Vanity, revenge, loneliness, boredom, all apply: 

lust is one of the least of the reasons for promiscuity.” In our pastoral care we should explore 

with those who come to us, the deeper things at work in them below the surface of their 

behavior. This will be particularly important if a heterosexual man who sometimes engages in 

same-sex behaviors comes to us for help. According to one of our committee members, a trained 

therapist, straight men occasionally engaging in sex acts with other men falls on a continuum of 

on-off experimentation and sometimes initiation (e.g. fraternities, the military, gangs); or for 

some it may constitute a preoccupation with pleasure-seeking or risk-taking behavior, sometimes 

crossing over into addiction categories. In the increasingly sexualized, “pornified,” and post-truth 

world we live in, we can expect to see—are already seeing—in our seminaries, churches and 

presbyteries more examples of heterosexual men who are professing Christians but are caught up 

in a pattern of acting-out homosexually.  
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Understanding Diverse Experiences. It is important that the care-giver not assume that every 

“sexual minority”212 (i.e., persons with SSA, gender identity problems, or bi-sexual desires) has a 

similar experience of his sexuality. Sexuality is more complicated than a simple gay/straight 

binary suggests.  Some people will report being bi-sexual, attracted to both men and women, and 

some of them will describe themselves as having more attraction to the opposite sex than others.  

Some who are bi-sexual may be more open to work on strengthening their heterosexual 

attractions while others may resist that, out of fear of setting themselves up for failure. For those 

who are open to that, testimonies of people who were in homosexual relationships but who now 

are in heterosexual marriages may be very encouraging. Others, who seem reconciled to living 

with same-sex attraction, may experience those same testimonies as alienating and condemning. 

For the latter, what will be more helpful is to see positive examples of men and women who 

continue to have on-going same-sex attractions but who are remaining chaste and are faithfully 

serving the Lord, his church, and the cause of the kingdom of God. It is wise to remember Paul’s 

counsel that the one who marries does a good thing, since marriage is a gracious gift from God, 

but the one who does not marry does even better! (1 Corinthians 7:38). 

 

Summing Up the Current Situation and the Needs of Same-sex-attracted Believers 

A growing number of evangelical Christian scholars, pastors, and churches are now advocating a 

moderate-liberal position on homosexual relationships. On biblical grounds, they require all 

sexual relationships to be monogamous and confined to marriage, but argue that since orientation 

change is no longer viewed as credible, to insist that people who live with constitutional, 

unremitting homosexual desire should remain celibate or enter a heterosexual marriage is cruel 

and contrary to Christ’s command that we love one another. They see this “forced celibacy” as 

the cause for distress in the lives of many LGBT people and the reason for their rejection of the 

church.  As one former PCA pastor puts it in his church’s position paper defending their decision 

to allow people who want to live in monogamous homosexual sexual relationships to have 

credible professions of Christian faith:  

 

Our pastoral practice of demanding life-long “celibacy,” by which we meant that 

for the rest of your life you would not engage your sexual orientation in any way, 

was causing obvious harm and has not led to human flourishing.213 

 

Those in this camp adopt an interpretation of Scripture that does not see the sin of homosexual 

sex as being rooted in the act itself, but only in the perversity of certain social situations in which 

the act takes place, such as in gang-rape, pederasty (older men with pubescent boys), cultic 

prostitution in the setting of idol worship, or other exploitative situations. Same-sex acts that take 

place in a committed relationship and are for the purpose of bonding and mutual pleasure are 

seen as analogous to heterosexual sex acts in marriage that do not aim directly at procreation.214 

As such, so it is argued, these same-sex sexual acts are not sinful and do not need to be repented 

of or discouraged. 

                                                
212 We use the term “sexual minorities” not in a political sense but a sociological sense. It’s a fact that far and away 

the majority of human beings are heterosexually oriented; “sexual minorities” is simply a shorthand, collective term 

for the various categories of the much smaller number of people who are not heterosexual.   
213 Fred Harrell, pastor of City Church in San Francisco, in a letter from the elders, released on March 13, 2015.  
214 Evangelicals have long insisted that sex in marriage is for more than procreation. 
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Those who advocate this position are right to insist that the church must address the numerous 

heart-breaking stories of lesbian women and gay men who have lived tormented lives of 

loneliness, shame, ostracism, and the roughest verbal abuse and even physical violence. 

However, for churches who reject the revisionist reading of Scripture as profoundly in error, the 

response to these stories must include careful and patient teaching, as well as compassion and a 

listening ear. The general principle articulated by Os Guinness  applies especially here: 

 

A common mistake of some apologists is to reduce people to their worldviews or 

philosophies. I love James Sire’s book The Universe Next Door, but it’s a mistake 

to see people as perfect examples of card-carrying humanism, Hinduism, or 

whatever. Someone’s worldview is rooted in their life story. And there are things 

that matter to them supremely. Our Lord immediately knows that for the rich 

young ruler, the treasure of his heart was his love of money. To really speak to 

someone we’ve got to love them, listen to them, pray for them, and ask the Lord to 

show us what is the treasure of their heart, the thing that makes all the difference 

in the world.215 

 

Still, when all is said and done, we must bear witness to the fact that God calls human beings, 

made as they are in his image, to live within the  boundaries for sexual behavior he has given us 

in his law, and to which the unrepressed conscience bears witness. And as we have argued in 

earlier sections of this report, when we look at the written Word we find consistently that God’s 

norm for human persons is this: sexual activity is to be confined to male/female coupling in 

marriage because of the sexual complementarity uniquely inherent in it. This model is set out in 

Genesis (Genesis 1-2), it is reaffirmed by Jesus (Matthew 19), and later by the Apostle Paul in 

his teaching (1 Corinthians 7 and Ephesians 5).  

 

But the church cannot just preach and teach the biblical sexual ethic and then say to people 

struggling with their sexual brokenness, “So get it together.” The church must recover ways of 

showing compassion and support for and patience with  people, who are by nature sexual beings, 

while rejecting the nearly universal cultural consensus in our time that sex is a human need that 

must be actualized for human happiness. In popular culture, sex is viewed as essential for human 

fulfillment. The person who chooses not to be “sexually active,” as the current phrase goes, is 

often viewed as odd and out of touch, a-sexual, or among the few who are given the “gift of 

celibacy.” 

 

It is this deeper idolization of sexuality in general that complicates the church’s response to 

homosexuality in particular. If sexual actualization is absolutely essential for human flourishing, 

to deny it to a statistically small non-heterosexual group of people is seen by the culture we live 

in as not merely cruel but also as an unjust attempt by a majority to oppress a minority group. In 

our day sex has become politicized and is championed by many as a fundamental civil right. For 

the traditional view to have credence, namely that heterosexual complementarity is God’s norm 

for human creatures everywhere, the church must stand against this idolization of and 

preoccupation with sex and put it in its proper place in its own sanctified life—where the 

Scriptures put it: It is a gift from God and a human good, to be sure, but one good among many. 

                                                
215 Tim Stafford interview with Os Guinness, Christianity Today (CT) online (July 23, 2015). 
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It is less important than knowing God through Jesus Christ and belonging to God’s family, the 

church, his bride, as she waits longingly for all the fullness of pleasure in the life of the world to 

come.  

 

Only if the church is courageous enough to relativize sexual fulfillment and to hold celibate 

singleness as high as the New Testament holds it can we begin to address the real issues of our 

SSA brothers’ and sisters’ loneliness and their need for community, affirmation, intimacy, 

physical affection, and inclusion.  A celibate SSA believer put it well in saying that it was quite 

understandable, given the Bible’s teaching, that the church would ask same-sex-attracted people 

not to have sex, but it was not permissible for the church to tell them they cannot have intimacy.  

The church must show that we can meet the emotional needs of her same-sex-attracted children 

better than the world can when it offers sex-as-community and insists that our deepest needs are 

met in sexual experience.216  This is a very big challenge to the culture of evangelical churches 

that have often adopted, too uncritically, the presuppositions and values of western 

individualism, e.g., the person, viewed alone, with his or her rights and individual desires is the 

supreme value in any conversation about “the good life.” As well, too many churches, rightly 

recognizing that the natural family continues to be the building block  of all human societies, 

have neglected to discern and teach that Christians live by a different set of values in the 

Kingdom of God where by God’s own design they are to be building congregations of both 

married and single believers. They are to be building churches characterized by faith, caring, and 

service, things that create true community. They are to be praying for and working toward 

having a real sense of belonging to something deeper and fuller than church programs, 

something that extends beyond the walls of the church building.  In many ways, this challenge 

asks a lot more of evangelicals than does the revisionist position. It is easier to tell a same-sex-

attracted person who is looking for love, “Go find yourself a same-sex partner—but make sure  

it’s only one person; make sure it’s true love and that you seal it in marriage; and try to stay in 

that relationship for the rest of your life if you can,” than it is to say, “We will love you, and 

although your desire for sex and coupling in the way you want it is not God’s design and should 

not be pursued, we will be here, include you in our home life, affirm you, want you, and love 

you. You don’t need to find family. We are your family.” 

 

*** 

 

 

  

                                                
216 A revealing look at how our modern preoccupation with sex destructively impacts the lives of young people can 

be found in a short article by Randy Newman, staff worker for the Christian ministry, Cru: “Evangelizing in a World 

Drowning in Sexual Problems,” found at: 

http://www.biblestudytools.com/blogs/randy-newman/evangelizing-in-a-world-drowning-in-sexual-problems.html 

http://www.biblestudytools.com/blogs/randy-newman/evangelizing-in-a-world-drowning-in-sexual-problems.html
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ADDENDUM TO THE PASTORAL CARE SECTION 

Reflections on Sexual Temptation and Sin 

in the Scriptures and Westminster Standards:  

Implications for Pastoral Care 
 

I. The Relationship Between Justification and Sanctification 

 

Many younger evangelical and Reformed pastors and elders these days have a passionate 

missional focus and a genuine sensitivity to those in the wider culture who not only live with 

homosexual desire, but have also embraced what has been called a “gay identity;” that is, they 

live affirming, embracing and in many cases, celebrating and promoting homoerotic sexual 

relationships. These pastors and elders want to impact our secular culture for Christ, want to 

commend the gospel to men and women in the gay community, and want the church to be known 

not as much for what it is against as what it is for: grace rather than “works righteousness” and 

legalism. They want to relate to those outside the believing community as Jesus did—with 

tenderness, openness, and an ability to see underneath various forms of sinful behavior someone 

made in the image of God.  This is simply the apostolic emphasis on winsomeness in our witness 

to those outside the Faith (1 Corinthians 9:19-27), and it is necessary, commendable, and 

exemplary for the body of Christ in the 21st century, as in any age and place.  

 

At the same time, we see a danger in the current concrete application of this apostolic emphasis 

on grace and winsomeness: the danger of being too accommodating and thereby blunting the true 

and divine power of our witness to Jesus Christ, his grace, and his law of love. One Reformed 

pastor was heard to say, in teaching on the Christian view of homosexuality, that no unrepentant 

sexuality would land a person in hell, since justification is “over here,” and sanctification is 

“over here” (motioning with his hands to signify two separate, vertical and parallel, lines). This 

was invoked as an argument for reckoning those who embrace Jesus as Lord and Savior as 

having a credible profession of Christian faith even though they are in a same-sex sexual 

relationship and continue to defend and celebrate it, rejecting the teaching that it is sinful and 

displeasing to the Lord. The argument goes like this: Just as we are patient with people who have 

embraced Jesus but are still, let’s say, caught up in their greed and don’t yet see the deep 

dimensions of that sin in their life, so we ought to be patient with gay men and women who trust 

in Christ but do not yet see that homosexual acts are contrary to the good will of God. We should 

count them as genuine Christians if they confess a confidence that they can only be saved by 

trusting in Jesus and his sacrificial death, but we should also continue to hold out to them—

patiently and gently—the biblical teaching about sexuality, asking the Holy Spirit to work in 

them and bring them to a conviction that homosexual relationships are not God’s will for human 

flourishing.   

 

How should we respond to an argument like this? And do our confessional standards give us 

guidance as we ponder this question? We can start by agreeing that justification and 

sanctification are distinct: our justification, being forgiven and given a righteous standing before 

a holy God, is secured only by faith, and not by obedience to the Spirit-given law of God. But to 
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insist that because justification and sanctification are two distinct categories it must follow that  

unrepentant sin need not jeopardize one’s standing before the Lord—this is to imply that 

justification and sanctification are unrelated categories, which they are not, whether in the NT or 

in Reformed confessional teaching. The process of becoming like Jesus Christ in heart, character, 

and behavior (which some call “progressive sanctification”) is the inevitable, necessary “follow-

up” to being justified, and, in fact, confirms that our justification was genuine. This is classic 

Reformation teaching, and is grounded in such NT texts as Hebrews 12:14: Strive for peace 

with everyone, and for the holiness without which no one will see the Lord. Consider the 

following statements of John Calvin in his commentary on Ezekiel 18:14-17: 

 

...faith without works justifies, although this needs prudence and a sound 

interpretation; for this proposition, that faith without works justifies is true and 

yet false, according to the different senses which it bears. The proposition, that 

faith without works justifies by itself, is false, because faith without works is void. 

But if the clause “without works” is joined with the word “justifies,” the 

proposition will be true. Therefore faith cannot justify when it is without works, 

because it is dead, and a mere fiction. He who is born of God is just, as John says 

(1 John 5:18). Thus faith can be no more separated from works than the sun from 

his heat: yet faith justifies without works, because works form no reason for our 

justification; but faith alone reconciles us to God….217 
 

In the Institutes, Calvin underscores the intimate connection between justification and 

sanctification this way: 

 

…repentance being properly understood it will better appear how a man is 

justified freely by faith alone, and yet that holiness of life, real holiness, as it is 

called, is inseparable from the free imputation of righteousness. That 

repentance not only always follows faith, but is produced by it, ought to be 

without controversy [see Calvin on John 1:13]. For since pardon and forgiveness 

are offered by the preaching of the Gospel, in order that the sinner, delivered 

from the tyranny of Satan, the yoke of sin, and the miserable bondage of iniquity, 

may pass into the kingdom of God, it is certain that no man can embrace the 

grace of the Gospel without retaking himself from the errors of his former life into 

the right path, and making it his whole study to practice repentance.218   

[emphasis added] 
 

Our own Standards stress the same thing. Take, for example the Westminster Shorter Catechism: 

 

Q. 85. What does God require of us, that we may escape his wrath and curse, due 

to us for sin? 

A. To escape the wrath and curse of God, due to us for sin, God requires of us 

faith in Jesus Christ, repentance unto life, with the diligent use of all the outward 

means whereby Christ communicates to us the benefits of redemption. [emphasis 

added] 

                                                
217 John Calvin, Commentaries on the First Twenty Chapters of the Book of the Prophet Ezekiel, trans. by Thomas 

Myers, Calvin Translation Society, p. 238. 
218 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, (Book III. Chapter 3. Paragraph 1.)   
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It is only faith that saves, but WSC Q #85 clearly teaches that if we are to escape God’s wrath we 

must do something more than simply “believe.” Yes, we must trust in Christ and repent, but 

along with these, the Catechism says we must make “diligent use of” those “outward means” by 

which “Christ communicates to us the benefits of redemption—” or we will not escape God’s 

wrath. The written Word of God is one of the “outward means” by which Christ communicates 

to his people the benefits of his redemptive work. And one of those benefits is that those who are 

being saved now know what behavior pleases the Lord who redeemed them, and what behavior 

displeases him and ought by that to be renounced and abandoned.  

 

In the New Testament particularly, where justification by faith alone is so explicitly taught and 

defended, this remains true: that those who profess to be saved by their faith but are seriously 

neglecting to walk in the ways of the Lord in their behavior are warned that professing Christ 

without a corresponding determination to renounce sin and turn from practicing it, is to put 

one’s soul in spiritual danger. This is precisely what Paul is doing with the Corinthian believers 

when he warns them in 1 Corinthians 6 that if they engage—engage willfully and without sorrow 

is the sense—in the kinds of things “the unrighteous” commonly and confidently do (i.e., 

unbelievers), then even these professors of the Faith will be in danger of the same destiny as the 

unrighteous: they will not see the Kingdom of God: 

 

9 Or do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit the kingdom of 

God? Do not be deceived: neither the sexually immoral, nor idolaters, nor 

adulterers, nor men who practice homosexuality, 10 nor thieves, nor the 

greedy, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom 

of God. 11 And such were some of you. But you were washed, you were 

sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the 

Spirit of our God.    (1 Corinthians 6:9-11) 
     

We find the same emphasis in the Apostle Paul’s teaching in Ephesians 5:3-7. Note the clear and 

sober tone of warning here: 

 

3 But sexual immorality and all impurity or covetousness must not even be 

named among you, as is proper among saints. 4 Let there be no filthiness nor 

foolish talk nor crude joking, which are out of place, but instead let there be 

thanksgiving. 5 For you may be sure of this, that everyone who is sexually 

immoral or impure, or who is covetous (that is, an idolater), has no 

inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and God. 6 Let no one deceive you with 

empty words, for because of these things the wrath of God comes upon the 

sons of disobedience. 7 Therefore do not become partners with them…. 

 

It remains true, of course, that all of us are a work in progress, and that as we grow we come into 

a deeper and deeper understanding of the layers of sin and self-centeredness in our living. We 

also grow into a higher and higher appreciation of the glory of moral holiness. But sexual purity 

is so stressed in the New Testament that it is unthinkable to us that the apostles would count a 

man’s faith to have credibility as of yet if, say, he refused to believe that adultery was displeasing 

to God. We cannot believe other than that in such a situation the apostles would continue to love 

and teach the man until he understood the basics of the law of God and the direction his own 
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obedience would have to take if he truly wanted to be counted by the church as a follower of 

Jesus. Such a person might be said, for other reasons, to be “not far from the Kingdom of God;” 

but we cannot believe but that the apostles would have counted them as already inside the 

Kingdom. Once someone who believes in Jesus submits to his law of love in the area of sexual 

ethics and commits to the sexual boundaries in it, then yes, that person may fall back into sinful 

patterns and need much patience from the church. But the important thing is that those who 

profess faith in Christ affirm what the Word of God teaches, and aim themselves toward living it, 

by the power of the Holy Spirit.   

 

 

II. Explicit References to Homosexuality in the Westminster Standards 

 

 While the Westminster Standards do not neatly answer every question subsequent generations 

put to them, they do speak to some of the issues concerning homosexual relationships we are 

addressing in this report.  

  

A. ARE HOMOSEXUAL ACTS CONSIDERED SINFUL? 

  

The Westminster Standards clearly regard homoerotic sex as a violation of the 7th 

commandment—a commandment which, in forbidding heterosexual adultery, codified for Israel 

God's law of sexual boundary. In its exposition of the 7th commandment, the Westminster 

Larger Catechism (Question #139) includes the phrase “sodomy, and all unnatural lusts”219 in its 

list of things prohibited by it. The Scriptural warrant for including these behaviors is said to be 

Romans 1:24, 26-27 and Leviticus 20:15-16, listed as proof texts.220  

  

There cannot be any serious dispute what “sodomy” meant in 17th century England, when—and 

where—the Westminster Standards were written. In the words of one, William Hitchen, Under-

Marshal of London in the early 1700's and himself given to homosexual attachments, 

“sodomites” are “such as deal with their own sex as well as females.”221  The Oxford English 

Dictionary gives clear citations for this sense of the word going back to the early 1600’s. 

  

Clearly then, the Standards condemn same-sex sexual engagement. Whether, in fact, Romans 1 

and Leviticus 20 can be legitimately be used to rule out all homosexual behavior is a question we 

                                                
219 The fact that the Westminster Standards use the term “sodomy” as a synonym for homoerotic sex does not 

commit us confessionally to rely heavily on the story of the attempted homosexual gang rape in Sodom recorded in 

Genesis 19 in our exposition of the Bible’s teaching on same-sex sexual relationships. It’s true that, historically, 

more weight was put on the Sodom story (in arguing that heterosexuality is the biblical norm) than many modern 

scholars with a high view of Scripture are willing to put on it. But it should be noted that Genesis 19:1-13, where we 

find the Sodom story, is not included in the proof texts for WLC, Q #139, a place where we might have expected to 

find it.  
220The biblical proof texts for the Standards were debated and formally approved by the Westminster Assembly and 

appended to the Confession and Catechisms sometime after their adoption. Changes in the proof texts have been 

made by various and sundry Reformed church bodies subsequent to the Westminster Assembly. But the proof texts 

cited above from Romans 1 and Leviticus 20 were approved by the Westminster Assembly in 1648. 
221 Cited in “The Birth of the Queen:  Sodomy and the Emergence of Gender Equality in Modern Culture:  1660-

1750,” Randolph Trumback, in Hidden from History: Reclaiming the Gay and Lesbian Past, ed. Martin Duberman  

(1980), p. 137. 
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have dealt with in chapter 4, “What Does the Bible Say and Mean?” Here we are  only trying to 

establish what the Westminster Standards teach, and there can be no doubt that WLC Q #139 

affirms that homosexual sexual activity is a violation of the divine command for sexual purity—a 

command given by God not for the destruction of human flourishing but for its promotion. 

 

 

B. IS HOMOSEXUAL SIN REGARDED AS WORSE THAN OTHER KINDS OF SIN? 

  

Do the Standards shed any light on the question as to whether all sins should be treated alike or 

whether some are worse than others? And specifically, do the Standards say or imply anything 

about the relative seriousness of homosexual sin? 

  

 

1. The Universality of Guilt in Sin 

 

Sin is defined by the Standards as “any want of conformity unto, or transgression of, any law of 

God . . . .”(WLC Q #24). The Confession concludes that “every sin . . . doth, in its own nature, 

bring guilt upon the sinner,” and renders us condemned under the divine wrath (WCF 6.6). This 

means the Westminster divines were teaching that in the court of divine justice, gossip is as 

damnable as engaging in homosexual acts. In fact, the Confession makes a point of saying that 

the “small” sins are damnable while the “big” sins are forgivable—when repentance follows 

them (WCF 15.4). And in its exposition of justification by faith, the Confession makes it clear 

that any who are justified before God are justified only by the merits of Christ and not by their 

moral track record (WCF 11.1-3). The clear implication is that, before God's holiness, we are all 

equally humbled, having been equally condemned, and then, by divine mercy, having become 

also the objects of his grace. The Larger Catechism reminds us that one of the reasons we are to 

keep the pure law of God ever before us is so that, in our awareness of how far short of it we fall, 

we might learn humility. (WLC, Q #95) What does this imply, practically? That believers in 

Christ should ponder a truth we are stressing in several places in this report: Heterosexual 

sinners have more in common with homosexual sinners than they don’t have in common with 

them. 

  

 

2. The Gradations and Aggravations of Sin 

 

Nevertheless, while our Standards are concerned to defend the biblical teaching that the whole 

human race stands in solidarity under divine judgment, they do not stop there and simplistically 

reduce all that the Bible says about sin to this “equality-in-guilt.” WLC Q #150 puts this 

question: 

  

Are all transgressions of the law of God equally heinous in themselves, and in the 

sight of God? 

  

The answer they give is, “No.” 
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A. All transgressions of the law of God are not equally heinous; but some 

sins in themselves, and by reason of several aggravations, are more heinous in 

the sight of God. 
  

And then, in WLC Q #151, there follows a long list of what aggravations make some sins a more 

serious offense against God than other sins. All the aggravations are listed under four headings: 

1) the characteristics of the person doing the offending; 2) the characteristic of those offended—

whether God or people; 3) the nature and character of the offense itself; and 4) circumstances of 

time and place surrounding the offense.  

  

Category 3, the nature and character of the offense, is directly related to the question of 

homosexual sin. The following things render a sin more offensive, or to use the Confession’s 

term, “more heinous:” 

 

a)   If it is against the light of nature. 

 Here, Romans 1:26-27 is cited again. This shows that the Westminster Assembly regarded 

homoerotic sex as a more flagrant violation of the will of God because it violates not only the 

decrees of special revelation (Leviticus 20:15-16; Romans 1:26-27) given to the people of God, 

but, as Paul insists in Romans 1, it goes against the natural order of things so that even the 

consciences of unbelievers must bear witness against it, given what Paul teaches about natural 

revelation in Romans 2. 

  

b)   If it is against the explicit letter of the law. 

 Once show that the relevant biblical texts (Leviticus 18:22 & 20:15-16; Romans 1:24-27; 1 

Corinthians 6:9; 1 Timothy 1:10) do, in fact, expressly identify homoerotic behavior as a 

violation of the moral law, and it will then follow that to disregard this express command of God 

renders the sin more offensive—more offensive because more brazen—than if the command was 

not so explicit but was more general. To illustrate: We might well judge that the contemporary 

practice of gambling is, in fact, a species of the sin of greed. But this is a judgment based on 

theological inference not on the letter of biblical law that explicitly forbids gambling. On the 

other hand, the Old Testament background of the New Testament prohibitions against 

homosexual behavior is, quite clearly, the Levitical passages (18:22 and 20:13) with their 

explicit rejection of homoerotic sexual intimacy. Without convincing evidence to the contrary, it 

would be hard to argue that the New Testament prohibitions represent anything other than a re-

promulgation of the explicit letter of the sexual law in Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13. 

  

 

c)   If it is not only conceived in the heart, but then is carried out in words in actions. 

 The central question for the church must be, Is homoerotic behavior regarded by the Scriptures 

as disobedience to the divine commands? Because if it is not, then WLC Q #151 is completely 

irrelevant to the discussion. But if the biblical testimony compels us to answer in the affirmative, 

then Q #151 teaches us to counsel those with homosexual desire to resist their inner inclinations, 

since to follow those inclinations, that is, self-consciously to choose to act on them, renders the 

sin more offensive, because what began as a root, a mere inclination of the heart, was allowed to 

grow without restraint and mature into the ripe fruit of overt acts. 
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d) If it is done deliberately, willfully…frequently…with delight, [and] with continuance… 

 Here again, if the verdict is that Scripture regards homosexual behavior as a breaking of the 

commandments, then two Christians of the same sex who do not try to resist sexual temptation, 

but on the contrary “make their peace” with sexual intimacy with each other on the grounds that 

they can do no better in a fallen world, actually aggravate their moral culpability before God in 

each sexual encounter because these sexual encounters will be entered into quite deliberately and 

willfully, and in many situations will also be frequent and pursued repeatedly as that which 

brings pleasure and delight. 

  

If we stopped here, our exposition of the Standards might seem to present an open and shut case 

for the view that homosexual sin is generally a “more heinous” sin than other sins, and 

particularly, that it is generally a more heinous sin than heterosexual sin. But that would be a 

superficial reading of our Standards. 

  

According to WLC Q #150, there are multiple criteria  that render “some sins more heinous than 

others.” One has to do with what a sin is, “in itself,” i.e., a given sin considered intrinsically; 

other criteria have to do with “aggravations” that attend sins.  So for example, as we have noted 

above, a sin is more heinous for being committed “against…the light of nature” (WLC Q  

#151A.3). But WLC  #151 also insists that a sin is also more aggravated for being committed 

“against…any of the saints” (WLC Q #151.A.2). 

  

 Here it might be helpful to pose a couple of hypothetical questions: Is a same-sex-attracted and 

single Christian man, who has a “one night stand” kind of sexual encounter with another single 

man, sinning “more heinously” than a single Christian heterosexual man who has a similar 

encounter with a single woman? One guesses that the answer the Westminster divines would 

give to this question is yes, that homosexual sins are “in themselves,” i.e., considered 

intrinsically, judged by the Word of God to be “more heinous” since they are committed 

“against…the light of nature.”222  

 

But it gets more complicated if we take seriously the contention in WLC Q #150 that 

“aggravations” that may attend sins also make them more heinous. So consider this question: Is a 

Christian man,  same-sex-attracted and single, who gets sexually involved in a “one-night stand,” 

sinning against God more heinously  than a single heterosexual man who has a 6-month affair 

with a Christian married mother of three children?  At first we might think so, since, as we have 

said, the sin of the SSA man was done “against…the light of nature.” But on reflection we would 

see that WLC Qs #150-151 would also consider the heterosexual adulterer’s sin “more heinous” 

or egregious than other sins, because it was “aggravated” by being done “with continuance,” i.e., 

month after month, and  was aggravated by being done “against the saints”—not just against one 

saint, but against five (the woman herself, her husband, and her three children).  

 

                                                
222 Note that the proof text WLC #151 gives for this phrase “against the light of nature” is Romans 1:26-27, where 

Paul says of homosexual passion and acts that they are para physin, “contrary to nature.” 
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Or pose this question: Are two same-sex-attracted single women who get sexually entangled 

sinning more heinously (for their sin being “against…the light of nature”) than an adult 

heterosexual man who seduces a 14-year-old girl in his Sunday School class? We might answer 

yes—but only if we ignore the fact that WLC Qs #150-151 imply that the SS teacher’s sin is 

“more heinous” for  being committed by one who is “riper in age,” “eminent…in [his] place [or] 

office,” and “[a] guide to others,” circumstances which, according to the Catechism “aggravate” 

the sexual sin involved (see WLC Q #151).  

 

These comparative questions are not frivolous; in fact, the Catechism’s clause “some sins...are 

more heinous [than other sins surely is the sense] in the sight of God” invites them. The 

questions we pose above are really asking, Which is the more heinous heinousness when the 

intrinsic character and  “aggravations” of various sins are virtually competing with one another? 

 Happily, the Larger Catechism does not let itself get caught up in that kind of hairsplitting, and 

we are grateful to the Westminster divines for it, as it would likely lead to a hopelessly 

speculative and unresolvable casuistry of “sin-ranking.” 

  

While not wanting to negate the serious distortion of sexual love that the Scriptures represent 

homosexual relationships to be, we do believe that any attempt to rank sins in their degree of 

seriousness or “heinousness” in some kind of simple or definitive way, is fraught with problems 

and hardly serves the high purpose of improving our sanctification. 

 

 

3. What About the Practical Application of Romans 1? 

 

But quite aside from the question of what the Westminster Standards teach, doesn’t Romans 

1:18-28 rank homosexual sin and lust in the lowest level of disobedient defiance of God’s 

righteous law—the most perverse example of the children of Adam “suppressing the truth in 

unrighteousness” (Romans 1:18)? Isn’t this a place where our reliance on the “secondary” nature 

of our confessional standards needs to defer to the authority of our “primary” standard, the 

written Word of God itself? 

 

That Paul in Romans 1 excoriates homosexuality as the lowest of low sins, has been a common 

interpretation of that passage,223 but it’s something of a caricature. Paul's polemic against 

                                                
223 The widely respected authority on sexuality in the NT and in the ancient world, William Loader, risks running 

roughshod over the nuances of Paul’s polemic against sin in Romans 1 when he seems to imply that Paul is singling 

out homosexuality for special denunciation. Loader says,  

“In Romans 1, therefore, the most likely explanation is that Paul assumes that people were created male and 

female with heterosexual orientation of their natural sexual emotions. Those who denied God’s reality had 

perverted minds and engaged in perverted acts: they worshipped idols. As punishment God gave them over 

to perverted minds with perverted passions and desires whose intensity they followed by engaging in 

perverted acts, females with females, males with males, and for both their mindset and their actions stand 

condemned. Paul does not differentiate between people of different sexual orientation, either to exempt 

homosexuals, or to make sure both are condemned. He may have known that some made such 

differentiation, but he would not have believed it. Nor does he focus on pederastic relations. Without 

differentiation he condemns all with such sexual attitudes and desires and all acts which give expression to 

them. He does so within the context of deliberately highlighting what he assumes his hearers will agree is 



2017 Missouri Presbytery Report on Same-sex Relationships  156 

homosexuality in that passage is not simply against same-sex desire in the abstract, nor do we 

count it credible to think that Paul is insisting his description accurately characterizes the 

behavior of all people who feel sexually attracted to members of their sex when he says of the 

people he is describing that they “not only do” these disobedient and rebellious things, but also 

“give approval to those who practice them” (Romans 1:32).  

 

Rather, in Romans 1:24-27 we find a sharply-worded polemic against a full-bore, unbridled, 

pursuit of, indulgence in, and defense for, same-sex desire and gratification. Yes, Paul clearly 

teaches that the desire itself represents a profound ethical distortion, something “contrary to 

nature:” the passion to “exchange” the kind of sexual partner God intended, for a kind he never 

intended. But Paul is not insisting that homosexual acts are the worst possible sins a person can 

commit, as the eastern church father, John Chrysostom, claimed when he denounced homosexual 

sin from the pulpit, saying:  “For there is not, surely there is not, a more grievous sin than this 

insolent dealing.”224 Rather, as others have argued (see our exposition of Romans 1 in Chapter 4 

of this report), what the apostle is doing in Romans 1 is tracing out how the idolatry in 

rebelliously “exchanging” the infinite and uncreated God—the only proper object of our 

worship—for mere created things, illustrates the principle that theological confusion inexorably 

leads to, justifies, and even celebrates, the ethical confusion and rebellion of Adam’s 

descendants. It leads to craving, pursuing, and celebrating sinful things that are opposed to God 

and his righteousness—including, as one dramatic example of this moral distortion and 

“exchange” or confusion: men sexually engaging with men, and women doing the same with 

women.  

 

But note well that homosexual passion and acts, castigated so sharply by Paul in Romans 1:26-

27, are not represented as the “last and lowest” in a descending scale of sins. In fact, from these 

verses Paul moves on and continues to condemn and denounce as perverse the human sin which 

flows out of “a debased mind” (1:28), and adds to his mention of homosexual sin other sins, such 

as gossip, envy, murder, and disobedience to parents.     

  

                                                                                                                                                       
outrageous sin, in order then to bring them to see that in fact all are under sin and in need of the gospel, 

including those so willing to condemn.”      

William Loader, The New Testament on Sexuality, p. 326. 

 

Loader seems to imply here that Paul taught that idolatry inexorably leads to homosexual desire and sexual 

engagement. Yet, surely Paul was observant enough to see that not all those who worshipped pagan idols developed 

homosexual desire and engaged in homosexual acts. Homosexuality is just one manifestation of the ethical 

confusion that follows idolatry. Loader also uses here the strong language of “perverted minds,” “perverted passions 

and desires,” and “perverted acts” when describing what Paul is saying about homosexuality. Our concern is not so 

much that what Loader says is untrue; it’s that he’s selective in applying it. For example, Paul clearly teaches here 

that idol worship itself is “perverted,” monstrously so, and that all sin, flowing from the spiritual perversion of 

exchanging the glory of God for created things, “perverts” what is good. This includes those sins Paul goes on to 

mention after he describes homosexuality as an “outrageous” distortion, to use Loader’s term—sins like gossip, 

slander, and strife (Romans 1:29-30). In Romans 1:28 Paul moves to those other sins, and introduces them as 

coming forth from “a debased mind.” All sin is perversion. The fact that Loader elsewhere makes it clear that he 

believes he has the right to set aside the authority of Paul’s teaching on this ethical issue causes us to wonder 

whether that makes it easier for him to downplay some of the nuances in Romans 1 and (mis)represent Paul as more 

or less going on an apostolic tirade, singling out homosexual desire and acts for the darkest denunciation possible.  
224

 Homily 8 on Thessalonians; Select Library [1st series] 13:358 and cited in Crompton, Homosexuality and 

Civilization (2003), p. 141.  
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To bring this into the 21st century now, and into the lives of numerous men and women who 

follow Christ and have sensitive consciences but continue to live with homosexual desire: It is 

the testimony of many of them that their actual experience of same-sex desire does not match the 

lust-stoked, unrestrained indulgence in and promotion of homosexual sex that Paul is describing 

in Romans 1 and categorically condemning as immoral defiance of God. Certainly, Paul’s 

description there does fit the experience of many homosexually-inclined people in our time, 

particularly men—and that by their own testimony. But when men and women come to us 

insisting that such is not their experience, that they mourn the reality and lure of their sexual 

temptations and work at resisting them, surely, in our pastoral care we need to help them avoid a 

crude and simplistic personal appropriation of the Romans 1 passage that goes like this: “That’s 

me the Apostle Paul is describing: worst of the worst of lust-filled sinners, rushing to satisfy my 

cravings, and—maybe subconsciously?—encouraging others to do the same.”  

 

Of course, every last one of us is intended to see something of ourselves in Romans 1:18ff., that 

is, to see how the Adam-inherited attempt to suppress God’s truth in unrighteousness works itself 

out in our particular lives. But in his mention of homosexuality Paul is not trying to describe 

here, as a class, the personal and self-conscious attitude of all people who feel the illicit pull of 

homoerotic desire; rather, he’s describing the children of Adam, caught up in idol worship (1:22-

23) and in the profound theological confusion which that represents in the “exchange” of the 

uncreated God for a mere created thing; and Paul describes one form of the unrestrained sexual 

indulgence that is the ethical “confusion” that logically flows out of the theological confusion. 

Paul sees the “exchange” of a proper sex partner for an improper one as mirroring and deriving 

from the “exchange” of the proper object of worship for an improper one. Romans 1 is 

profoundly important in establishing that homoerotic desire and indulgence in it cannot be 

justified as good and pleasing to God in any form, because they both are manifestations of 

human rebellion and sin, as are gossip and envy—all of it contrary to the righteousness of God, 

and all of it a “perversion” of God’s good moral order. It is imperative that in our pastoral care 

we should be helping homosexually-inclined brothers and sisters in Christ to see and accept 

God’s moral judgment against homoerotic passion and indulgence; but we also need to help them 

avoid giving the devil opportunity to use this foundational-and-polemical passage in Romans 1 

as an accusatory cudgel with which to beat them into self-loathing and drive them away from the 

cross of Christ.   

 

 

III. How Do the Scriptures and the Westminster Standards Help Us Understand the 

Moral Status of Homosexual Desire and the Practical Pastoral Care It Implies? 

 

We turn now to a different aspect of sanctification: How can our pastoral care help  same-sex-

attracted people deal with ongoing homoerotic desire when it does remain? How are they to 

think of it, and what should they “do” with it? And do our confessional standards give us help in 

answering these questions? 
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First, we attempt to define the practical problem. In his book, Washed and Waiting, Wes Hill 

expressed the common struggle of sensitive, same-sex-attracted believers in Jesus when he 

wrote: 

 

...in my life and in the lives of many others, shame has been a constant struggle in 

the effort to live out the life of Christ and his Spirit….Guilt over homosexual sin, a 

nagging, unshakeable  feeling of being “damaged goods,” a sense of being 

broken beyond repair—and therefore of being regularly, unavoidably 

displeasing to God—these all seem endemic to much homosexual Christian 

experience.225     

                                                                                         [emphasis added] 
 

 

A. “A LIFETIME OF INNER TURMOIL?” ISSUES IN DEALING WITH HOMOSEXUAL 

DESIRE AS ILLICIT DESIRE 

 

1. External Acts and Internal Desires: Sin and The Body’s “Passions” 

 

Paul wrote in Romans 6:12: “Let not sin reign therefore in your mortal body, to make you obey 

its passions.” Clearly, Paul understood internal desires to be “of sin” if they are illicit desires. 

Some revisionists have stressed this, insisting that if traditionalists want to be consistent in 

calling homosexual acts sinful, then they are bound to renounce not only homosexual acts but 

also homosexual desire as “sinful.” Revisionist apologist, Matthew Vines, sums it up this way: 

 

So from a Christian standpoint, if all same-sex relationships are sinful, all desire 

for them should be renounced as well.226 

 

Revisionist NT scholar, James Brownson, stresses the same. After citing numerous NT passages 

that ground sin in “inner evil impulses,” Brownson criticizes those traditionalists who, out of 

compassion, try to assure same-sex believers that their sexual orientation is not itself “sinful.” He 

then goes on to say: 

 

If same-sex erotic acts are always morally wrong, then the impulse to engage in 

those acts is also a manifestation of a disordered and sinful inner state. Focusing 

on behavior alone—and regarding as neutral the “preference” or inclination 

toward such behaviors—simply cannot be justified from Scripture, particularly 

from the teaching of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount. If the acts are sinful, all 

inclinations to such acts are to be understood as manifestations of a sinful nature, 

and are to be resisted as such…. 
 

Before God, if an action is wrong, the inward impulse toward that action is 

equally culpable. Anger is the same as murder, lust the same as adultery. Unless 

divine grace transforms us throughout, we cannot find wholeness before God….. 
 

                                                
225 Wes Hill, Washed and Waiting, p. 20. 
226 Matthew Vines, God and the Gay Christian: The Biblical Case in Support of Same-sex Relationships (2014),  

p. 18. 
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Where does one draw the line? Where does the sinful impulse begin? Is it when 

gay or lesbian persons experience a desire for friendship with others of the same 

sex, admiration for another’s physical beauty, the tendency to frequently think 

about another person….? For most gay and lesbian persons, these desires are 

part of the same continuum, and they cannot always be readily distinguished from 

each other…. 
 

The distinction between orientation and behavior will probably condemn those 

gay and lesbian Christians who embrace traditionalist teaching to a lifetime of 

inner turmoil and tension, even if they control their behavior, and even if they do 

not regularly experience overwhelmingly lustful thoughts. Still, they will probably 

experience a persistent same-sex orientation, which will for them also be a 

persistent reminder of their “disordered” nature, casting its shadow over every 

relationship with others of the same sex.227 

    

We cite so much of Brownson here because this is where SSA Christians live, grappling with 

what it means to walk in the ways of the Lord. Is Brownson right when he claims that 

traditionalist teaching on homosexuality “will probably condemn...gay and lesbian Christians 

who embrace [it]...to a lifetime of inner turmoil and tension?”   

 

The answer is that, of course there will be “turmoil and tension” in the lives of SSA believers as 

they battle their sexual desire, which is illicit by definition; and there will be turmoil and tension 

in the lives of heterosexual believers who battle their sexual desire when it is illicit—which, in 

the testimony of so many, is virtually every day. A married man’s heterosexual desire is not illicit 

by definition, and that may well make it, in the eyes of many, less of an emotional burden to be 

borne than homosexual desire; but heterosexual desire can quickly become illicit by virtue of the 

social setting—for instance, when a man finds himself sexually desiring the beautiful woman 

who happens to be his wife’s best girlfriend.  

 

Here is what we want to stress: Brownson has put his finger on certain things in the sanctifying 

process superintended by the Spirit of God that will be a challenge for SSA men and women who 

renounce homosexual relationships as contrary to the will of God, but he has failed to reckon 

with the fact that, while there are some differences, these are very much like the battles that 

cause “turmoil and tension” in sensitive heterosexually-inclined Christians as they live daily in 

resistance to intense sexual temptation. It is common for a heterosexual man who is a mature 

believer and sensitive husband, to own that the sexual pull toward attractive women not his wife 

to the point distraction is “of sin;” that is, he grants that his desire is “proper” with regard to the 

sex and gender of the person desired (e.g., a man is desiring a woman, not another man), but he 

recognizes it as a twisted desire, given the social setting, namely, that since he is married to his 

wife, all other women are “off limits” to him. He recognizes the “twistedness” of his desire as 

deriving from the “corruption” of his “heart,” of his inner life of thoughts, feelings and impulses, 

a condition that is his by virtue of being a sinful son of Adam who inherited from him an 

inclination toward sin.   

 

                                                
227James Brownson, Bible, Gender, Sexuality, pp. 175-177. 
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We agree with those revisionists who say that traditionalists are bound to hold that not just 

homosexual acts but homosexual desire also ought to be renounced as “sinful,” or perhaps,  

expressing it more carefully, ought to be renounced as “borne of sin,” since that which always 

inclines one to a morally evil act must itself be a morally evil impulse. This is not to say that 

such desire originates in a conscious choice. (And if identifying homoerotic desire as “sinful” 

implies to some that SSA men are simply choosing to sexually desire men, and women to desire 

women, and are thereby willfully choosing to sin, then saying that the desires are “sinful” as well 

as the acts will obscure as much truth as it illumines.) No one has established with credible and 

conclusive evidence why some people grow up with heterosexual desire and some with 

homosexual desire. But we affirm that the way to free SSA believers from a cul-de-sac of self-

loathing, of despising themselves for being uniquely “regularly, unavoidably displeasing to 

God,” is not by encouraging them to embrace their homosexual desire and act upon it, nor by 

construing homoerotic acts as sinful and homoerotic desire as morally neutral. Those inner 

desires228 that incline us to outward acts of sin, must be, themselves, the “passions” of “the 

body” that Paul treats as co-conspirators with sin in Romans 6:12. This is the historic 

Reformation teaching on “indwelling sin,” as we will argue below. 

 

We cited Romans 6:12 above, Let not sin therefore reign in your mortal body, to make you 

obey its passions. Sin is conceived of here as a subject seeking to bring out into action those 

inner “passions” of “your body,” that is, those illicit desires that characterize so much of our 

from-Adam-descended bodily life. Clearly Paul is implying that those passions or desires 

themselves are tainted by sin, or are “of sin.”229 We note the carefulness of John Calvin’s 

teaching on the point as we turn to a passage in the Institutes where he cites these words in 

Romans 6:12, as well as other texts.  

 

It’s clear to us from Calvin’s teaching that he would give no support to those who want to make 

a sharp distinction between homosexual acts as sinful and homosexual desire or orientation 

(“orientation” being a term which merely identifies the regularity of the desire) as morally 

neutral. The inordinate desire which inclines one toward a moral evil, with its whisperings and 

cajolings, “You want this, you need this, you were made for this….” is itself part of the 

corruption of sin in us—whether it be desire for food that so often becomes inordinate, desire for 

heterosexual intimacy that so often becomes inordinate by wanting he or she who is “off limits,” 

or desire for homoerotic intimacy, which is always and by definition inordinate for wanting 

sexual intimacy (whether it be a one-time or a longer-term “mated” sexual intimacy) with a 

sexual and gendered “same” rather than with an “other.”  

 

Here’s Calvin insisting that inordinate desire is of the essence of sin: 

 

                                                
228 It is important to keep in mind that the Greek word commonly translated into English as “desire” is epithumia, a 

word that can mean good desires or immoral, lustful ones, depending on the context. It is used in Romans 6:12 of 

sinful desires, but in Luke 22:15 of good desires when Jesus says to his followers at the Last Supper, I have 

earnestly desired [lit. “with great desire I have desired”] to eat this Passover with you before I suffer.    
229 We do not mean here the body as distinct from the mind or heart, but the body—physical and mental—as the 

vehicle by which we live out our personal existence. 
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Those who claim that inordinate desire is no sin commonly quote James’ saying 

by way of objection: “Desire after it has conceived, gives birth to sin” [James 

1:15]. But this can be refuted without trouble. For unless we understand that he  

[James] is speaking solely concerning evil works or actual sins, not even evil 

intention would be considered sin. But from the fact that he [James] calls 

shameful acts and evil deeds the “offspring of inordinate desire” and applies the 

name  “sin” to them, it straightway follows that inordinately desiring is an evil 

thing and damnable before God.” 230 

 

In other words, argues Calvin, when James is describing the way “desire gives birth to sin,” it’s 

clear that by “sin” James means overt, external, acts of sin all of which have their origins inside 

of us; they grow into actions from the root of twisted internal desires. James’ point is not that 

only the outward acts are sinful while the inner desires that pull us toward those sins are not. If 

we construed James to mean that, then not even an inner desire and intention, say, to murder 

someone could be considered “sinful”—something Calvin thinks is self-evidently false. 

 

But in the same passage, Calvin also guards against any kind of triumphalism in the ongoing 

battle against sin’s desires. Just before he insists that both acts and the desires that give rise to 

them are rooted in sin, Calvin says “So long as you live, sin must needs be in your members.” 

This is an implicit denunciation of all attempts to rid ourselves in this life of every trace of illicit 

desire. That would be spiritually naive. Here is Calvin’s full statement:   

 

 He [Paul] does not say [in Romans 6:12]: “Let it [=sin] not, be,” but “Let it not 

reign.” So long as you live, sin must needs be in your members. At least let it be 

deprived of mastery. Let not what it bids be done.231  

 

This is an important emphasis, because it illustrates Calvin’s understanding that we do not 

simply “get rid of” the sin that resides “in” our bodies (to use a spatial metaphor) when we 

believe on Christ; we only get rid of it when we die. This is because, according to Paul’s 

teaching in Galatians 5, even those whose union with Christ gives them grounds to trust that they 

have (past tense) crucified their sinful flesh “with its passions and desires” (Galatians 5:24) have 

to contend with the ongoing danger of their “sinful flesh” which, in some sense, remains very 

much alive in them. If it were not truly “alive,” nonsense would be made of Paul’s exhortation to 

the same readers just a few verses earlier, …do not use your freedom as an opportunity for 

the flesh…. (Galatians 5:13b). Apostolic teaching is that the flesh never changes its character. It 

is hugely significant that Paul goes on to say in Galatians 5:16, But I say, walk by the Spirit, 

and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh. He does not go on to say, “Walk by the Spirit 

and the flesh will no longer desire what is contrary to the Spirit.” What he does go on to say is 

wonderfully refreshing in its realism. We side with Calvin when he says that “sin must needs be 

[=remain] in [our] members [until we die, is the sense],” because Calvin is just getting it from 

Paul’s even more explicit elaboration in the next verse in Galatians 5: 

 

                                                
230 John Calvin, Institutes, Book III. Chapter 3. Paragraph 13. 
231 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, Book III. Chapter 3. Paragraph 13. 
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For the desires of the flesh are against the Spirit, and the desires of the Spirit 

are against the flesh, for these are opposed to each other, to keep you from 

doing the things you want to do.    (Galatians 5:17) 

 

Nevertheless, while the flesh is by its nature set against what the Holy Spirit desires for us, 

Christ has conquered the power of  “sin in the flesh,” which means that my acting on the sinful 

desires of my flesh to satisfy them need never be inevitable for me. This is the point Paul then 

goes on to stress in Galatians 5:24: Since Jesus at the cross died to sin and its dominion on my 

behalf, it means that I died to it there as well. The sinful flesh no longer rules me in tyranny.  

 

So to bring it back to Calvin’s comments on Paul’s exhortation in Romans 6:12 that Christians 

ought not to let sin reign in their bodies: What is emphatically not in view is some massive or 

life-long effort to try somehow to rid ourselves of all the temptations that now, post-Eden, 

characteristically and “naturally” rise up out of our sin-infected human nature. Given that ever 

since Adam fell, our nature is and will be until we die, a fallen nature, it is sometimes said that it 

has become “natural” to our humanness for us to sin. The “normal,” easy, and characteristic 

inclination of our desires on this side of the fall from innocence is to be “inordinate,” that is, out 

of proportion, and not ordered rightly under God and his Word. This is what we mean by the 

“bentness” of desire. This “inordinateness” of our human desires is what is sinful. Eve did not sin 

in Eden in desiring to be wise, nor in desiring a piece of good fruit; her sin was that she desired 

those things more than she desired to love and obey her God and Father, trusting his love, and 

trusting that his ethical boundary against eating the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and 

evil did not imply what the Serpent said the boundary did imply: namely, that God was keeping 

real good from her and her husband because he wanted it all for himself. What Eve wanted was 

not itself wrong (e.g., good food and the knowledge of good and evil); what was wrong was that 

she grabbed for those things her way, against God’s clear instructions. 

 

What are the implications of that for SSA men and women? There are many gay relationships 

where it would not be an error to call them examples of disordered love, because there is ample 

evidence of the partners’ deep care for each other’s well being, real sacrifices made for each 

other, and real enjoyment in each other’s company that is not about erotic desire. But that love 

would still be disordered, because the presence of certain qualities of real human care for the 

well being of the other person cannot neutralize the fact that male-to-male and female-to-female 

relationships grounded in a romantic and sexual bonding with each other are, by definition,  

characterized by inordinate and therefor immoral desire. 

 

We believe that conclusion flows right out of Calvin’s focus on “inordinate desire” in the 

passage of his we just examined. The desire for romantic coupling and sexual engagement that a 

man feels for another man is always inordinate, because wanting sexual intimacy is wanting 

more from that man than the law of God allows him to give, ever. It is also true however, that the 

desire for romantic coupling and sexual engagement that a man feels for a woman other than his 

wife is always inordinate as well, because it too, is wanting more from that woman than the law 

of God allows her to give, at least under the present circumstances, that is, given that he is 
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already married. If the man had met that same woman when they were both single, such desire 

for her might not have been inordinate at all.    

 

 

2. The Centrality of the Biblical Concept of  “The Flesh” As the Backdrop Of Our Confessional 

Teaching on Indwelling Sin 

 

We are exploring how the Word of God and the Westminster Standards help us to understand the 

moral status of homosexual desire and how to deal with it practically. To this end it is useful to 

go back and expand on the Scriptural teaching we named in the previous paragraphs in 

discussing Calvin’s exposition of Romans 6:12, namely, the doctrine of the Christian’s ongoing 

battle against what Paul called “the sinful flesh” (literally: the “flesh of sin,” Romans 8:3). 

 

Ever since the fall into sin the children of Adam possess an inclination toward disobedience 

against the will of God. Sometimes post-Eden human beings are said by theologians to possess a 

“sin nature,” but the common Pauline term we find in the New Testament to identify this 

inclination toward sin is “the flesh;” human beings are morally corrupted by “the flesh.” For 

Paul, “the flesh” is the seat of sin, not because so many of our human desires are sinful by virtue 

of rising out of, as they do, or are associated with, as they are, our “physicalness.” Paul did not 

teach the doctrine of Greek dualism, namely, that the human “spirit” is good, while the “body,” 

made of human flesh, is bad because it is physical, too tied to earthly matter. It’s true that Paul 

sometimes does use the word “flesh” to refer to our physicalness (see Romans 1:3; 3:20; 9:3; 12 

Corinthians 1:29; 15:39). But it is probably because our physical existence, our literal flesh, is 

our historical tie-in to Adam-the-sinner, our first father, from whom we are all descended 

biologically, and whose moral corruption we have inherited, that Paul commonly calls the seat of 

sin in us, the inner inclination toward disobedience, “the flesh.”  

 

Professor Michael Williams defines this sense of “the flesh” (sarx) in Paul’s usage this way: 

 

“Flesh” is a disposition or orientation of the whole person.  The sin nature is not 

a thing, one more constituent that is added to the mix of what makes up a human 

being, but rather an inclination, a bending, twisting or misdirecting of the whole 

person away from God and his good will for his creatures.232 

 

The desires we have as physical human beings created by God are clearly affirmed in that 

ringing affirmation in Genesis 1:31, And God saw everything that he had made, and behold, 

it was very good. The desire for food was good, the desire for sexual pleasure was good, the 

desire for shelter, for sleep, etc., was good. Nevertheless, in Adam’s sin the “sin principle” 

slipped its way into the human race in Eden by means of the deceit of the devil and now it 

distorts all of our natural, God-blessed desires and twists them in one way or another, and to 

one degree or another. 

 

                                                
232  Covenant Seminary’s Dr. Michael Williams, class notes for “God, Humanity and Counseling,” 2017) 
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But tracing the roots of same-sex desire to sin, does not mean we ought to think of SSA people 

as committing a perpetual sin simply because that is more or less the constant, default 

“orientation” or “direction” of their sexual desire. Heterosexual desire is normative in that it was 

the original, untainted gift of God for human sexual relationships; homosexual desire represents 

sexual desire “bent” out of its original shape: it is a man desiring an inordinate intimacy with 

another man, or a woman with another woman—inordinate not only for seeking the intimacy of 

sexual union but also the intimacy of a kind of “mated, coupling companionship” that is fuller 

and deeper than just the overtly sexual connection; a “coupled” companionship that seeks—

whether consciously or unconsciously—to imitate the gendered complementarity of a man and a 

woman in marriage  (a complementarity in heterosexual marriage that’s just as important as the 

strictly sexual complementarity). This understanding of heterosexual desire as normative is at the 

core of the traditional view of human sexuality, and is necessarily implied in the biblical teaching 

on sexual boundaries, namely, that a man should not lie sexually with a man nor a woman with a 

woman. That kind of intimacy, and the gendered complementarity that God has always intended 

should be its context, is reserved for a man and a woman in the bond of conjugal marriage.  

 

Nevertheless, heterosexual desire also becomes “bent” once sin enters the picture, as we will 

argue below.  

 

 

a. Radical Sin and Guilt: The Pervasive Influence of “the Flesh” 

 

i. Repenting in Our Living  

The point in stressing all this, however, is not to push us into a casuistical preoccupation with 

which constituent “parts” of sexual desire believers need to confess to God and which they don’t. 

Both the traditionalist, Alexander Pruss, and James Brownson, the revisionist, are right to stress 

it: sexual desire is a continuum. But Brownson minimizes, we think, the reclaiming in the 

Protestant Reformation of the biblical teaching reclaimed earlier by Augustine, about the radical 

nature of sin and about the superior power of the grace of forgiveness and imputed righteousness 

in God’s justification of sinners. All of our living, all our thinking, feeling, and acting, as Martin 

Luther understood so well and expressed so boldly in the very first of his 95 theses hung on the 

church door in Wittenberg—all of our living is to be done in repentance: 

 

When our Lord and Master Jesus Christ said, “Repent” [Matt. 4:17], he willed 

the entire life of believers to be one of repentance.233  
 

Luther is implying that there is moral corruption in all that we do, think, and feel; and believers 

are to own that pervasive corruption and identify the particulars of it where they can see it in 

themselves, and then before our forgiving God they are to seek forgiveness for all of it—those 

specific corruptions the Holy Spirit convicts them of, as well as those they cannot yet see.  

 

 

  

                                                
233 Martin Luther, in Luther’s Works vol. 31 (American edition, 1957), p. 25. 



2017 Missouri Presbytery Report on Same-sex Relationships  165 

ii. Old Testament Law Underscores the Radical Nature of Human Sin and Guilt 

The doctrine that human corruption is pervasive does not begin with the Apostle Paul. We take 

just a brief detour here into one aspect of the Mosaic law that seems to underscore God’s 

intention that his children should be reminded not only of his grace toward them, but of their 

radical need for it.  

 

Part of the purpose of the detailed law of the Old Covenant was to inculcate in the hearts of 

God’s people—in a very powerful, symbolic way—that same deep sense that “sin and guilt” 

pervade every part of our lives, and that therefore we need expiation and forgiveness. You 

accidentally fall in the woods in Moses’ day, and in seeking to break your fall your hand lands 

on a dead owl? You are not charged with intentionally disregarding God’s law, because the 

contact was unforeseeable; nevertheless, you are still morally culpable because you have broken 

the law against coming into physical contact with a dead body, and are reckoned unclean until 

the proper sacrifices are offered to the Lord (see Leviticus 11:1-28).  

 

 

b. Radical Guilt, Radical Grace 

 

If the divine purpose in these so-called ceremonial laws was, at least in part, to burden the 

conscience in order to expose the depth and breadth of human sinfulness, it was only so that the 

Israelites might be driven to the Lord who, by his provision of an atoning sacrifice, could 

lovingly lift that burden of guilt. But on this side of the cross and empty tomb we have been 

given so much more insight into the depth and breadth of the mercy of God. This means that we 

ought to be helping to relieve the conscience of our brothers and sisters in Christ who renounce 

their homoerotic desire for what it is: a distortion of God’s will for human beings, an intrinsically 

disordered desire.234 We can do this for them by affirming that living against a backdrop of 

broken and disordered desires should not be thought of simplistically as “committing sins” 

against God every second they are awake, as if desires were simply choices. While we will 

affirm again and commend those same-sex-attracted believers who in a mature way seek 

orientation change as an expression of their hope for Christ’s transforming power in their lives, 

we are also aware that thinking of homosexual desire as “a sin” to be gotten rid of in this life has 

been profoundly damaging in the lives of many SSA Christians.  

 

                                                
234 This phrase is close to one found in a letter of pastoral counsel containing much that is insightful. Written in 1986 

by Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, it went out under the auspices of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith,  and 

is titled “Letter to the Bishops of the Catholic Church on the Pastoral Care of Homosexual Persons.” Ratzinger 

wrote that when people “engage in homosexual activity they confirm within themselves a disordered sexual 

inclination….”  

http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_19861001_homosexual-

persons_en.html  The Latin revision (published in 2000) of the 1992 Catechism of the Catholic Church says of 

homosexual desire:  “this [same-sex, sexual] inclination is objectively disordered.” For a discussion of the meaning 

and significance of this, see Monsignor Livio Melina’s chapter, “Homosexual Inclination as an ‘Objective 

Disorder:’ Reflections of Theological Anthropology,” in Living the Truth in Love: Pastoral Approaches to Same-Sex 

Attraction, 

ed. by Janet E. Smith & Rev. Paul Check (2015), pp. 129-140.   

 

http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_19861001_homosexual-persons_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_19861001_homosexual-persons_en.html
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On the other hand, none of this involves teaching that homoerotic desire should be thought of as 

morally neutral. What we are contending for is that homosexually-inclined Christians as well as 

heterosexually-inclined Christians need fresh experiences of the liberating power of the gospel 

by hearing again and again the Reformation re-presentation of the biblical doctrine of sin—sin’s 

pervasiveness in the life of every person, entailing the impurity mixed into everything human 

beings do, say, and feel. This constrains us all to hear again and again the good news of the 

radical nature of God’s grace—the God who hands his own Son over to torture and death in 

punishment for our guilt, not his.   

 

 

c. Sexual Desire and “The Flesh” 

 

How does the reality of the sinful flesh affect our sexual desires? The Eastern Orthodox 

theologian, Alexander Schmemann, once wrote that sin is not merely the breaking of a rule but 

the disfiguring of human life. That insight underscores the power sin has, because it damages 

something good that God intended for us, his human creatures. The same thing is stressed by 

Paul in Romans 1, when he talks about the dramatic ethical distortion, the “disfiguring” that 

follows logically from confusing a created thing with the Creator. That’s the reason it’s 

appropriate to speak of sexual desire distorted by our sinful flesh, as “disordered desire.” 

 

i. Disordered Desire in Homosexually-attracted and Heterosexually-attracted Christians   

We believe we need to affirm that the intrinsic “bentness” of homosexual desire is analogous—

not in every way, but still, in important ways—to heterosexual desire when heterosexual desire 

gets bent by the social setting. What do we mean by “the social setting?” 

 

Consider this: A heterosexually-inclined man is “struck” by the beauty of a married woman he 

has no right to pursue romantically-and-sexually, and feels a strong instinctual-and-erotic desire 

for her. Is that a morally legitimate “appreciation” of female beauty? Or is he experiencing the 

bright bud of “soft-core” lust masquerading as aesthetic admiration? What heterosexual man can 

with cool confidence tell when the former morphs into the latter? None of us can be very 

confident in such a judgment, because ever since Adam and Eve, human beings do not 

experience any sexual desire apart from the presence and influence of the distorting power of sin 

in our bodies and minds.235 To draw an analogy: You cannot tell by looking at an object whether 

you are seeing it in all the detail and sharpness it actually possesses if you were born with poor 

eyesight to begin with and have always seen everything slightly out of focus. You would need a 

higher standard, i.e., a more perfect vision, to make that assessment accurately.   

 

We maintain in this report that homoerotic desire of a man for a man or a woman for a woman is 

sexual desire bent out of its original shape, but that heterosexual men and women are also  

regularly experiencing bent and broken sexual desire, albeit “bent” in a different way. Consider 

Jesus’ warning in Matthew 5:27-28: 

                                                
235 Ron Belgau stresses the universal distortion sin works on our sexual desires when he says “…the examples [of 

marriage, friendship, and celibacy] we experience [and “we all” is the sense!] are…distorted by the ordinary twists 

of original sin….” Ron Belgau in a December 19, 2014 post on Spiritual Friendship website, titled, “What is ‘Gay’? 
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You have heard that it was said, “You shall not commit adultery.” But I say to you 

that everyone who looks at a woman with lustful intent [literally, “with an aim to 

intensely desire her”] has already committed adultery with her in his heart.   

 

These words of our Lord Jesus teach us at the very least 1) that the kind of heterosexual desiring 

he is referring to is perverse, something sinful to be confessed, since it violates the law of God; 

and 2) that the law of love constrains us to renounce and “starve” the kind of “desiring” Jesus is 

referring to rather than “feed” that desiring. Still, there are exegetical questions: The Greek here, 

pros to epithumesai auten, which might be translated “for the purpose of intensely desiring her,” 

seems to imply that Jesus is locating the problem in the man’s intention, that is, in a decision to 

stoke his imagination by cultivating that desire rather than slamming the door on it and starving 

its “fire” of air by turning away from that desire and focusing his attention on something else.  

 

If that is the right interpretation, does it mean that there is no moral problem with the sexual 

desire a married man instinctively feels toward an attractive woman who is “naturally” to him a 

sexual opposite but is not his wife? Because of the way the “sin in our members,” to use Calvin’s 

phrase (in the quote from his commentary on Ezekiel 18 cited above) deceives us, we think it 

goes without saying that no one can precisely fix the line—if there is one—where a “pull 

toward” a person crosses over into a sexual desire we would not have if we were not sinners, 

bent out of shape—out of the holy shape given to us by God at creation. There seems no reason 

to avoid the conclusion that if it were not for sin, none of our loves and affections would be 

inordinate, and our experience of sexual desire, once we were married, would be confined to our 

spouse, on the grounds that what is forbidden would not be desired.    

 

This means that at the end of the day the whole experience of any “desirous pull” toward 

someone I have no right to pursue sexually ought to be brought to the foot of the cross and there 

confessed for any and all sexual impurity that might be in it. For the heterosexually-inclined who 

are married, that pull will be toward someone of the opposite sex, persons they have no sexual 

right to pursue—no right by virtue of the social situation being wrong, i.e., that the one desired is 

not their marital spouse. And for the homosexually-inclined, that pull will be toward someone of 

the same sex, persons they will never have a sexual right to pursue—no right by virtue of the 

object of desire being wrong, i.e., that the one desired is not a sexual and gender complement but 

is sexually, as well as gender-wise, the same.  

 

Thus, while homoerotic desire is said to be intrinsically disordered, as Catholic teaching has 

termed it, we regard illicit heterosexual desire as being socially disordered. Those of us men who 

have struggled and continue to struggle mightily against such a desire-filled “pull” toward this or 

that unavailable woman, know all too well that such heterosexual desire is “disordered,” even 

though we are aware that it is disordered in a way different than same-sex attraction is. All the 

children of Adam are, in one way or another, at one time or another, sexually-disordered beings.  

 

And yet this does not neutralize the fact that those sexual desires that are “contrary to nature,” as 

Paul describes homoerotic desire in Romans 1:26-27, reflect a more fundamental distortion of 



2017 Missouri Presbytery Report on Same-sex Relationships  168 

the sexual order or “structure” God created and calls us to honor with our bodies when it comes 

to sexual intimacy. What it does do, however, is remind us that heterosexual sinners have no 

higher moral ground to stand on than homosexual sinners; that in fact, it is God’s purpose to 

close every mouth before the condemning power of his holy, righteous, good and spiritual law, in 

order that all might be driven to seek the radical, liberating redemption won by Christ (see 

Romans 3:19-26; 7:12-14).  

 

ii. Sexual Desire and Human Choices 

Here we pause to reflect briefly on desiring and choosing, as these categories touch the question 

of homosexuality. We are contending in this report that the Scriptures identify homosexual acts 

as sinful, as contrary to the law of God and against his good will for the well being of his human 

creatures, and that homosexual desire is a consequence of the fall into sin—the result of sin or of 

the misery our sin brought into this world by deforming the good in some way. Put simply, 

homoerotic desire or passion (we use those two terms synonymously) is the result of being sinful 

or rebellious creatures living in a broken, sin-infected world. We think it accurate and least open 

to misinterpretation to say that homoerotic desire is “of sin.” We can affirm this of homosexual 

desire by drawing good and necessary consequences from the biblical teaching on sin and on sex 

even if we cannot say with confidence why homosexual desire develops in some people and not in 

others. 

 

But do we experience our desires as arising first and foremost out of conscious choices we 

make? It has been common to hear Christians express the view directly or by innuendo, that 

homoerotic desire rises straightforwardly out of moral choices a person makes. We believe this is 

speculative and cannot be justified from Holy Scripture, nor does it seem consistent with general 

human experience to think of basic human desires as being decisions—say, the desires for food 

and water, sleep, sexual intimacy, etc. The testimony of so many SSA people is that their 

homosexual desire was first experienced as something already “there” rather than chosen. And 

why should we expect it to be otherwise, since that is by far the most common experience of 

those who are heterosexual in their sexual orientation236? Observationally, it does seem that 

sexual orientation is a thing that develops unconsciously. If it is true that homosexual desire 

develops unconsciously, that does not challenge at all the biblical teaching that heterosexuality is 

normative for human beings. We maintain that the origins of homoerotic desire remain a 

mystery.  

 

Yet, although we reject the categorical insistence that homosexual desire is grounded first and 

foremost in human choice, nevertheless, it seems important to maintain that such desire, 

considered intrinsically, always inclines one toward a moral evil. This is because, as we have 

said, the object of that desire will always be wrong, according to the law of God, regardless of 

the social situation—always morally “out of bounds” to pursue sexually.  

                                                
236 Keep in mind that we use “sexual orientation” simply as a descriptive phrase: it identifies the object toward 

which a person’s sexual desire regularly draws him or her in day-to-day experience. Attempts to argue that 

“orientation” in this phrase is really synonymous with “preference,” and then to see in “sexual orientation” a kind 

Trojan Horse term by which an affirmation of homosexual sex will eventually work its way into acceptance seem 

overwrought to us.  
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But where homoerotically-inclined men and women are willing to renounce sexual intimacy, 
would it be faithful to the biblical framework for male-to-male or female-to-female relationships 
to pursue a “complementary” kind of mated coupling between two men, or two women, that 
would look very much like a marriage? Some think it legitimate to set up as a model for same-
sex-attracted men (and women, for that matter) the remarkably intimate relationship between 
David and Jonathan before David ever married. Reflecting in grief on the intensity and intimacy 
of that relationship after hearing of Jonathan’s death, David says in 2 Samuel 1:26: 
 
 

I am distressed for you, my brother Jonathan; 
very pleasant have you been to me; 
your love to me was extraordinary, 

surpassing the love of women. 
 
 Others urge great caution here. Even a strong proponent of chaste-yet-intimate, lasting 
friendships between SSA men and between SSA women says this: 
 

It is unfortunate that our culture has formed such a close association between 
love and sex. This makes it difficult for many Christians to take New Testament 
texts on celibacy seriously. And it introduces a lot of confusion into our 
discussions of friendship: many people think of “spiritual friendship” as a kind 
of sexless marriage, which is a serious misunderstanding.237 [emphasis added] 

 
In the now well-known letter C. S. Lewis wrote to a friend (and cited earlier in this report, on p. 
69), sharing the story of a gay man who had confided in him many years earlier, Lewis showed 
himself to be, for the times, remarkably compassionate and at least open to the notion that 
homoerotically-inclined people had gifts and insights precisely because of their sexual 
orientation. 
 
Yet Lewis also quite strongly rejected any notion of a male-to-male “coupling” for SSA 
people—even if practicing sexual abstinence—that would resemble heterosexual marriage. And 
he doesn’t seem to ground the point in prudence—taking care not to aim for too much 
acceptance in a culture already so hostile to homoerotically-inclined people. Lewis seems to 
reject in principle the kind of “chaste coupling” we are talking about, regarding it as an 
illegitimate way of dealing with isolation and loneliness. Lewis wrote, 
 

He [the gay man who had confided in Lewis] believed that his necessity could be 
turned to spiritual gain: that there were certain kinds of sympathy and 
understanding, a certain social role which mere men and mere women [Lewis 
seems to mean heterosexual men and women here] cd. [could] not give. But it is 
all horribly vague and long ago. Perhaps any homo. [homosexual person] who 
humbly accepts his cross and puts himself under Divine guidance will, however, 
be shown the way. I am sure that any attempt to evade it (e.g. by mock or quasi-

                                                
237 Ron Belgau in a post titled, “What is ‘Gay’ ?”, at the Spiritual Friendship website on December 19, 2015. 
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237 Ron Belgau in a post titled, “What is ‘Gay’ ?”, at the Spiritual Friendship website on December 19, 2015. 

https://spiritualfriendship.org/2014/11/13/gay-is-not-the-scandal-celibacy-is/
https://spiritualfriendship.org/2014/11/13/gay-is-not-the-scandal-celibacy-is/
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marriage with a member of one's own sex even if this does not lead to any 

carnal act) is the wrong way.238 [emphasis added] 
 

Lewis is quite certain that a “quasi-marriage with a member of one’s own sex even if this does 

not lead to any carnal act...is the wrong way.” He doesn’t elaborate on why he believes it to be 

the wrong way, or on the wrong way to what end? But it is hard for us to avoid the conclusion 

that in a chaste “quasi-marriage” of two SSA people we still have an ethical confusion wherein 

the male/female complementarity is being imitated, but also distorted in the transference of it to a 

couple who are not merely sexually same, but same in gender. Approval of SSA, non-sexual-yet-

coupled intimacies seems to entail the idea that the only thing Scripture speaks to in male/female 

coupling is the sexual complementarity part, when in fact, male/female complementarity in 

Scripture is fuller and richer than that, and includes such things as the creational structure of the 

husband’s headship, which is to be devoted to the care and flourishing of his wife.239  

We cannot speak the final word on this question, and believe strongly that the conversation needs 

to go on. Suffice it to say that we wholeheartedly exhort the church to dedicate itself to helping 

its SSA members and seekers develop and/or deepen relationships where real intimacy, trust, and 

the devotion of friendship can grow.    

 

iii. Sin Remains in Our Bodily Members 

As we explore how the Word of God and the Westminster Standards might help us understand  

the moral status of homosexual desire and how to deal with it practically, we return to Calvin’s 

double emphasis—that we will never be rid of our Adam-inherited impulse toward sin, and that 

we must count not only external acts but even our twisted and deceiving desires as sinful because 

they render us accountable to God’s judgment for disobedience. What practical help can we draw 

from this double emphasis? 

 

First, we maintain that by virtue of the corruption of sin that remains in all of us till we die, every 

believer in Jesus desires things and does things that make him or her “regularly, unavoidably 

displeasing to God,” as Wes Hill, a same-sex-attracted man described his perception of himself 

during his growing up years. This is the burden of living in a moral universe before a holy God 

as a stained and impure man or woman.  But those who have run from God’s judgment to the 

cross of Jesus for cover, need not fear that displeasure or be emotionally crushed under it, since 

Christ has already absorbed it for us on the cross, where he took our condemnation. And what 

our justification means, of course, is not merely that the guilt of displeasing God is covered, 

neutralized, as it were, but that God actually imputes Christ’s perfect righteousness to us so that 

even in the face of having displeased God we can, by his own grace in reconciling us to himself, 

hold our heads high before him.  

 

Secondly, we maintain that SSA believers who see little point in trying to change their sexual 

orientation, cannot thereby be accused necessarily of “making their peace with sin.” Many who 

have given up on orientation change have worked hard at it for long periods of time—with 

                                                
238 Vanauken, A Severe Mercy (1977), pp. 146-148.  
239 We refer readers to the exploration of male/female complementarity as a category that is broader than just sexual 

complementarity in Same Andreades, enGendered: God’s Gift of Gender Difference in Relationship (2015). See 

also on this theme, Steven E. Rhoads, Taking Sex Differences Seriously (2004).   
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prayers, faith in the promises of God, personal disciplines, sound therapy from trained therapists, 

accountability, etc.—only to find that their homosexual attraction remains. And many younger 

SSA believers, noting this sincere effort in others that came to naught, see no need to risk 

repeating the experience. We believe it possible for brothers and sisters in Christ to accept their 

homosexual desire as inevitable in this life (barring God’s dramatic intervention, which it is 

always right to be open to) as a way of taking seriously the truth in Calvin’s insistence—drawn 

both from Scripture and Christian experience—that “so long as you live, sin must needs be in 

your members.” This is neither a cozying up to sin, nor a “put-down” of those who do want to 

pursue orientation change with the hope that it might be effective.  

 

We believe there are going to be more and more believers who accept their homoerotic desire as 

simply a burden to be borne, a temptation to be resisted, an opportunity for service to Christ, and 

a situation for God to act into, demonstrating the strength of his power in their weakness. 

Practically speaking, this means that when it comes to their sexual temptations, the bulk of their 

discipline and watchfulness in pursuing that holiness without which no one will see the Lord, is 

likely to be directed neither at trying to rid themselves of homosexual desire, nor at confessing 

each fleeting impulse of their sexual attraction as a concrete sin to be confessed. Instead, they 

will rely on the Holy Spirit to convict them when they feed rather than starve those 

attractions/desires, and will renounce as the manifestation of the corruption of “sin in their 

members” their broken and inordinate desire for romantic-erotic-sexual intimacy with someone 

who is sexually the same rather than sexually other. And in this sanctifying process they will 

learn to ignore what the sinful flesh is constantly drawing them toward even while they hold their 

heads up high as justified sinners, and will get on with the work of following and serving Christ 

and their neighbor. 

 

In essence, this is no different than what heterosexual men and women must focus on: 

renouncing inordinate desire as part of their ongoing corruption in sin, and learning to extricate 

themselves from situations fraught with more temptation than they can handle, yes; but also 

learning to press on with the business of living, loving, and serving even as they grow in the 

grace of being able to sublimate and ignore inordinate desires as desires which deceive. And 

whoever is sublimating a desire, is not quashing it out of existence, nor utterly silencing its self-

pitying and self-centered appeal, but is shoving it into the background, and training the ears of 

his or her heart to hear the louder, truer appeal of the Savior who is saying, “This is the way! 

Walk in it! Follow me!” (Isaiah 30:19-21; Matthew 9:9).        

 

 

3. Framing the Sanctification Questions Properly 

 

Numerous Christians, animated it seems by a zeal to promote grace—a zeal that is always 

proper—deny that homosexual desire is itself sinful, or “of sin,” holding that it is rather a 

temptation, and temptations are experiences we do not hold people to be morally culpable for 

going through. We have already argued that this is neither faithful to the Word of God nor to our 

confessional teaching: Desire which pulls us toward an act which, by definition, is a sinful act, 

must be itself part of the matrix of sin in our lives.   
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But it would also be easy, out of a proper zeal to defend the church’s historic teaching on 

homosexuality, to fall off the cliff on the other side, and think and talk only in terms of getting 

past homoerotic attraction to the point where one no longer felt it—and to use that experience 

then as the standard by which to determine who is truly laying hold of the gospel and who isn’t. 

Even metaphors can distort the biblical teaching, and using the imagery of “running away” from 

homoerotic desires, while it could be helpful to some Christians, could easily be unhelpful to 

others, if it were taken to imply that it is really possible to put almost a spatial distance between 

ourselves and the relentless inclinations toward sin that hound us as Christians in this life, a 

distance that implies that those inclinations are no longer “in” us, always “just around the corner” 

in our thought life. We reject as a perfectionistic distortion of the gospel the notion that if a 

same-sex-attracted person is serious about laying hold of Christ’s sanctifying power, then he or 

she will eventually lose their homoerotic attractions. 

 

All this means that it is crucial to frame the questions properly when it comes to the matter of 

how to apply to homosexual as well as to heterosexual temptations the sanctifying power of the 

cross of Christ in the hand of the Holy Spirit. The question is not whether homoerotic attractions 

should be renounced and resisted; we believe they should be, by any believer in Christ who feels 

the pull of them. But so should those who live with illicit heterosexual desires renounce and 

resist their illicit desires. The real questions are: What does this renunciation and resistance look 

like as God sanctifies us? And for our part, what self-disciplines should we be focusing on, 

practically speaking? Will there be variety in how the renunciation and resistance are 

approached? Which metaphors enlighten how progress in sanctification can be made, and which 

metaphors obscure it? How do we help our SSA sisters and brothers avoid mentally exhausting, 

hyper-vigilant introspection that easily panics and becomes a self-defeating effort to squash out 

any remaining trace of homoerotic desire? But also, how do we avoid the spiritual lethargy that 

comes over believers when they baptize a moral laxness and mistake it for resting in God’s love 

and acceptance of them?  

  

 

B. A MORE EDIFYING WAY OF RELATING HOMOSEXUAL DESIRE TO SIN 

 

1. Steering Between Extremes in Dealing With “Homoerotic Attraction/Desire”  

  

We have already said earlier on in this Addendum that we agree with those who are insisting that 

a sharp line of demarcation ought not to be drawn between the two when it comes to the moral 

evaluation of homoerotic behavior and desire (whether those desires are merely occasional or 

more or less set in an “orientation”): both the actions and the desires are expressions of the 

reality of human sin and its consequences. But we also believe that resting in grace needs to be 

shaping the sanctifying process as much as working at self-discipline does. If this “both/and” is 

neglected, a real danger develops that God’s people will be overly simplistic about how someone 

ought to live out faithfulness to Jesus in the face of homoerotic desire.  
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We are concerned that too simplistic an approach to same-sex attraction that plays down the 

sinful character of illicit desire may well tempt some believers. Potentially, at least, it could 

tempt them to neglect the important exhortation of the Apostle James that our piety is not only to 

be “other-directed,” as we care for widows and orphans and other people in need, but is also to 

be self-directed, as we work to “keep ourselves unstained from the world” (James 1:27). And 

similar is Paul’s teaching. When moral laxness is mistaken for resting, by faith, in God’s mercy, 

believers lose the care the Apostle Paul admonished the Corinthians not to lose (see 1 

Corinthians 9:24-27), when he talked about “intensely disciplining” his own body so that, while 

preaching to others, he might not be disqualified himself. Disqualified from what? Either 

disqualified from receiving the rewards that come from faithful ministry though he himself 

would be saved (see 1 Corinthians 3:1-15); or, in light of what he says in 1 Corinthians 6:9-11, 

moral laxness could, in principle, expose Paul’s profession of faith in Jesus as fraudulent and 

disqualify him from entering the glory of the Kingdom of God when Christ returns. 

 

But we are also concerned that sensitive Christians who believe their homoerotic desire is “not 

the way it’s supposed to be,” that is, that it’s rooted in their sinful nature, in their Adam-like 

predisposition to sin—we are concerned that such believers may easily fall into a worldly 

preoccupation with their own thought-life, something that is destructive of true and deep spiritual 

maturity, and that will fail to bring into the situation the rich and wonderful truth that God is a 

redeemer of broken situations, and knows how to bring good out of evil—evil that remains in the 

world and in believers until they die, or until Christ returns, whichever comes first. Sensitive 

believers battling unholy desires want to be faithful to Christ and not make peace with sin in 

their life; but neither do they want to get lured into the web of a view of sanctification that would 

enmesh them in an unholy and unhelpful introspection that obscures the grace of the gospel and 

enslaves them right where it seems to promise to set them free from the power of sin.   

 

So we are attempting here a theologically sound and pastorally constructive way to understand 

and express the relationship between homoerotic desire and the biblical teaching on sin. Our aim 

is to help SSA believers, who have both a Spirit-informed conscience they want to submit to, 

and the ongoing pull of their own inner bent toward self-gratification they want to contend 

against. 

 

 

2. The Relevance of the Doctrine of Christian Freedom to Same-Sex-Attraction 

 

A narrower aspect of the larger Pauline doctrine of “Christian freedom” can be stated this way: 

With regard to morally neutral or morally good things that are often associated with sinful 

behavior, Christians are free before the Lord to engage in them if a) these things have been 

separated from the setting of the sinful behavior; b) if their own conscience does not condemn 

them in principle; and c) if the power of the association of these things with sinful behavior in 

believers’ own personal experience has been broken by the gospel. Paul sets out this teaching in 

Romans 14 and in 1 Corinthians 8-11. In the latter passage Paul explicitly applies it to the first 

century question (in the church in Corinth and elsewhere) as to whether it was permissible for 

believers to eat meat that had been ritually sacrificed in idolatrous pagan religious worship. 
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Paul’s answer is that eating such meat is offensive to God IF it is eaten in the setting of the pagan 

temple and its ritual meals, but is acceptable to God if the meat is bought in the marketplace and 

eaten at home, or is eaten when it is served by pagans or other Christians in their own home, i.e., 

eaten not in the pagan religious setting. And even in the settings where it is acceptable to God to 

eat such meat, it is not acceptable to eat it if either a) the person eating it is unable by spiritual 

discernment to separate the morally neutral thing of eating steak from the sinful behavior 

connected with it, that is, idol-worship—behavior he or she once indulged in; or b) if Christians 

with a weaker conscience see persons who have such spiritual discernment eating the meat and 

are thereby tempted to eat it themselves, engaging in what their own poorly formed consciences 

tell them is—always and in every circumstance—a form of idolatry. 

 

We believe Paul’s teaching is relevant to questions concerning the sanctification and growth in 

grace of SSA believers. There are certain things that commonly get associated with a gay-

affirming life, or may simply be characteristic of many who live with homoerotic desire, even 

those who, for Christ’s sake, renounce rather than celebrate that desire. In this category we 

would put the desire of men to spend significant time with other men, or to pursue deep, non-

erotically-focused friendships240 with them; and the inclination of SSA women similarly to move 

toward other women. 

 

How ought we give pastoral care in situations where we see this dynamic at work? Does heeding 

Paul’s exhortation to “flee from sexual immorality” (1 Corinthians 6:18) imply that we ought 

always to dissuade such men from spending significant time with other men, and such women 

with other women, when it is for the purpose of cultivating genuine but non-sexually-focused 

friendships? And what about those who have come out of an active, gay-affirming life to follow 

Christ but have, in their pre-Christian days been involved in things that were concrete 

expressions of that life? Does it mean we counsel them to dissociate themselves from anything 

and everything closely associated with their old life?  

 

This is precisely where we believe we need to learn from the Apostle Paul and not fall into the 

trap of a one-size-fits-all approach to such questions. We are struck by just how individual an 

approach Paul takes to them  in 1 Corinthians 8-10. Everything has to be individually discerned, 

which means we are to work at teaching the Scriptures to men and women well enough that they 

will have informed consciences and will be able to “cut things finely” and know how to separate 

out what is acceptable to God and what is not and why—just as Paul did with the question of 

meat offered to idols.  A huge part of our pastoral care in this will be to help SSA men and 

women know themselves—their own strengths and weaknesses, their vulnerable places and the 

strong places the redeeming Spirit of the Lord has worked and is working in them. One SSA man 

                                                
240 It’s important to note that when we speak of a “non-erotically-focused” relationship we are not implying a 

relationship that will always be void of erotic feelings. We mean a relationship that does not have, among its aims, 

the feeding, promoting and pursuing of the erotic. Heterosexually-inclined men and women are frequently aware of 

the presence of romantic/erotic/sexual feelings in relationships with “sexually-other” friends, relatives, and co-

workers, but learn to resist, starve and sublimate those feelings, carrying on in the relationship by conforming their 

behavior to, and “setting” their attitudinal focus on, those non-erotic features that define that relationship. So why 

should we not expect homoerotically-oriented believers to be capable of  (or to learn to do) the same, by the grace of 

Christ?   
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might be encouraged to pursue deeper friendships with other men (including mature SSA men), 

friendships that are not erotically-focused, while another SSA brother might be discouraged from 

the same thing, because the associations are still too strong for him.241 For the latter man, 

committed as he might be to sexual abstinence, such a friendship with another SSA brother in 

Christ might become too much like a “sexless marriage” where there is romance without sex—

not something biblical teaching on male-to-male relationships can reasonably be made to justify.  

 

The bottom line is that while some rules can be laid down (eating “idol meat” as part of pagan 

cultic meals was intrinsically and always a personal participation in the sin of idolatry), many 

cannot.242 A range of practical involvement in morally neutral or morally good things associated 

with but not part and parcel of actual sexual behavior has to be contemplated, by both the 

persons we are trying to help pastorally, and by us—both parties leaning on the Holy Spirit and 

trying to discern what will not undermine but rather build up their confidence in God as well as 

the “habits” of righteousness and goodness in their lives.  Growing in the grace of prudence is 

absolutely critical for this.  

 

                                                
241 Wes Hill contends (see “Is Being Gay Sanctifiable?” Posted by Wesley Hill (February 26, 2014) on the 

Spiritual Friendship website) that his desire for male friendship is heightened by his sexual attraction to 

other men. The latter he is committed to resisting, while his desire for male friendship he believes he can 

and should pursue before the Lord. And he argues that the desire to be close to men that is inherent in his 

homoerotic desire has the potential to make male-to-male, non-erotically-focused friendships deeper and 

more genuine. While this seems to be the self-assessment of many SSA Christians, it is not so of all. We 

have had conversations with some SSA believers who take the view that it is the very presence and power 

of the erotic that “gets in the way of” an intimate and genuine same-sex friendship, and hence they would 

rather cultivate their deepest friendship relationships with those of the opposite sex, where sexual 

temptation is virtually absent. A one-size-fits-all rule will not do here. How general principles apply to 

particular situations has to be individually, and sometimes, pastorally, discerned. 
242 We might be inclined to think that Paul’s admonition, Flee sexual immorality! (1 Corinthians 6:18) is a 

straightforward, self-interpreting, rule to be laid down and simply followed, but it is capable of various applications 

in concrete situations. Does Paul mean, “Flee immoral inner temptations” or does he mean “Flee immoral 

situations”—or both? If Paul is exhorting us to get ourselves immediately out of any situation in which we feel 

sexually tempted, it is hard to avoid the conclusion that then we ought to get ourselves out of the world, since we are 

so often tempted. But we know that Paul rejected that option as a way of protecting our spiritual purity (see 1 

Corinthians 5:9-10). Still, Paul might mean “Get yourself out of any circumstance where the temptation you feel is 

so great that you might cave to it.” An intense temptation and an easy opportunity can be a deadly combination. So 

he might mean, “Run from any concrete situation you find yourself in where one false move will send you over the 

edge into committing a sexually immoral act.” If this is the core idea in Paul’s exhortation to “flee” sexual 

immorality, he may well be alluding to Joseph who literally tore himself away from Potiphar’s wife’s attempted 

embrace—and ran.  

 

But even if Paul did mean “run from any situation in which sexual temptation is close to overwhelming you,” would 

not the practical application of it still need to be discerned, depending on the circumstances? It is interesting to note 

that there is no indication in Genesis 39 that Joseph attempted to leave his position in the royal household or ask for 

some kind of reassignment in his work even though Potiphar’s wife was trying—daily and intensely—to seduce 

him. Joseph must have determined that maintaining his position was a necessity, even though it kept him in a 

situation of relentless temptation. So the question will always need to be faced, with an openness to the Spirit of 

God: What does it mean specifically  to “flee”? Is a Christian man bound to move himself and his family out of their 

neighborhood because over a prolonged period of time he has felt, to the point of distraction, a strong “charged 

connection” (that feels reciprocal) with the single woman three doors down, or can he still be faithful to Paul’s 

admonition by taking less drastic measures to “flee” the danger of sexual immorality? Every situation will require 

judgment calls as to how grave the danger is to any given person (walking into a room where Internet pornography 

is available is already a danger), and as to just what it might mean, practically, to “flee.”   

https://spiritualfriendship.org/author/wahill/
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C. THE WESTMINSTER DIVINES ON INDWELLING SIN 

 

1. Avoiding the Quagmire of Unholy Introspection—And the Stupor of Unholy Moral Laxity 

As we have noted, it is easy for hetero- and homosexually-inclined believers, as they battle sin 

and pursue that holiness which will enable them to see the Lord, to slide into either of two 

extremes: on the one hand, falling, through inordinate introspection, into a craven fear of coming 

even remotely close to committing sexual sin, or on the other, falling into a lazy carelessness, 

that does not want to be hassled by that vigilance regarding sin that God calls us to. The 

contemporary church has begun to debate this question of the inner dynamic of the pursuit of 

holiness, particularly as it applies to Christian men and women who live with homoerotic desire 

but are committed to living chastely for Christ’s sake, and we do need much patience and 

wisdom as the conversation and debate go forward.  

We liken the spiritual danger in this situation to the danger of falling off a cliff on one side or the 

other when it comes to battling desires we know we ought not to pursue to fruition. One danger 

is going beyond Scripture in trying to mandate for all, in too detailed a way, the “proper” and 

“biblical” practical approach to battling sin and temptation in our minds and in our behavior. The 

other danger is that we lose our awareness of just how far the modern, permissive mindset about 

ethical boundaries has seeped into our consciousness and led us down a lane marked, “Don’t 

sweat the small stuff.” This can imperceptibly dilute our motive as Christians to love God 

faithfully by working diligently at recognizing sexual temptation and resisting it. In our time it is 

easy to become suspicious of all such endeavors and write them off as merely legalistic. 

One difficulty in this debate is the imprecision not only of our terms but also of the Scriptural 

vocabulary: What is a “thought,” and how is it different from a “desire?” Is a “thought” a 

“fantasy?” Can an “impression” be “lust?” Is there a moral difference between a fleeting thought 

and a thought that gets nursed and fed? Is a tempting thought a sin? What exactly constitutes 

sexual “desire,” and is it to be distinguished from a sexual “attraction”? Is a “desire” a “feeling?” 

Is all sexual attraction that married men feel toward women not their wife sinful “lust,” by 

definition? What is the moral status of our “erotic awareness” that a person is “sexually other” to 

us—an awareness often accompanied by a kind of “pull” inside us toward that person?  

Great care should be taken here, because the semantics are difficult and cannot be settled easily 

by a simple appeal to the Scriptures or to common sense.   Nevertheless, we do think a few basic 

principles in our Westminster Standards are helpful, as they interpret and apply the Scriptures. 

Consider, for example, Q # 78 in the Westminster Larger Catechism: 

Q. Whence ariseth the imperfection of sanctification in believers? 

 

A. The imperfection of sanctification in believers ariseth from the remnants of sin 

abiding in every part of them, and the perpetual lustings of the flesh against the 

spirit; whereby they are often foiled with temptations, and fall into many sins, are 

hindered in all their spiritual services and their best works are imperfect and 

defiled in the sight of God. 
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We draw these conclusions from this catechism question and answer: 

 

1) WLC Q #78 clearly asserts that we can be tempted by our own sinful flesh, meaning that the 

temptation actually arises within ourselves. This is important, because we commonly think of 

temptations coming from the outside, originating in the Prince of Darkness coming to us from 

“the outside” and attempting to “reason” us into evil, as he did with Eve and with our Lord. 

Arguably, this is the most common source of temptation we find explicitly mentioned or alluded 

to in the New Testament. So when WLC Q #78 states that some temptations rise entirely within 

ourselves it is not to deny that Satan can exploit our sinful flesh in his own attempts to lure us 

away from the good. The point is to stress instead just how imperfect we remain, even if we have 

trusted Christ and now possess the Holy Spirit. And if evil desire can originate within us, this in 

turn, implies that a serious self-vigilance is called for. Holiness is not simply a matter or sitting 

in the turret of our lives and training our spiritual defensive weapons outward on intruders trying 

to breach the castle of our faithfulness to Christ. Holiness also means developing a wary spiritual 

eye to catch what in our own feelings, thoughts and actions might be tainted by our inner 

corruption, “the sinful flesh,” to use Paul’s term, which is the universal human proclivity toward 

spiritual and moral defiance of God, be it ever so refined. Vigilance is critical since “the flesh” 

knows how to masquerade in order to betray us from within the castle walls.  

 

WLC Q #78 teaches that believers are “often foiled with temptations” and that these temptations 

arise out of  “the remnants of sin abiding in every part of them [i.e., in every part of Christians], 

and the perpetual lustings of the flesh against the spirit.” This is grounded in teaching we find in 

such places as James 1:14-15. There, without using the Apostle Paul’s precise term, “the flesh,” 

(or the “sinful flesh,” literally the “flesh of sin,” Romans 8:3), James clearly identifies our old 

fallen self—still very much with believers—as one source of temptation when he says that “each 

one is tempted when he is lured by his own desire. Then desire when it has conceived gives birth 

to sin….” British commentator, Alec Motyer says of this James passage: 

 

The voice which says, “Give up, go the way of sin and self-pleasing, disobey 

God,” cannot come from Him….The voice we hear is our own, the voice of our 

fallen nature. Desire does not, of course, necessarily imply a longing for 

something sinful…. 

 

Falling into temptation is never an isolated act. It has a background in our 

hearts….Desire signifies the entertaining in the mind and emotions of some 

action. When the thought passes over into the deed it becomes sin, and the end 

result of the process is death….James faithfully raises up for us a grim warning. 

Every sin and all sinful indulgence partakes of a fixed process, beginning with the 

thought in the mind and ending in death. It is parallel to the process by which 

faith grows, through weathering its storms, to steadfastness, maturity and the 

crown of life.243 [emphasis added] 

  

                                                
243 Alec Motyer, The Test of Faith (1970), pp. 29-30.  
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Motyer is a little fuzzy on the point, but we have already noted and concurred with Calvin’s 

insistence that James’s purpose in the clause, “Then desire, when it has conceived, gives birth to 

sin….” could hardly be to teach that only acts and not desires can be called “sinful,” but rather to 

assert that external acts—which James calls “sins”—have their beginning in internal desires that 

are morally twisted. 

 

2) The flesh is engaged in a deep antagonism toward God, and is therefore, endlessly pushing 

against the Spirit-filled heart of the believer. The flesh opposes the work of the Spirit in us with 

“non-stop”—or to use the Catechism’s term, “perpetual”—lustings or desires against those 

things the Spirit of God is trying to produce in us. If the flesh is “perpetually” lusting against our 

spirit (or a better exegesis: against the Holy Spirit in us), does this mean we are to be perpetually 

asking God to forgive every impulse of the sinful flesh we might feel every other second? This 

could hardly be what faithfulness to Christ looks like, since we would have no time for anything 

else if it were our duty to be asking God perpetually for forgiveness for every tempting impulse, 

image, feeling, thought, impression, desire, inclination, etc. that the sinful flesh was presenting to 

our consciousness in order to seduce us into following it. We are bombarded by a thousand 

morally murky thoughts and feelings in a day. Which are actual sins of the mind or heart? Which 

are mere temptations that present themselves to us? It is often impossible to tell the difference.  

This is why Jesus taught us, in the parable of the prayers of the Pharisee and the tax collector, to 

humble ourselves and lay the whole of our life before the Lord, saying, “God, be merciful to me, 

a sinner” (Luke 18:9-14).     

 

3) Everything we think, say, or do is shot through with the imperfection of sin. Our confessional 

standards teach here, ever so clearly and ever so refreshingly, that we can never get away from, 

nor rid ourselves of the power of the flesh until Christ changes us in the End—which means that 

everything we do, even good things, are still shot through with imperfection, so that any act of 

any believer anywhere is defiled. Hence the closing clause in WLC Q #78:  “[believers’]…best 

works are imperfect and defiled in the sight of God.” This means, in practical terms, that often 

we must press ahead, aiming at integrity in our living as we seek that purity of heart we are 

called to, even while the sinful flesh within us may be “carrying on” in the background, so to 

speak, tempting us with all manner of sinful thoughts and impulses—thoughts and impulses that 

aim to lure us and deflect us right in the midst of our seeking to live out, for Christ’s sake, what 

is good. The confession is insistent and comprehensive: believers’ “best works are imperfect and 

defiled in the sight of God.”  

 

In other words, at the end of the day, all of us, whether hetero- or homosexually-inclined 

believers, need to be kneeling at the foot of the cross, seeking the Lord’s forgiveness for the 

imperfection and sin lying in the warp and woof of every “work” of ours—all our thoughts, 

words, and deeds, whether we are aware of every detailed way we have been unholy or not. Only 

God can sort it all out precisely. Martin Luther helps us here—the man who struggled so 

profoundly to find, and finally did find, freedom from an accusing conscience:  

 

We say that the natural powers are corrupt in the extreme. When he was created, 

Adam had a right will and understanding. He could hear and see perfectly, and he 
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took care of earthly things perfectly, with praise and faith in God. Through the 

Fall his will, understanding and all natural powers were so corrupted that man 

was no longer whole, but was diverted by sin, lost his correct judgment before 

God, and thought everything perversely against the will and Law of 

God….Therefore our sin is that we are born and conceived in sin….The 

theologian is concerned that man become aware of this nature of his, corrupted 

by sins. When this happens, despair follows….[W]hat shall a man do who knows 

that his whole nature has been crushed by sin and that there is nothing left on 

which he can rely….? When the mind has felt this much, the other part of this 

[Christian] knowledge should follow….A man hears and learns what grace and 

justification are.…[and] the dejected man cheers up, and on the basis of this 

teaching of grace joyfully declares, ‘Though I am a sinner in myself, I am not a 

sinner in Christ, who has been made Righteousness for us’ (I Cor. 1:30).244  

 

4) Because it is opposed to God and his good in principle, the sinful character of the flesh never 

changes, but continues to assail believers until they die, using ever more clever means to deceive 

them. This is implied in the Westminster divines’ characterization of the lustings of the flesh as 

“perpetual.”   

 

As we noted above, “the flesh” is Paul’s term for human beings’ inclination to oppose the 

lordship of God and be gods unto themselves. Semantically, “the flesh” appears to be “a thing” 

distinct from the Christian, but ontologically it is not. “The flesh” is my inward inclination to 

defy God. Paul personifies it to set up the antithesis between our old identity in Adam and our 

new identity in Christ, but Paul never speaks of the flesh losing its evil character. What this 

means practically, is that once the Spirit of God enables believers to gain victory over the sinful 

flesh in short-circuiting the more crass sins, then the flesh, like Satan who disguises himself as an 

angel of light (2 Corinthians 11:14), often resorts to more clever ways of deceiving them. One 

deceitful trick is to draw Christians into an unhealthy preoccupation with a good thing—sexual 

purity. But for fallen people, a preoccupation with sexual purity can lead to a preoccupation with 

sex—in thoughts or in deeds. 

 

Of course, the Word of God calls believers to sexual purity, something which involves focus and 

discipline and watchfulness on account of remaining sinful inclinations. Nevertheless, the 

experience of many godly men and women is that being hyper-concerned about achieving  

sexual purity will often lead to a preoccupation with sex in one’s thought-life. Church historian, 

Roland Bainton, argued that this is what happened in the post-apostolic age of monasticism: 

 

The primary object [of monasticism] was not to escape from sex but from 

society, and the cry of the early monastics was not “Get away from women” but 

“Get away from mankind.” Women, however, were of course included among 

mankind, and flight  from the  larger category obviously entailed withdrawal 

from the smaller. Nature then promptly took her revenge in that sex became an 

obsession. Many of the extravagant mortifications of the flesh were directed 

toward the quelling of (sexual) passion. Representatives of the opposite sex were 

                                                
244 Martin Luther, in his commentary on Psalm 51, in Commentary on Selected Psalms, Luther’s Works  vol. 12, pp. 

308-311.   
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studiously eschewed. When a mother came to visit her seven sons in their desert 

retreat they shut the door and responded to her remonstrance with the consoling 

prospect of reunion in heaven. Even female animals were taboo, and to this day 

Mount Athos harbors only tomcats.245  [emphasis added] 
 

Whether or not Bainton is right in his assessment of the early monastics, we do see a danger in 

our time of becoming obsessed with sex in the pursuit of sexual purity. Putting an inordinate 

emphasis on “orientation change,” from homosexual desire to heterosexual; or thinking of 

homoerotic desire simplistically as “a sin,” which implicitly suggests to sensitive souls that they 

should be squashing it out of their consciousness—all this  easily leads men and women to take 

their focus off of Christ and the grateful obedience he calls his people to, and shift it onto an 

endless preoccupation with their own inner thought-world. Such an emphasis on seeking to rid 

ourselves now of all traces of every unholy impulse can come via the various psycho-spiritual 

approaches which many of the so-called “ex-gay” ministries put front-and-center during the past 

30 years, or in the form of hyper-vigilant views of sanctification. Such views insist that every 

one of us believers—whether hetero- or homosexually-inclined—has a spiritual and moral 

obligation to pray daily not simply that the Lord would not lead us into temptation, or would give 

us strength to withstand the pull of illicit attractions, but that he would remove from our 

consciousness any and all illicit attractions, the thing that even makes temptation possible in the 

first place. This is the error of attempting—consciously or unconsciously—to pull heaven down 

to earth now, as it amounts to an insistence that God has in his Word offered to remove in the 

present life all vestiges of the sinful nature we inherited from Adam. We consider this a rank and 

dangerous error. 

 

As we are arguing here, our confessional standards capture the biblical teaching well, namely, 

that “sin in our members” only dies finally and fully when we die physically. WLC Q #78 

implies that “the perpetual lustings of the flesh against the spirit” is a basic reality even in the 

life of a believer until he or she dies.      

 

 

2. Progress is Possible: Progressive Sanctification is Real 

 

And yet, even in the face of the reality and deceitful power of indwelling sin, we must insist on 

this truth, that in following Christ we have bound ourselves to look for moral change in our lives, 

which means we must not forget the “more and more” of the Westminster Shorter Catechism’s 

definition of sanctification. God promises his people that he wants to grow them and does grow 

them, making them more like his Son. “Progressive sanctification” is real. The WSC summarizes 

it this way: 

 

WSC Q #35.  What is sanctification? 

 

A. Sanctification is the work of God’s free grace, whereby we are renewed in the  

 

                                                
245 Roland Bainton, What Christianity Says About Sex, Love and Marriage (1957) pp. 28-29. 
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whole man after the image of God, and are enabled more and more to die unto 

sin, and live unto righteousness.  
 

What this means in practical terms is that we should be people who do not rest until we are fully 

and finally like the Lord Jesus Christ, through and through. The Spirit of God teaches us to long 

for that and to give ourselves daily to the Lord for it. We do not make our peace with sin. At the 

same time, we accept the apostolic teaching that our sinful flesh remains part of us until we die, 

that it never changes its selfish character, that it seeks ever more subtle ways to disorder our 

loves, take control of our wills, and ransack our lives. But that teaching also entails the invitation 

to mourn, along with the Apostle Paul, that we have to endure this battle between good and evil 

which rages in the war theater of our own lives. Rather than seeking to stamp out of our 

consciousness every impulse of our sinful flesh—a thing impossible in any case—we are called 

to lament the presence of the sinful flesh in us, groan with longing for the day when our body 

will be redeemed and move beyond temptation, but then we must also refuse to let sin’s presence 

in our bodily existence preoccupy and tyrannize us. This enables us to get on with the hard work 

of resisting its impulses, of heeding the apostolic exhortation to “flee from sexual immorality”  

(1 Cor. 6:18) in those situations that call for our literal exit—all of it done by the power and 

presence of Jesus Christ, brought to us by the Spirit of God as we discern his leading.  

 

In the Scriptures the accent falls on asking God for strength to resist temptation, not on asking 

for a divine intervention so radical that temptation is removed in the first place. If some 

believers feel constrained to pray such prayers, let them so pray. But we ought not to impose that 

as a duty on all, binding every believer’s conscience with very narrowly defined spiritual 

exercises and disciplines. Even when well-intentioned, this puts us in jeopardy of micro-

managing one another’s sanctification, something that will only incline us, sooner or later, to 

become participants in the mischief of legalism.    

 

Those of us who have suffered deeply in the sticky mire of morbid self-examination—and many 

of us have—know how unhelpful, and in the end, profoundly unspiritual such efforts commonly 

are. They appear lofty and Spirit-led at first, but are the more dangerous for that, since in the end 

they incline us to get lost inside our own head, chasing inner states of mind, and focusing more 

on ourselves and less on Christ,246 and thereby, becoming more worldly and captured by our 

                                                
246 See the uplifting testimony and teaching of Harry Ironside regarding this theme in his book, Holiness: The False 

and the True (1946). Ironside had gone down into the bog of morbid introspection that a hyper-vigilance about one’s 

inner impulses, thoughts, desires, lusts and feelings commonly leads sensitive Christians to fall into in their effort to 

allow the Lord to sanctify them. Because he was thinking about himself most of the time, and of the very real and 

depressing twistedness still quite alive in his own Adam-tainted soul, Ironside lived in miserable spiritual defeat. 

This continued until he recovered the Pauline principle set out in Romans 7 and 8: He began to focus more on 

Christ’s accomplished victory at the cross than on his own perversities and the depressing things those perversities 

so often bring into one’s inner home, one’s heart. The Trappist monk, Thomas Merton, called this stream of dubious 

thoughts and impulses swirling in our heads, “mind chatter.” From a biblical perspective a phrase like that can help, 

because it so clearly implies one does not have to pay much attention to so much of what the mind chatters;  we can 

ignore terrific amounts of what swirls in the head because it is not the authentic Spirit-empowered voice of the 

renewed heart; it is merely the detritus of the spiritually dysfunctional sinful flesh that remains ever with us, 

pestering us until we die and our spirit is perfected (Hebrews 12:23).  
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sinful flesh. We like John Frame’s insistence that Christians ought not work from “the 

assumption that deliverance from sin must remove all temptation toward that sin in this life.”247  

 

What we need is a return to the biblical contours of the call to be engaged in the battle between 

the sinful flesh that remains “part of who I am” till death, and the Holy Spirit who has been sent 

into my being on the basis of the finished work of Christ, and given me a new heart, and a new 

identity. In fact, the most cogent reading of both Galatians 5:13-26 and Romans 7 & 8 is that 

Paul is explicitly teaching this: that not “the flesh,” our old identity in Adam, but the “new man” 

in Christ, the new heart given by the Holy Spirit, constitutes every believer’s truest and deepest 

identity.  That is the truer “me.”248 We quote Philip Turner again: 

 

The struggle necessary if we are to direct our sexual energies to their appointed 

and life-giving ends becomes, in Christ, a battle with an old self that refuses to 

honor God and insists upon its own way. In the power of the Spirit, this old nature 

must be put off and a new one put on. That old nature is driven by desires, some 

of them sexual, that are connected to self-serving ends. It is the teaching of the 

churches that both married and single people are called to say yes to this struggle 

and recognize it as part of the “upward call of God.” 

 

For most, a struggle with unfulfilled sexual longing is anything but part of an 

“upward call.” It seems instead a destructive, repressive, and self-deceptive form 

of denial. It is the belief of Christians, however, that entry into this battle leads 

men and women away from precisely these life-destroying habits and stratagems 

and toward a life that is open both to God and to their fellow men and women. To 

say “yes” to life in the Spirit is in fact the only way to end self-deceptive denial 

and harmful repression. The Spirit of God is the Spirit of truth and life rather 

than repression and denial. It calls for us to present ourselves at each moment to 

God as we are, with as much knowledge of ourselves as we can muster, with all 

our desires and intentions exposed, and in so doing ask for guidance, help, and 

the transfiguration of our lives. God will not answer yes to many of the desires 

presented, but in saying no he will say yes to deeper desires and deeper loves—

both for God and for the men and women with whom God has surrounded us. 
 

God will also speak a word of forgiveness over our inadequacies and failures and 

in so doing provide us strength to be even more truthful and more compassionate. 

Sexual desire is a very powerful one, and at the moment it is given full license by 

our society. Everything that confronts single people conspires to say, “Just do it!” 

It is increasingly rare for a single person, at one point or another, not to be 

involved in a sexual relation. In Christ, however, these relations need neither to 

be trumpeted nor denied. They can be brought before God, and as they are 

presented they will be judged with far more truth and love than we can muster.249 

  

 

  

                                                
247 John M. Frame, The Doctrine of the Christian Life (2008), p. 265. 
248   See Ron Lutjens, “ ‘You Do Not Do What You Want:’ What Does Galatians 5:17 Really Mean?” Presbyterion, 

Vol. XVI  #2 (Fall 1990), pp. 103-117. 
249 Philip Turner, “Sex and the Single Life,” in First Things magazine (May 1993), p.20.  
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3. The Liberating Doctrine of Sin and Grace in Romans 7 and the Westminster Standards 

 

As we continue to reflect here on the Pauline doctrine of the sinful flesh as the foundation of our 

confessional teaching on the pervasiveness of sin, we would do well to contemplate the 

application of J. I. Packer’s exposition of Romans 7 to the battle against sexual temptation and 

sin, keeping in mind revisionist James Brownson’s fear of  “a lifetime of turmoil and tension” for 

SSA believers if we ask them, in Jesus’ name, to renounce and resist their homosexual desires.  

Packer wrote:  

 

We…conclude that in Romans 7:14-25, Paul is not…describing a man in Adam, 

but a man in Christ…. 
  

The freedom from sin’s power which Christ bestows in this world is less than the 

deliverance for which the “wretched man” [of Romans 7] cries out. For what he 

desires is deliverance “out of the body of this death,” that is, this mortal body 

which is at present sin’s place of residence. But that deliverance will not come 

until “this mortal shall have put on immortality....” (1 Corinthians 15:54).  

                                                                                [emphasis added] 
  

The man in Christ serves the law of God with his mind, in the sense that he wants 

and wills to keep it perfectly, but with the flesh he serves the law of sin, as appears 

from the fact that he is never able to keep the law as perfectly and consistently as 

he wishes to do. The emphatic… ‘I—even I”—expresses Paul’s sense of how 

painfully paradoxical it is that a Christian man like himself, who desires so 

heartily to keep God’s law and do only good, should find himself…breaking the 

law and doing what in effect is evil. But such is the state of the Christian till his 

body is redeemed.”   
  
The wretchedness of the “wretched man” thus springs from the discovery of his 

continuing sinfulness, and the knowledge that he cannot hope to be rid of 

indwelling sin, his troublesome inmate, while he remains in the body. He is 

painfully conscious that for the present his reach exceeds his grasp, and therefore 

he longs for the (final) eschatological deliverance through which the tension 

between will and achievement, purpose and performance, plan and action, will be 

abolished.250  
  

Our own Westminster Standards imply that nothing done by any of the sin-stricken children of 

Adam, whether unbeliever or believer, is done without fault, i.e., they imply that we cannot 

change what Packer calls, “the [sin-inclined] state of the Christian’s body” on this side of glory. 

The Larger Catechism puts this question, and then answers it decisively: 

 

WLC Q #149: Is any man able perfectly to keep the commandments of God? 

 

A: No man is able, either of himself, or by any grace received in this life, perfectly 

to keep the commandments of God; but doth daily break them in thought, word, and 

deed. 

                                                
250 J.I. Packer in “The ‘Wretched Man’ in Romans 7,” Studia Evangelica  vol. 2 Part I: The New Testament 

Scriptures, ed. F. L. Cross,  (pp. 626-27). 
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In other words, in this life there is some trace of sin in every instance of human experience where 

the 6th commandment enjoining sexual purity comes into play—in every instance of every human 

being’s experience. And we have already noted WLC Q #78’s strong statement—worth 

repeating again—that: 

 

A: The imperfection of sanctification in believers ariseth from the remnants of sin 

abiding in every part of them, and the perpetual lustings of the flesh against the 

spirit; whereby they are often foiled with temptations, and fall into many sins, are 

hindered in all their spiritual services, and their best works are imperfect and 

defiled in the sight of God. [emphasis added] 
 

 

4. Is There Good in “Being Gay?” 

 

The biblical, radical view of sin—that its remnants “abide in every part” of a Christian’s life, 

brings us back to Wes Hill’s lament that as a Christ-confessing man who lived with homosexual 

attraction, he found himself burdened by “a sense of being broken beyond repair”—and therefore 

of being “regularly, unavoidably displeasing to God.” But this is precisely where Luther’s  simul 

iustus et peccator identity (Latin for “sinner and saint at the same time”)  needs to come into play 

in the lives of all believers battling their sinful flesh in the pursuit of a holy Christ-likeness—

including homoerotically-inclined Christians: by virtue of our historical tie-in to Adam, we 

indeed remain sinners, foiled so often in our desire to please the God who saved us—foiled by 

the relentless, “perpetual lustings,” in the strong language of the Larger Catechism, that 

characterize our “flesh.” These are Adamic inclinations that come from within us and afflict and 

tempt us till we die. But by virtue of Christ’s finished work in atoning for our guilt and 

constituting us righteous in the sight of God, we stand justified. Hence, Luther’s salutary, gospel-

oriented slogan: I am  “justified and sinner” at the same time. It’s not surprising then, that Wes 

Hill winds up finding consolation in that famous phrase of Luther’s in one of his pieces where he 

is reflecting on our never-ending battle against sexual temptation.251 

 

What does this mean in practical terms, for the sanctification of those of our brothers and sisters 

in Christ who live feeling sexually attracted every day to those of their same sex? It means first 

of all a staking of one’s identity on being fully and forever in Christ, and counted as his beloved. 

This in turn must lead to a renouncing of all introspection that turns morbid, because that 

becomes an instrument of torture we ourselves lay in the hands of the Evil One, who disguises 

himself as an angel of light and so easily convinces us that such self-probing is the proper 

instrument to offer the Holy Spirit for his task of convicting us of sin. Of course, there should be 

times for careful self-assessment—for “examining ourselves” (1 Corinthians 11:28; 2 

Corinthians 13:5) and where the Holy Spirit truly convicts us of sin, indeed, we must own it, deal 

with it as spiritual people through confession and appropriation of forgiveness, and, if need be, 

flee from the setting in which we “took the bait” laid for us by our own sinful desires. But when 

we get caught in the cul-de-sac of an ever more refined introspection that only breeds shame, 

                                                
251 See Hill’s quote on p. 74 of this report.  
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self-loathing, or a vigilance against sin that exhausts rather than fortifies and empowers us, then 

we must cry to the Lord. We must ask him to back us out of that fruitless and tail-catching, 

circular spin, even as we make the choice—often needing the encouragement and challenge of 

others—to get out of our own heads and “lose ourselves” in the reassuring promises and 

declarations of God that flow from the finished work of Christ. Then, with our spirit lifted, we 

can lose ourselves too, in the needs of others, and in the good, wide world God created.  

 

But Wes Hill and other SSA believers argue for more. With the above description of every  

believer’s core identity, his or her identity in Christ, Wes is in full agreement—and on the 

record.252 But Wes also wants to maintain that it is possible to parse out strands or “parts” of 

“being gay” that reflect and actually inspire things that are morally good.253 We believe this 

effort to be well-intentioned in those we know who are defending it; we judge it to be the 

practical outworking of a godly desire to lay hold of Christ as the redeemer of broken situations, 

as well as to provide a bridge to those outside the church who are living gay-affirming lives. We 

believe it is biblically sound to encourage those who live with homosexual desire to be looking 

for and expecting God to redeem that condition and bring good out of it both for the individual 

who must bear the burden of it, and for the church of Jesus that God wishes to bless through 

those individuals. After all, God brought great good in Joseph’s life out of the evil intentions of 

his jealous brothers that landed him in Egyptian slavery. Nevertheless, we believe great care 

needs to be taken in how we understand and express God’s purpose to redeem broken situations, 

especially where the “brokenness” involves deep desires that are “not the way it’s  supposed to 

be;” that is, since the thing desired (homosexual sexual gratification) would always and by 

definition be contrary to the will of God to get. It is important to resist that so very modern 

sensibility that tempts us to cry out, in effect, “Please don’t make me feel any worse about 

myself than I already do—”something that plagues all of us in the 21st century ethos of “I am 

spectacular.”  

 

Yet it’s true that far too many same-sex-attracted men and women have been made to feel that 

they are worse than others; to feel that, in fact, not only are their sexual attractions intrinsically 

disordered, but everything about them is disordered. That conclusion, of course, does not 

logically follow, and good pastoral care will, with much patient listening, great empathy, and  

gospel-focused counsel, encourage that brother or sister to hold his or her head up high because 

of their union with the Lord Jesus. 

 

Still, we would raise a caution against trying too hard to find good things that homosexual desire 

itself produces, and would urge great care and restraint on all sides as this gets debated. The 

claim of some is that a larger capacity for, say, male-to-male friendships flows from being a 

                                                
252 For Wes Hill’s views we recommend going first to a February 26, 2014 post of his on the Spiritual Friendship 

website titled “Is Being Gay Sanctifiable?” and then to his 2015 book, Spiritual Friendship. To understand this 

school of thought see also the helpful article by Ron Belgau, posted on the Spiritual Friendship website on 

December 19, 2015, and titled “What is ‘Gay’?” 
253 Recall that in Chapter II, SPEAKING WITH CLARITY, CHARITY, FIDELITY, AND PRUDENCE, this came 

up with regard to terminology. There we discussed briefly Hill’s arguments for calling himself a “gay Christian,” 

and saw that it is rooted in this notion that there are things traceable to one’s homoerotic desire that are morally good 

things, if they are “distilled out” from the moral error that distorts them. 
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homosexually-inclined man, since a gay man simply has a greater affinity for close connection 

with other men. But while a larger capacity for male friendship may be true for some gay men, is 

it demonstrably true for all? And it is at least arguable that being a homosexually-inclined man 

brings as many liabilities to the potential for male-to-male friendships as it does assets, since 

there is a greater danger of true friendship getting hijacked by the romantic/erotic/sexual element 

that is present, at least potentially. Multiple factors are likely to be at work in shaping anyone’s 

inclination toward deep friendship with someone of the same sex, just as we commonly recognize 

many factors to be involved in the shaping of all our gifts, graces, and abilities.  

 

In this debate it seems hard to avoid the conclusion that the distinguishing feature in “being gay” 

is the experience of feeling homoerotic attractions on a more or less regular basis—not the 

choice to embrace, pursue, and claim those attractions as one’s sexual identity. But saying that 

feeling homoerotic desire is the distinguishing experience of those who call themselves “gay” 

rather than their distinguishing identity, does not mean that those who experience homoerotic 

attraction only desire, or even mainly desire, erotic satisfaction. They testify that they desire 

more: friendship, community, emotional intimacy, and this testimony, in reliable people, needs 

to be trusted. So just as there is a danger that a deep friendship of, say, an SSA male with another 

male can become wrongly and destructively eroticized, so there is a danger that, for fear of 

friendships becoming eroticized, SSA men and women can become wrongly and destructively 

isolated. Wes Hill has put his finger on not just the one danger, but the twin poles where SSA 

believers have to be watchful, and where they need the body of Christ to give them very practical 

support:  

 

…I find myself wondering which is the greater danger—the ever-present possibility 

of codependency, sexual transgression, emotional smothering (and other temptations 

that come with close friendship) or else the burden, not to mention the attendant 

temptations, of isolation and solitude created by the absence of human closeness? A 

great company of saints witnesses to the fact that we can indeed flourish without 

romance, marriage, or children; I don't know of one who witnesses to the possibility 

of our flourishing without love altogether.254 

 

But returning to the claim that there is more to “being gay” than sexually desiring those of your 

own sex—is there any justification for it? Augustine helps us, perhaps, in his explanation of what 

it means that human beings are an admixture of both good and evil. Augustine argued that evil 

has no independent existence, and so can only exist by distorting something that God made 

intrinsically good: 

 

[O]nly the foolish and unknowing can deny that it [any entity created by God as 

something good] is still good even when corrupted….Now if a man [i.,e. a human 

person] is something good because he is an entity, what, then, is a bad man 

except an evil good? When, however, we distinguish between these two concepts, 

we find that the bad man is not bad because he is a man, nor is he good because 

he is wicked. Rather, he is a good entity insofar as he is a man, evil insofar as he 

is wicked...Unless…something is good, it cannot be corrupted….Evils, therefore, 

                                                
254 Wes Hill in Spiritual Friendship, p. 41. 
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have their source in the good, and unless they are parasitic on something good, 

they are not anything at all.255 

 

To apply that now to the sexual sphere: Beneath the evil particularities of sinful heterosexual 

desire and actions, and beneath the evil particularities of all homoerotic desire and actions, is the 

universality of what is human, which is something good—good by virtue of being made by God. 

And the goodness of being human entails, at least in part, having been created with desire and 

capacity for love, intimacy, friendship and belonging. Hence, insofar as gay men and women 

long for these things and have capacity for them, we can say there is good in it; but insofar as 

their desire for these things attaches to the wrong object, that is, to one who is sexually “same” 

and not “other,” there is evil in it too—and such is the case too, with all heterosexual people 

when their desire for intimacy, friendship, closeness, and love seeks an object for fulfillment 

forbidden by God, that is, for a person who is sexually “off-limits.” All this means that it is not a 

weak-knee watering down of the sinfulness involved to speak of homoerotic partnerships—or 

even of a heterosexual adulterous relationship—as disordered love. 

 

A contemporary endorsement of this Augustinian principle that explains its spiritual logic is 

found in a modern book on parenting boys. Of course, parenting is a different ethical issue than 

the one we are deliberating on in this report. But principles have many applications, and it’s the  

principle we are exploring here. Light is shed on Augustine’s reasoning about evil being a 

parasite on the good when the author of this book writes:  

 

Unbelief cannot look past the surface. If there was any sin involved [i.e., in the 

other person; and in the context of this book, it would be the sin of one’s child], 

unbelief sees only the sin. Faith sees what was turned aside to the service of sin 

and seeks to turn it back again. Sin is parasitic and cannot function without some 

good attributes that it seeks to corrupt. Consequently, faith must distinguish that 

which must be preserved and developed and that which must be abandoned 

because of the sin.256 

 

We believe Augustine’s distinction between good and evil—evident in one and the same person, 

in one and the same act, and even in one and the same desire, might help us in the ongoing 

debate about whether it is right to label as “sinful” the unchanging sexual desire (=the sexual 

“orientation”) of a man for a man, and a woman for a woman.  For instance, we agree with 

Denny Burk that same-sex sexual attraction is not “morally benign.”257 At the same time we 

                                                
255Augustine of Hippo, The Enchiridion on Faith, Hope, and Love, chapter XIII. 
256 Doug Wilson in Future Men: Raising Boys to Fight Giants, (2012) Introduction, p. 11. 
257 Denny Burk,  “Is Homosexual Orientation Sinful?” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 58/1 (2015), 

p. 114. Jonathan Berry tackles the question in “Are Same-Sex Attractions Sinful?” Satisfied in Christ website. 

Posted March 10, 2016. Berry rightly calls for some semantic precision. But after defining “attraction” as virtually 

synonymous with “appreciation,” he distinguishes a morally benign “attraction” (an appreciation of a man’s good 

looks, for instance) from a “sinful desire” (which turns him into an idol). That seems an easy enough moral 

judgment, but it feels like Berry doesn’t get to the harder question. The real question seems to be, Is desire which is 

not simply appreciative, but is sexual/erotic/romantic in nature—is that desire morally neutral? Desire is a 

continuum, but where it is marked by what we often call “romantic interest” in another, and by erotic feelings, it is 
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believe things ought to be cut more finely than Burk does. We argue in this report that it is better 

to speak of same-sex attraction as “of sin,” since it’s roots are in the fall into sin in Eden. But if 

We find Augustine’s approach credible: That evil is nothing more than the corruption of what is 

good. If that’s true, then we can see behind a desire tainted by sin, something that’s good, and we 

could say this: Insofar as a man desires to love another man, he desires what is good; but insofar 

as he desires sexual engagement to be the vehicle of that love, he desires what is evil, since such 

is forbidden by God. The church’s view since apostolic times is that in the biblical framework of 

things, homoerotic attractions deceive when they incline a person toward their end, which is, 

bodily union with someone who is not sexually other, but sexually the same. Nevertheless, 

mixed in with or behind the homoerotic desire are the desires for closeness, intimacy, friendship, 

and love with others—not only with those who are sexually “other,” but also with those who are 

of the same sex. These desires are morally good; they are central to what it means to be made in 

the image of God. Men have always needed close connections with other men, and women with 

women. This means that some inclinations homoerotically-inclined men and women feel are, in 

fact, morally neutral or morally good, and need to be affirmed by the church, even if it is wise to 

continue to reflect on and work at expressing carefully, just what the connection might be 

between the homoerotic desire and those positive inclinations entwined with it.  

 

The Scriptures teach that as a desire which God forbids his human creatures to satisfy, 

homoerotic desire should be restrained and not be allowed to seek satisfaction. But where there is 

maturity and watchfulness, such desire can be and often is, sublimated, and one’s energy, love, 

and discipline redirected into non-erotically-focused connections, including serious friendships 

with both sexes, all of which help meet the human need for intimacy, and teach the church by 

example the importance of true and healing community. Even deep friendships with other same-

sex-attracted persons might be pursued, as long as both use discernment and practice the 

prudence which love for God exercises, a principle stressed by Augustine, when he said: 

“[P]rudence is love discerning well between what helps it toward God and what hinders it.”258
  

 

 

D. BEARING EACH OTHERS’ BURDENS IN OUR COMMON BATTLE AGAINST 

SEXUAL TEMPTATION 

 

 If, as we have argued, heterosexually-inclined and homosexually-inclined believers in Jesus 

both must fight the same battle against the differently-disordered desires that dog them, then 

surely we all ought to be helping and encouraging each other in the effort, bearing one 

anothers’ burdens, along the way, as Paul exhorts the church to do in Galatians 6. Numerous 

presbyters are aware of many same-sex-attracted believers who testify that they feel a dearth of 

true and earnest sympathy from people in the church—not so much because they feel ill will 

directed at them by other believers, but because so many heterosexual Christians don’t know 

homosexually-attracted people very well—or don’t know that they know them; too many don’t 

know the depth of their struggles to remain faithful to God in chastity and contentment, but more 

                                                                                                                                                       
already on the near end of the continuum, and has its end point in the sexual, that is, in intimate, physical connection 

that seeks bodily union.             
258Augustine of Hippo, On the Morals of the Catholic Church, XV.25. 
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importantly, don’t know their ordinary humanness. Too many still think all homosexually-

oriented men, especially, are perpetually sex-crazed and characteristically dangerous to 

children. Part of this might be traced to Christians having unconsciously taken the sharpness of 

Paul’s polemic in Romans 1 to imply that homosexual sin is the worst of all possible sins, 

agreeing with the church father, Chrysostom, who proclaimed from his pulpit that homosexual 

indulgence was the worst possible sin a person could commit (cited elsewhere in this report). 

Some may point to Paul’s insistence that homosexual behavior is “worthy of death” (Romans 

1:28-32), forgetting that homosexual acts in Romans 1 are the first in a list of all kinds of sins 

that are judged to be  “worthy of death,” including strife, deceit, gossip, and disobedience to 

parents. Before the holy law of God, every last one of us has committed capital offenses. 

  

Experience has taught us the importance of getting to know men and women who are seeking to 

follow Christ but are living their lives against the backdrop of an ongoing homoerotic desire. So 

many of them seek to resist their sexual inclinations and have accepted them as a burden to carry, 

in the yoke alongside of Christ—yet without becoming obsessed by the presence of these desires. 

The more we get to know these brothers and sisters in the Lord, the more it seems that what they 

need to focus on is not how much more heinous than other sins homosexual sin might or might 

not be, but on how much it has in common with other sins—say, sins of spiritual pride or anger 

or slander. We believe there is a crucial need in the Church for hetero- and homosexually-

inclined Christians to find a commonness in bearing each others’ burdens in the ongoing battle 

we are all called to fight against our sinful flesh.  

 

The late Christian theologian and culture critic, Richard John Neuhaus expressed poignantly this 

“commonality in the battle:”  

 

Finally, we will not be able to understand what is happening (in our society) or be 

able to do much about it unless we recognize the cultural erosion of what can 

only be called a spiritual sensibility—a sensibility that we are all flawed creatures 

living in a fragile world that cannot survive without  forbearance and forgiveness. 

A young man to whom I was explaining the Church’s teaching about disordered 

[homosexual] desire responded with the plaintive cry, “But the Church is still 

saying there is something wrong with me!” Well, yes—and with me, and with all 

of us. But we must never define ourselves—not entirely, not most importantly—by 

what is wrong with us. Who we are, our identity, is more than that, much more 

than that. We are defined not by the disorder of our desires but by the right 

ordering of our loves and loyalties, and at the end of the day we must ask 

forgiveness for loves and loyalties betrayed. Without forbearance and 

forgiveness, we are all hopelessly lost.259         

 

     

 

 

  

                                                
259 Richard John Neuhaus, Homosexuality and American Public Life, edited by Christopher Wolfe (1999), p. 246. 
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IV. Final Thoughts 

 

A. CAN AN ORTHODOX CHRISTIAN “ACCEPT” HIS OR HER HOMOSEXUAL 

ORIENTATION? 

 

Some contemporary Christians seem to have the fear that, under the influence of the new “gay is 

good” mentality that has captured our society, theologically conservative SSA Christians who 

don’t want to be written off by the culture will be inclined more and more to “accept” their 

homosexual desire even as they take care not to fulfill it in homosexual acts. But now at the end 

of this Addendum we ask, “ ‘Accept’ their homosexual desire as what?” Accept it as something 

unbroken and good, to be embraced and enjoyed? We have argued in this report our conviction 

that such cannot be done without compromising faithfulness to the Lord who bought us.   

Regarding numerous SSA believers among us and in our churches, our sense is that the majority 

of them are committed, on biblical grounds, to the same teaching our Presbytery is and has been 

committed to: living faithfully to Christ means that the deep and abiding need for human 

intimacy and love is to be met through strong and deep relationships—but not those that are 

homoerotically-oriented.    

 

Divine grace is at work in the world, and Christ has come, to our great consolation.  This means 

that there is a proper sense in which one’s situation of living with ongoing homoerotic desire can 

be “accepted:” It can be accepted by a maturing Christian as a burden to be borne, in the filling 

up of what is still lacking in Christ’s afflictions. And it can be accepted too, with all its attendant 

temptations, as one’s “life condition” to be offered up to God so that he might redeem it by 

drawing good things from having to endure it, not the least of which might be to reveal 

something of a vocation of service to others hidden in it, as C. S. Lewis proposed. This is what 

God does: he redeems broken situations by his great, divine power, even as he brought great and 

gloriously “good” things from the evil judicial murder of his Son. Let us not forget too, that the 

great blessing of the gospel going to the Gentile world was occasioned by the Jewish 

establishment’s rejection of Christ as their Messiah. Sometimes the “redemption” of one’s 

homosexual orientation will be full and complete deliverance from it in the here and now, a 

deliverance some have testified to; at other times it will involve offering oneself in service to and 

community with others while continuing to bear the burden of broken desire. Everyone’s story 

will be different in the particulars; and all SSA believers are to be accorded their “Christian 

freedom” when it comes to those morally indifferent or morally good things that sometimes are 

regarded as ethically tainted in the minds of both heterosexually- and homosexually-inclined 

Christians because of the association those things have with the gay-is-good 

philosophy/theology, things that have been so visible in the gay sub-cultures in our wider 

society.  

 

God will bring good out of everything that is offered up to Christ by those who know him and 

want to love and obey him more faithfully. No one has put this better than Dorothy Sayers, when 

she wrote: 

 

It is only with the confident assertion of the creative divinity of the Son [of God] 
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that the doctrine of the Incarnation becomes a real revelation of the structure of 

the world. And here Christianity has its enormous advantage over every other 

religion in the world. It is the only religion which gives value to evil and 

suffering. It affirms—not, like Christian Science, that evil has no real existence, 

nor yet like Buddhism, that good consists in a refusal to experience evil—but that 

perfection is attained through the active and positive effort to wrench a real 

good out of a real evil.260 [emphasis added]  
 

This truth, that we who are “no longer our own” “have been bought with a price”  

(1 Corinthians 6:19) by a God who redeems us from sin and all the misery that flows from it. 

This means that the great confidence homosexually-inclined Christians can have for themselves, 

and with and for their heterosexual brothers and sisters in Christ is this: that all Christ-followers 

most certainly have a costly but extremely important place in the church of Jesus Christ, even a 

kind of vocation as signposts of God’s Kingdom of redemption, where the Redeemer King does 

his marvelous work in the broken lives of everyone who comes to him.  

 

 

B. THE BRACING PASTORAL COUNSEL OF ROMANS 7 & 8 

 

As we end this Addendum we want to put in front of our readers the best piece of pastoral 

counsel we know:  the refreshing teaching found in Romans 7 and 8 on the radical nature both of 

sin and of grace. All of us need to keep front and center Paul’s sensitive awareness of the 

ongoing reality and power of the inclination toward sin in the life of every believer, Paul’s 

confidence in the greater power of Jesus Christ over it, and his aching desire to be past all 

battling with evil and its desires when Christ returns and transforms the bodies of those who love 

him. Here is how we all are called to think, act, and hope: 

 

7:22 ...I delight in the law of God, in my inner being, 23 but I see in my 

members another law waging war against the law of my mind and making 

me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members. 24 Wretched man 

that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death? 25 Thanks be to 

God through Jesus Christ our Lord! So then, I myself serve the law of God 

with my mind, but with my flesh I serve the law of sin. 
 

8:1 There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ 

Jesus. 2 For the law of the Spirit of life has set you free in Christ Jesus from 

the law of sin and death. 3 For God has done what the law, weakened by the 

flesh, could not do. By sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and 

for sin, he condemned sin in the flesh, 4 in order that the righteous 

requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not according to the 

flesh but according to the Spirit…. 
 

10...if Christ is in you, although the body is dead because of sin, [yet] the 

Spirit is life because of righteousness. 11 If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus 

from the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ Jesus from the dead will 

also give life to your mortal bodies through his Spirit who dwells in you. 
                                                
260 Dorothy Sayers, Creed or Chaos (1949) p. 37. 
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12 So then, brothers, we are debtors, not to the flesh, to live according to the 

flesh. 13 For if you live according to the flesh you will die, but if by the Spirit 

you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live…. 
 

18 For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth 

comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us. 19 For the creation 

waits with eager longing for the revealing of the sons of God. 20 For the 

creation was subjected to futility, not willingly, but because of him who 

subjected it, in hope 21 that the creation itself will be set free from its 

bondage to corruption and obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of 

God. 22 For we know that the whole creation has been groaning together in 

the pains of childbirth until now. 23 And not only the creation, but we 

ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait 

eagerly for adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies.  
 

This, waiting and longing for that final ridding of all remnants of sin from us, and in the day by 

day of the here and now, resisting, by the power of Jesus Christ, the sinful flesh always “at our 

elbow”—this is the pattern of focus set out in the Word of God for every believer, and confirmed 

by the Westminster Standards. This is part of what SSA Christians (or “gay” Christians, as some 

call themselves) and “straight” Christians need to support each other in, sharing their struggles, 

their failures, and the victories Christ is working in them as they grow in grace. What the 

changes and growth wrought by the progressive, sanctifying work of the Spirit look like, 

specifically, will vary from Christian to Christian. But in none of us will spiritual maturing entail 

our sinful flesh attempting to intrude itself less into our affections and choices. The flesh simply 

becomes more clever and subtle in these intrusions—which is why Paul mourns in Romans 7:25 

the very condition of having to continue to battle its impulses. And that is why he teaches us to 

stir up a passionate longing for the day coming when we will be past all this—the day of “the 

redemption of our bodies” (Romans 8:23). So we say, Amen! Come, Lord Jesus! (Revelation 

22:20).  
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VIII.   WHEN SHOULD LOVE BE TOUGH?  

The Use and Abuse of Church Discipline 
 

(WE RECOMMEND THAT BEFORE READING THIS SECTION PRESBYTERS GO TO  

THE APPENDICES AND READ JERRAM BARRS’S WHOLE SECTION IN 

PRESBYTERY’S 1994 REPORT  FOR A GENERAL OVERVIEW OF CHURCH 

DISCIPLINE. THE 1994 REPORT IS APPENDIX A. THE SECTION WE ARE 

RECOMMENDING IS TITLED “ARGUMENTS: CHURCH DISCIPLINE”) 

 

We begin this section by citing the original 1994 Presbytery report written in response to a 

congregation’s specific question about the moral legitimacy of homosexual partnerships. In 

particular, we quote from the section on church discipline:  

  

We are encouraged and challenged by the example your church [the congregation 

seeking counsel from Presbytery] has been in reaching out to homosexual men 

and women, and we recognize that God’s Word must be given time to bear its 

fruit in the hearts of those whom he calls to the gospel. Yet, we believe that 

Scripture calls us to the practice of discipline as a means of grace to bring about 

the growth in obedience to God which is the calling of every Christian. Discipline 

is, of course, chastisement, and is therefore painful; yet, by the power of the 

Spirit, discipline too is God’s ordained instrument to produce the peaceable fruit 

of righteousness in believers who fall into grievous sin, be it homosexual acts, or 

any of the other offenses for which the Scriptural teaching demands the practice 

of discipline…. 
 

Jesus calls his church into existence to glorify and enjoy the Father with him, to 

serve fellow believers in love, and to bring his message of salvation to a wicked 

and desperately needy world. 
  
This calling of the church to the world means that we are forbidden by Christ to 

curse, revile and insult sinners. Rather we are commanded to pray for them, to 

bless them and to love them even if they hate us and make themselves our 

enemies. 
  
A church, therefore is not to be a gathering where only the righteous feel 

welcome, but rather a fellowship of sinners saved by grace, who welcome other 

sinners, a gathering of believers who, like Jesus himself, eat and drink with 

sinners and are servants of sinners. A proper humility before God will always 

lead to such an attitude and way of living. If this humility is not present we will 

bring on ourselves the denunciation that Jesus spoke to the Pharisee ([in a 

parable] Luke 18:914). This man was actually congratulating himself that he was 

not sinful like other men—he just put it in the form of a prayer. 
  
A church ought to be a body among whom sinners of every kind are welcomed to 

hear the proclamation of the gospel; a community where those seeking God are 

given time to repent of their sins; and a fellowship of supplication where there is 

urgent and persistent prayer for the Spirit to call sinful men and women to the 

obedience of Christ and to an increasingly righteous life. 
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This should not mean that the clear teaching of Scripture announcing the holiness 

of God is to be muted, nor that the denunciation of sin is to be restrained, nor that 

there will be no passionate calls to repentance. However, time needs to be given 

for this message of repentance to take root in a sinner's heart as faith begins to 

grow there and as the Spirit softens the conscience through the Word.261 

             

This was the position adopted by our Presbytery in the summer of 1994 when it answered the 

question of one of its congregations as to whether same-sex-attracted couples with an evangelical 

profession of faith in Christ, but sexually involved with each other, should be received into the 

church as members in good standing with a credible profession of faith in Christ, and welcomed 

to the Lord’s Table. The answer returned was in the negative, even if it was qualified by a proper 

emphasis on the need of our churches to be places that welcome sinners like ourselves.  

 

Ought we to revise that answer now, in a more lenient direction? Revisionist writers on 

homosexuality point to a decline in the practice of church discipline in evangelical churches for 

heterosexual sins like cohabitation outside of marriage, Christians marrying unbelievers, 

adultery, and unlawful divorce, but then note that these same churches are insistent that 

homosexual relationships are worthy of judicial discipline. The charge against such “cherry-

picking” of sins is, of course, that it is full of hypocrisy. And the argument goes that since 

traditionalist churches are not consistently applying discipline to heterosexual sinners, they 

should stop persecuting gay and lesbian couples with it, stop exercising church discipline by a 

double standard.   

 

We want to argue that the movement of the church ought to be in the other direction: that rather 

than set aside the disciplining of its members for homosexual sin in the interest of fairness to all, 

it ought to rise to the challenge and begin more seriously to discipline both homosexually-

inclined and heterosexually-inclined offenders alike in the interest of faithfulness to them all and 

to the Lord who bought them. 

 

The Apostolic Grounds for Discipline. But on what grounds do we say that committed gay 

relationships warrant the church’s judicial discipline, especially if there seems to be a warm and 

lively personal trust in the Lord? The revisionists argue that those relationships do not warrant 

discipline, because they are not at all the kind of homosexual liaisons condemned as sinful in the 

Scriptures. The debate turns in part on the meaning of arsenokoites words in 1 Corinthians 6:9 

and 1 Timothy 1:10. For a detailed discussion of this word, see the exegesis section this report:  

 

 

IV. “What Does the Bible Say and Mean?”  

 

The core questions tied to discipline are these: How are homoerotic relationships morally 

evaluated in Holy Scripture?  And secondly, even if we are convinced that these relationships 

                                                
261 Faithfulness to God’s Standards: The Lord’s Calling to Homosexually-Inclined Christians. Report adopted by 

Missouri Presbytery (1994); section on Church Discipline, p. 40. (See Appendix A of this report.) 
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are found to be wanting in the written Word, on what grounds do we argue that church discipline 

is the godly response to those who are in them and defend them? 

 

To answer this we turn to 1 Corinthians 6:1-11, a crucial section of Paul’s letter to understand as 

we wrestle with  the question about whether homosexual acts are a legitimate sexual expression 

in the eyes of God or a sinful violation of his law warranting the church’s grace-oriented but 

courageous discipline. It is worth going into some detail as we explore it because it is a pivotal 

text, identifying “men who practice homosexuality” (ESV) as among those who will not “inherit 

the Kingdom of God.”  

 

In this section of his letter the apostle Paul is castigating believers for dragging each other into 

the pagan civil courts in Corinth. Perturbed and disappointed, Paul says to them: 

 

1 When one of you has a grievance against another, does he dare go to law 

before the unrighteous instead of the saints? 2 Or do you not know that the 

saints will judge the world? And if the world is to be judged by you, are you 

incompetent to try trivial cases? 3 Do you not know that we are to judge 

angels? How much more, then, matters pertaining to this life! 4 So if you 

have such cases, why do you lay them before those who have no standing in 

the church? 5 I say this to your shame. Can it be that there is no one among 

you wise enough to settle a dispute between the brothers, 6 but brother goes 

to law against brother, and that before unbelievers?  
 

7 To have lawsuits at all with one another is already a defeat for you. Why 

not rather suffer wrong? Why not rather be defrauded? 8 But you 

yourselves wrong and defraud—even your own brothers! 9 Or do you not 

know that the unrighteous will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be 

deceived: neither the sexually immoral, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor 

men who practice homosexuality, 10 nor thieves, nor the greedy, nor 

drunkards, nor revilers, nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. 11 

And such were some of you. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you 

were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our 

God. 

                                                                                              (1 Corinthians 6:1-11) 
 

Gordon Fee in his commentary on 1 Corinthians does a masterful job of reading the text closely 

and seeing that in dealing with this practical issue of Christians suing one another in civil court, 

Paul plays on the larger concept of “judging” that he has been addressing, both in chapters 1 and 

5, and plays as well on the concept of “the unrighteous” that he introduces now in chapter 6:1 

where he deals with the scandal of  Corinthian Christians suing each other in pagan courts, and in 

their various wayward behaviors, acting just unbelievers do. 

Below the text here is Fee’s exposition of 1 Corinthians 6:9-10, distilling the flow of Paul’s 

thought: 

9 Or do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not 

be deceived: neither the sexually immoral, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor men who 

practice homosexuality, 10 nor thieves, nor the greedy, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor 

swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God.  
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9-10 With these sentences Paul ties together a number of items in 5:1-13 and 6:1-

8. The first sentence flows directly out of vv. 7-8 with another rhetorical “Or do 

you not know that?” (cf. vv. 2 and 4 above).17 Likewise, with the word adikoi 

(“wicked” [or “unrighteous”]) Paul ties these words of warning to the 

“wrongdoing” of vv. 7-8, and at the same time ties both to v. 1. The “wicked” [or 

the “unrighteous”] in v. 1 are those in the world who are going to be judged by 

the saints (v. 2), a judgment now expressed in terms of their not inheriting the 

kingdom. Here is a piece of eschatological teaching about which one can be sure 

the Corinthians had previously been informed: “The wicked will not inherit the 

kingdom of God.” This of course refers to the eschatological consummation of the 

kingdom that is “not yet,” just as the same phrase in 4:20 referred to the kingdom 

as it is “already” being realized in the present age. The failure of the wicked to 

“inherit the kingdom of God” is the other side of being judged in v. 2; this is what 

that judgment leads to.262 

 

We agree with this summary Fee gives of the flow of Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 6:1-11: 

 

Paul's point in all this is to warn “the saints,” not only the man who has 

wronged his brother, but the whole community, that if they persist in the same 

evils as “the wicked” (“the unrighteous”), they are in the same danger of not 

inheriting the kingdom. Some theologies have great difficulty with such 

warnings, implying that they are essentially hypothetical since God's children 

cannot be “disinherited.” But such a theology fails to take seriously the genuine 

tension of texts like this one. The warning is real; the wicked will not inherit the 

kingdom.  That first of all applies to the “unsaved.” Paul's concern is that the 

Corinthians must stop “deceiving themselves,” “allowing themselves to be 

deceived.” By persisting in the same behavior as those already destined for 

judgment they are placing themselves in the very real danger of that same 

judgment. If it were not so, then the warning is no warning at all. Paul's own 

response to such, of course, is v. 11, in which he invites them to change their 

behavior by reminding them that they do indeed belong to God through the 

gracious work of Christ and the Spirit.263 [emphasis added] 
      

Historically, Christian expositors of Scripture have used 1 Corinthians 6:9 as evidence that Paul 

regards homosexual sexual relationships as sins against the law of God. The teaching has been 

that these relationships violate the sexual ethic of the Kingdom of God not merely by virtue of 

any abusive behavior attending them (e.g., promiscuous, or older men taking advantage of young 

boys), but by virtue of not involving sexual opposites, and therefore being sexually disordered 

relationships, that is, “not the way they’re supposed to be.”  The absence of sexual 

complementarity in such relationships makes them contrary to God’s will for human creatures 

made in his image. While the particulars are different, it is analogous to the way that cohabitation 

outside of marriage is sexually disordered, albeit in a different way: by virtue of involving 

uncovenanted sexual partners.  

 

Our contention is that if we believe Paul to be teaching in 1 Corinthians 6:9 that homosexual 

sexual relations are sinful because they are a male with a male and not with a sexual 

                                                
262 Fee, First Corinthians, p. 242. 
263 Fee, First Corinthians, p.242. 
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complement, a female, then we also have to take seriously the sanction Paul teaches in this 

passage for such behavior: those who persist in it will not inherit the Kingdom of God, regardless 

of what they say they believe. 

 

Fee attempts to lay bare the logic in the argument in Paul’s very stern warning in this section.  In 

his overview of 6:1-11, Fee properly identifies the eschatological framework of Paul’s criticism 

of the Corinthian church: 

 

Crucial to the whole argument is Paul's view of the church as an eschatological 

community, whose existence as God 's future people absolutely determines its life 

in the present age (see on 4: 1-5). In light of these eschatological realities, 

matters of everyday life are trivial, and the pagan courts who [sic] concern 

themselves with such trivialities are themselves trivialized. Such people have no 

standing at all with the people of God. The absurdity of the Corinthian position is 

that the saints will someday judge the very world before whom they are now 

appearing and asking for a judgment. Not only does such an action give the lie to 

who they are as the people of God, but it is done in the presence of unbelievers, 

the very people to whom the church is to be God's alternative.264    

 

In his comments on v.8 Fee summarizes the flow of Paul’s argument: 

  

8…the  emphatic  “you” that begins the sentence [But you yourselves wrong and 

defraud—even your own brothers!] suggests that Paul is now broadening  the  

perspective  to  speak once more to the church as a whole:  ‘But you, even 

though you should know better and not be like them, are just like the pagans 

who surround you. You have greed and fraud (not to mention sexual immorality 

and idolatry) going on in your midst and that with brothers.’ The implication of 

the warning that follows is that such behavior is not only shameful but simply 

cannot be tolerated in the Christian community.265  [emphasis added] 

 

And here are Fee’s comments about 1 Corinthians 6:11, Paul’s closing words in this section 

[And such were some of you. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified 

in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God.]:  

 

Paul cannot bring himself to conclude on the note of warning struck in vv.8-10, 

especially since it might leave the impression that the Corinthians were actually 

among “the wicked” [or “the unrighteous”]. And thus he brings this whole 

matter to a conclusion by reaffirming, “And these things are what some of you 

were….” The previous list is what the wicked are still, and because of that they 

will not inherit the kingdom. Those who persist in the same activities are in 

similar danger.266 [emphasis added] 
 

We find Fee persuasive here in stating the general principle: Those professing believers in Jesus 

who persist in the same behavior practiced, defended, and sometimes celebrated by unbelievers 

                                                
264 Fee,  First Corinthians, p. 230. 
265 Fee, First Corinthians, p.241. 
266 Fee, First Corinthians, p. 245. 
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(i.e., the “unrighteous”) are in the same danger as those unbelievers: they will not be saved, no 

matter what they profess or who they insist they are following—unless they repent and turn away 

from those behaviors.  

 

This means that if we continue to use Paul’s naming of arsenokoitai in 1 Corinthians 6:9 as 

evidence that he forbade Christians to pursue homosexual relationships as contrary to the will of 

God, then we are guilty of the charge of being arbitrary if we refuse to apply the same sanction 

Paul applied:  with sadness, but with consistency and courage we must insist, as he does, that 

those who are in such homosexual relationships will not see the Coming Kingdom without 

repenting and taking steps to disengage from the sexual dimension of those relationships as they 

live their new life in Christ. If they continue in these sexual relationships, they remain in a place 

of great spiritual danger.   

 

If this is what Paul taught, it follows that as an act of tough love the church must judicially 

discipline someone who actively pursues or persists in such a relationship(s). Great forbearance, 

patience, and discernment must be used as we pastorally work with someone in this situation; 

nevertheless, we will be failing to love well those who are caught in defending as good  a sexual 

practice God himself rejects, if at a certain point—after much listening, much praying, much 

reasoning, much waiting, and much loving—we refuse to discipline them. Eventually, the 

governing texts of the written Word will need to come into play:  

 

Better is open rebuke than hidden love. Faithful are the wounds of a friend; 

profuse are the kisses of an enemy.    (Proverbs 27:5-6) 
 

Let a righteous man strike me—it is a kindness; let him rebuke me—it is oil 

for my head; let my head not refuse it.   (Psalm 141:5) 
 

If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault, between you and 

him alone. If he listens to you, you have gained your brother. But if he does 

not listen, take one or two others along with you, that every charge may be 

established by the evidence of two or three witnesses. If he refuses to listen to 

them, tell it to the church. And if he refuses to listen even to the church, let 

him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector. Truly, I say to you, whatever 

you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth 

shall be loosed in heaven.    (Matthew 18:15-18) 
                                                                                        

Brothers, if anyone is caught in any transgression, you who are spiritual 

should restore him in a spirit of gentleness. Keep watch on yourself, lest you 

too be tempted. Bear one another's burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ.     

                                                                                                   (Galatians 6:1-2) 
 

 

Practical Principles in the Application of Discipline 

We turn now to general principles in the application of discipline, some of which are of special 

importance with regard to those who live with non-heterosexual sexual attractions. 
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1) Welcome people—but do it honestly.  

Practical questions well short of judicial discipline will more and more be cropping up in our 

churches, so we need to be thinking through our “first principles.” Everything must begin with 

an openness to people—the same way Jesus treated those he came in contact with. But honesty is 

important too, for the sake of everyone’s integrity, and should not be far behind. For instance, 

what should a church do if in principle it has stood for traditional marriage but then finds that a 

gay or lesbian couple has started coming to services?  Certainly to send such a couple away 

immediately is not loving.  But should a church decline to make an issue out of their homosexual 

relationship and simply hope that by the Spirit’s own convicting work in their hearts the couple 

will end their relationship as they grow spiritually, if in all other respects their profession of faith 

in the saving work of Christ has credibility? Practical wisdom and genuine love, we hope, ought 

to land most believers somewhere between those two extreme responses.  

 

Here are a few practical and recently published resources that might be useful to our 

congregations (these also appear, along with others, in Appendix B of this report): 

 

*A Better Story: God, Sex and Human Flourishing, by Dr. Glynn Harrison (2016). Harrison was 

formerly Professor of Psychiatry at the University of Bristol in England. Harrison’s book has 

three parts: A Better Understanding (of the Sexual Revolution ignited in the 1960s); A Better 

Critique (of the faults of the Church in the area of sex, and of the Sexual Revolution and its 

destructive consequences); and lastly, A Better Story (better than the secular story as to what and 

who human beings actually are and what the world means, because the Bible is true). The “better 

story” is the Christian truth of the Incarnation of God in the man Jesus, and his finished work in 

redeeming the world from sin, death, and the power of the devil. This is an important book, 

stressing that Christians cannot just pronounce as wrong the story implicit in the Sexual 

Revolution. We are called to set out positively the biblical story with all the grace, patience, 

freshness, and moral sanity inherent in it. Christians need to take care that we are presenting the 

biblical story of Christ’s redemption not only as the one true story, but as a compelling and 

winsome story that will draw people to it. 

 

* Compassion without Compromise: How the Gospel Frees Us to Love Our Gay Friends Without 

Losing the Truth, by Adam Barr and Ron Citlau. Written by two RPCA pastors who are 

concerned about the rise of revisionist teachers in their denomination, this book lays out in a lay-

friendly manner the traditional position on homosexual relationships. One of the most helpful 

things about this book is their list of common pastoral situations with easily accessible advice, 

(e.g., how to respond to a gay couple who seeks membership in your church; what you might say 

to other Christians who ask you for advice as to whether they ought to attend their gay friends’ 

wedding, etc.)  

 

* Space at the Table: Conversations Between An Evangelical Theologian and His Gay Son, by 

Brad Harper and Drew Harper (2016). By telling their story, this father and son will help  

Christian families better respond when a child comes out as gay. Whereas many other 

evangelical books present things in a black and white way, this book retains the ambiguity and 



2017 Missouri Presbytery Report on Same-sex Relationships  200 

emotional conflict that is more real to life.  Brad and Drew model for us a positive father-son 

relationship even in the midst of deep disagreement. 

 

*Speaking of Homosexuality: Discussing the Issues with Kindness and Clarity, by Joe Dallas 

(2016). A helpful book by an older believer who came to Christ out of living a gay life, and has 

been in ministry to people wrestling with SSA issues for many years. Joe is good at stressing the 

combination of truth and love, always cataloging lots of facts but modeling an irenic tone, and 

calling on Christians to show humility and care. This book has many practical suggestions about 

how to converse well with people who reject the church’s historic teaching on gay sexual 

relationships.     

 

* Do Ask, Do Tell, Let’s Talk: Why and How Christians Should Have Gay Friends, by Brad 

Hambrick. A simple book with some helpful advice for a Christian who is just beginning to 

interact with gay people in a positive manner.  

 

** 

It’s obvious that we do not subject people to the judicial discipline of the church upon their 

walking through our doors. If our hearts and arms are open wide in welcoming new people and 

wanting to understand who they are, but are doing that with candor about who we are as a 

Christian church, this will reflect integrity even if, after a time, differences over sexual 

boundaries emerge serious enough to end in a parting of the ways.  If churches are teaching 

faithfully the full range of the Bible’s sexual ethics, and are making available to newcomers its 

teaching on various issues in oral or written form, then LGBT visitors should not be surprised by 

the church’s stand on sexual boundaries as they get to know the congregation.  While not 

suggesting it be made an issue the first time a gay visitor comes to worship, we do believe 

strongly that churches should be dissuaded from keeping their position on these matters hidden 

in the background, as if it were an embarrassment to us, only to have it come out down the road 

long after a visitor has turned into a regular attender, and then asks to join the church, teach a 

class, etc. This is less than fair to them.  

 

At the same time, this candor needs to be matched with a sincere and robust opening of our 

hearts and homes to newcomers and seekers in warm Christian hospitality, regardless of what 

their views are on questions of sexual ethics or what sexual arrangements they may be living in. 

When this warmth is extended in Jesus’ name, it can help break down barriers of mistrust and 

suspicion so that deep and honest conversations about God’s sexual ethic for us can begin. 

 

2) Teach that all members are under “church discipline.”  

We must teach this principle of our church polity: that all church members are under the care and 

guidance of elders and that this care and guidance is referred to in our Book of Church Order as 

discipline (BCO 27-1). This will help keep the word “discipline” from conjuring up only 

thoughts of judicial discipline involving formal admonition, suspension from the Lord’s Table, 

and excommunication.  Congregations need to realize that being under God’s discipline is part of 

his love toward us as his people (Hebrews 12) and that we are all being disciplined through the 

preaching of the Word and the practical pastoral care being given by elders and pastors. Pastors 
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and Sessions must be balanced in neither neglecting to teach about sexual ethics nor in over-

emphasizing it. Sins such as avarice and greed, discord, gossip, laziness, pride, and a host of 

others should be called out just as sexual sin should be.  

 

3) Realize that judicial discipline presupposes community.  

Far too often there is a lack of deep and stable community in our churches. What we call in our 

polity “judicial discipline” requires community. For genuine New Testament discipline to be in 

place and be effective, there must be a congregational context of loving involvement in one 

anothers’ lives from day to day. Where “church” consists of Sunday worship and occasional 

meetings without the reality of a deeper corporate life, the practice of discipline loses its force, 

and the existential gravitas it is supposed to produce in both the one disciplined and the 

community doing the disciplining, will likely be absent, because all that’s happening is not 

flowing out of genuine and strong relationships within the body of Christ. In other words, not 

much feels genuinely and personally risked in the disciplinary process.   

 

The social mobility of our culture aggravates the problem. If our members have little sense of 

rootedness in the town or city where they are living, and have minimal loyalty to a  congregation, 

then here too, discipline can lose its edge, as the transiency that has come to feel normal to them 

may incline people to move to another church if the discipline of their church offends them. 

 

4) Apply discipline consistently.  

If certain church activities are closed to members or regular attenders who are living out 

unrepentant sinful behaviors, then that needs to be applied consistently. Homosexual acts should 

not be treated as different from singles cohabiting or hooking up, persons willfully indulging in 

cybersex, widows and divorcees moving quietly into non-cohabiting sexual relationships “under 

the radar,” etc.  

 

The church is failing presently in its call to disciple her members well not by over-disciplining 

sexually active LGBT members but by under-disciplining her heterosexual members.  If elders of 

a congregation have not been discipling their people well and have not been practicing godly 

judicial discipline when necessary, then singling out for discipline someone who has committed 

homosexual acts will certainly—and justifiably—be viewed as prejudicial and as evidence that 

the church is living by a double standard.  By far, the majority of sexual sin in our churches is 

heterosexual, but we surmise that often it is the homosexual offenses that receive more attention. 

If we are right, then this is an inequity that should not be happening.   

 

5) Draw lines clearly but in the right places at the right time.  

What about the Lord’s Supper, public worship, church membership and office, and 

congregational social events for people who affirm and live out their same-sex desire? While 

LGBT visitors should be encouraged to share in the congregation’s life and fellowship, as well as 

in its worship, even in cases where they have not yet submitted to the sexual boundaries given to 

us by the Lord, nevertheless, they should be pastorally shown that for the sake of their own 

integrity, as well as the church’s integrity, participating in the Lord’s Supper and becoming 

church members will need to be held off until there is evidence of a heartfelt conviction of sexual 
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sin and of repentance before the Lord for it. This needs to be and can be done in a respectful 

rather than a humiliating way, even where it will be difficult for the person(s) involved. What is 

crucial here is that the church communicates to the person or couple that it is their own integrity 

that must not be compromised, not simply the church’s integrity in its commitment to apostolic 

teaching and practice. Whenever we eat and drink in the Lord’s Supper we are sharing in the 

body and blood of Jesus Christ, and thereby are taking onto ourselves, in a fresh act of 

commitment, the yoke of discipleship with and under the Lord Christ. We cannot do this with 

integrity if at the same time we are setting aside the Christ-commissioned and Spirit-inspired 

apostolic ethical teaching, the “law of Christ,” as Paul called it, that flows from the gospel of 

grace. Paul clearly taught that to keep the moral law was to love others (Romans 13:8-10). 

Revisionists will stress that Jesus himself never directly addresses same-sex relationships and 

will deny that the rejection of monogamous gay love flows by good and necessary consequence 

from apostolic teaching, and will insist that in the face of textual ambiguity we must lean back on 

the Bible’s supreme overarching ethical commandment: Love your neighbor as yourself 

(Leviticus 19:18), remembering that love always accepts and embraces. 

 

But even churches and professing Christians around us who have held an evangelical view of 

Christ and salvation, and believe homosexual acts to be sinful, are increasingly arguing this way: 

 

Excluding from the Lord’s Supper people who profess faith in Christ but are in committed gay 

relationships will only drive them away from the church and away from Christ and back into the 

arms of the liberal church or of unbelieving friends. If we accept them and regard their 

profession of faith as credible, on the grounds that they trust in Christ alone for salvation and 

exhibit evidence of the Holy Spirit’s work in other areas of their lives, then in due time they may 

become persuaded by the Lord that heterosexual marriage is God’s ideal and break off their 

sexual relationship with their partner. In any case, the church has never believed it ought to 

judicially discipline people for their every sin. Instead, we are patient with them as we pray for 

them, exhort them, and reason with them (as Paul does, pastorally, in 1 Corinthians 5:12-6:20 

with those believers who had been visiting prostitutes). We do all these things with fellow 

followers of Jesus, and then hope—as we exercise faith and love—for the Spirit to do his 

convicting work when we see them caught up in a besetting sin of one kind or another (gossip, a 

critical spirit, laziness, greed, lack of commitment to the body of Christ, etc.). We should take the 

same approach with homosexual couples who profess an evangelical faith in Christ alone, and 

who believe themselves to be saved by grace alone: give the Spirit of God a long time to change 

their hearts. 

 

How ought we respond to this reasoning, so full of pastoral sensitivity in its call to the church to 

imitate God’s patience with us all?   

 

We start by affirming that our churches must do what they can to reach out to men and women 

who live with any kind of sexual desire. We also agree in principle that God’s Word must be 

given time to bear its fruit in the hearts of those whom he calls, as the gospel message goes out in 

word and deed. But we also insist that Christ calls men and women who are sexually drawn to 
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persons of their own sex to “the same yoke of discipleship,” in the words of New Testament 

scholar, Richard Hays—the same yoke that all believers are called to strap themselves into.  

 

In Scripture, discipline is represented as one dimension of discipleship. When discipline is 

judicial (see; Matthew 18:15ff.; 1 Corinthians 5:1-13) it is chastisement, and is therefore painful. 

Yet we can say that it is in the dimension of its pain that discipline (whether administered 

directly by Christ through divine providence or indirectly through the agency of the church) 

becomes effective as one of God’s ordained instruments in the powerful-but-delicate hand of the 

convicting Spirit of grace—effective for producing the peaceable fruit of righteousness in 

believers who fall into grievous sin, be it homosexual acts or any of the other offenses for which 

the Scriptural teaching demands the practice of discipline (Hebrews 12:3-17). The Word of God 

calls the church to the practice of discipline as a means of grace to bring about the growth in 

obedience to God that is the calling of every person who professes to be a disciple of Jesus. 

   

6) Act in the proper spirit of humility and sadness.  

When formal discipline is called for, it is imperative that the church see itself as acting not only 

as a formal court, but pastorally, as a shepherd of souls.  Discipline must be exercised in a spirit 

of love, with heartfelt, humble calls for repentance, much sober soul-searching on everyone’s 

part, and even with tears of grief and sadness over another’s disobedience (see especially 1 

Corinthians 5:2 and Galatians 6:1-2 for the apostolic exhortations to these things). Before any 

judicial actions are taken, we would recommend that Sessions ponder, discuss and pray through 

Jerram Barrs’s section on church discipline in the 1994 report (found as Appendix A in this 

report). 

Perhaps the greatest hesitation in moving toward a more consistent and serious practice of  

church discipline is the fear of—or at least the fear of the charge of—acting in arrogant self-

righteousness.  The antidote to the poison of pride in these matters is a healthy re-proclamation 

of the gospel to ourselves and for ourselves. Whoever knows his or her mouth to be truly shut up 

in silence and without defense before the just but merciless accusations of the pure and spiritual 

law of God, knows also how to stand in solidarity with other offenders. Bonhoeffer put it well 

when he wrote: 

Anybody who lives beneath the Cross and who has discerned in the Cross of Jesus 

the utter wickedness of all men and of his own heart will find there is no sin that 

can ever be alien to him. Anybody who has once been horrified by the 

dreadfulness of his own sin that nailed Jesus to the Cross will no longer be 

horrified by even the rankest sins of a brother.  Looking at the Cross of Jesus he 

knows the human heart.  He knows how utterly lost it is in sin and weakness, how 

it goes astray in the ways of sin, and he also knows that it is accepted in grace 

and mercy.267    
 

We must not allow our fear of failing the biblical demand for humility and sensitive care for the 

Lord’s sheep, to obscure the great moral crossroad the church stands at in our time on the 

question of what shape the sexual ethic in the Kingdom of God ought to look like in practice, 

according to the Scriptures. 

                                                
267 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together (1954), p. 118. 
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Wolfhart Pannenberg, a German theologian who cannot reasonably be written off as a 

reactionary Fundamentalist, heightened the seriousness of the theological and ethical crisis when 

he said this more than twenty years ago in the debate over homosexual relationships in the body 

of Christ: 

 

If a church were to let itself be pushed to the point where it ceased to treat 

homosexual activity as a departure from the biblical norm, and recognized 

homosexual unions as a personal partnership of love equivalent to marriage, such 

a church would stand no longer on biblical ground but against the unequivocal 

witness of Scripture. A church that took this step would cease to be the one, holy, 

catholic, and apostolic Church. 268   
 

 

What Does Judicial Discipline Look Like Concretely in These Situations?  

 

Here we defer to our church’s judicial processes, as we find them laid out in The Book of Church 

Order. We do note, however, the relevance of Gordon Fee’s comments on Paul’s instructions to 

the believing community in Corinth, in 1 Corinthians 5:9-13, in connection with the church 

member among them who is in a sexual relationship with “his father’s wife,” presumably his 

step-mother. Paul wrote to the church: 

 

I wrote to you in my letter not to associate with sexually immoral people—

not at all meaning the sexually immoral of this world, or the greedy and 

swindlers, or idolaters, since then you would need to go out of the world. 

But now I am writing to you not to associate with anyone who bears the 

name of brother if he is guilty of sexual immorality or greed, or is an 

idolater, reviler, drunkard, or swindler—not even to eat with such a one. 

For what have I to do with judging outsiders? Is it not those inside the 

church whom you are to judge? God judges those outside. Purge the evil 

person from among you. (1 Corinthians 5:9-13) 
 

Exclusion from some aspects of the church’s communal life is clearly in view, and for this man 

involved with his father’s wife, Paul’s instruction to the church is a swift excommunication. But 

earlier in the passage, with regard to professing believers living in clear and open sin, Paul’s 

instructions are “do not associate with” them, and “don’t even eat with such a one.”  Fee 

grapples with just what meal setting Paul has in view: Is it the Lord’s Supper? Is it the so-called 

agape meals the church had in connection with the Lord’s Supper (see 1 Corinthians 11:21)? Or 

are these the private domestic meals of the individual households of church members? Fee 

contends, and we concur, that at the very least it must include excluding them from the Supper of 

the Lord, as that is the most sacred, “set apart” meal in the life of a Christian church, the meal in 

which one is proclaiming faith in Christ and allegiance to him (For as often as you eat this 

bread and drink the cup you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes [1 Corinthians 

                                                
268 This was in Gilbert Meilaender's article in First Things (April 2000) titled, “What Sex Is—And Is For,” a very 

fine article. That quote came from a brief statement by Pannenberg reprinted in Christianity Today, November 11, 

1996. The link follows here: http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/1996/november11/6td035.html 

http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/1996/november11/6td035.html


2017 Missouri Presbytery Report on Same-sex Relationships  205 

11:26]), and the meal that Paul himself—in a warning way to the Corinthians—associates with 

divine judgment when the attitude and lives of the participants are not in sync with the spiritual 

realities that meal embodies (see 1 Corinthians 11:27-34). 

 

But do Paul’s instructions about not eating with a brother or sister living in open defiance of the 

good law of God go further to include a refusal to sit with them informally over lunch or dinner 

at home? There is no way to be sure, as Fee points out. This is something that must be left to  

individual conscience. In the absence of certainty about how far the exclusion from table 

fellowship is to go, some may feel that extending it to private meals will render the message in 

the exclusion more powerful for being united and consistent, while others may choose to have a 

meal with the person in question in order to keep lines of communication open and to extend 

grace, as there is still hope, according to Paul, that a defiant person might be saved (see 1 

Corinthians 5:5). Even in that case however, the “message” to the offender cannot be, “Let’s just 

be friends—the church may be censuring you, but it’s business as usual with me.” Love for the 

brother or sister caught in a sin they are justifying will mean a firm, if gentle stance that says, “I 

care deeply about you, but what you are choosing to do and defend compromises your 

commitment to Jesus Christ, seriously undermines its credibility, and endangers your soul. I care 

about you—please take a fresh look at your life.”      

 

We recognize that the question of whether to include or exclude in the church those who affirm 

and engage in homosexual relationships is of vital importance to the mission and purity of God’s 

Church, his Bride. Before his arrest, our Lord Jesus Christ gave to the apostles a new command, 

A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another: just as I have loved you, you 

also are to love one another (John 13:34). Large segments of our culture are claiming that we 

evangelical believers are not showing love because we feel conscience-bound not to count those 

as having a credible profession of Christian faith who engage in homosexual acts—even when 

done in committed, long-term and caring monogamous relationships that sometimes exhibit more 

generosity, kindness, and devotion than many Christian marriages. This claim ought to make us 

stop and reflect and go back to Scripture and ask one another whether they are right; whether we 

who maintain the church’s ancient teaching on homosexuality are failing to heed Jesus’s 

command to love.  As part of a Christian denomination, we, along with the wider American 

church, need to address seriously the charge that we have become more known for rejecting 

homosexuality than for loving people. Are we failing in our central mission to show the love of 

Christ to a broken world because we have become more known for what we are against than who 

we are for?  

 

But to answer that question we must wrestle sincerely with another one: What is love, and what 

does it look like in action? The work of Christian ethics is always to discern the godly answer to 

the question, What form love should take? So when faced with the question of how to respond to 

the sexually active same-sex-attracted person or couple who profess faith in Christ, that’s the 

question: What does love demand here? Is it as easy as most in the wider culture and in 

revisionist churches seem to assume now, that love always includes, and where there is exclusion 

there is always self-righteousness and some degree of hate rather than love?  
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We believe the biblical teaching is much more nuanced than that, because while it calls God’s 

people to include among its members anyone who repents of sin and turns to Christ, it also calls 

them, at the end of the day, to exclude any who profess faith and repentance but not according to 

the doctrinal and moral standards of the apostolic teaching of the New Testament. Whoever 

loves people made in the image of God, and is jealous for their wellbeing, and whoever loves the 

Church, the flock of God, and is jealous for her purity, knows that there is a time when love 

excludes rather than embraces. But when is it right to exclude for the sake of love, to exclude as 

a warning that a person is putting himself or herself in great spiritual danger? What are the 

criteria for such an exclusion, and are they met in the case of homosexually-attracted persons 

who will not align their behavior with the church’s age-old understanding of the scriptural sexual 

ethic, namely, that sexual intimacy belongs only in heterosexual marriage?  If we include and 

embrace, is it for love, and if we exclude, is it for love?  Churches need help in discerning this.269 

 

To include someone when it does not promote the purity of the church and the spiritual well 

being of the person, is not love; but to exclude without proper and weighty grounds is certainly 

not love either, but mere prejudice, based in fear or something worse.  A great deal is at stake for 

the church in deciding how and when to include or exclude.  For this reason it behooves us never 

to be rash, but to take time in answering the charge, when it is leveled against the church, that 

Christians are failing to love.  If our churches are going to be able to continue to defend and 

uphold as biblical the teaching that homosexual sexual acts are never in any circumstance 

appropriate for a Christian, we must be assured—and can be assured, if our hearts are not 

haughty—that this is to take a stand for love and not against it.  

 

At the same time, our committee wants to insist that our churches should be working to include 

at every opportunity those same-sex-attracted professing believers who, for the sake of Christ, 

are prepared to forego in their living one of the most powerful human desires, the desire for 

                                                
269 The influential 1996 book by the Croat theologian, Miroslav Volf, Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological 

Exploration of Identity, Otherness, and Reconciliation uses ethnic suspicion and hatred as the context to explore the 

deep inclination to exclude others that sin has worked in us, as opposed to the instinct to embrace others, which the 

gospel of the cross implies and empowers in believers, enabling them to resist the cultural, social, or political 

pressures around them which incline them to mistrust and hate the “other” as the “enemy,” fit only to be excluded. 

The helpful insights of Volf’s book on this theme are many. It is disappointing however, that even in the long 

chapter dedicated to a deep analysis of the core dynamics at work in exclusion, there is no attempt to wrestle with 

the positive side of exclusion as we find it in the Scriptures—no exploration, for instance, of Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s 

notion that the grace of God is at work in the exclusionary discipline the Lord calls his church to exercise. Care 

should always be taken in criticizing thinkers and writers for what they leave out of their books, but in a 300-page 

book that goes down into the depths—the biblical, psychological, historical, social, political, and personal depths of 

these terrifically important concepts of exclusion and embrace, we could hope for some treatment, at least, of the 

biblical teaching that the power of a “wounding love” is at work, by divine design, in the discipline of exclusion that 

sometimes needs to be exercised by the community of the people of God.  

       It is arguable that Volf has within his framework the room for a concept of exclusion-as-love, since what he 

categorically stands against is the contempt that so easily rises within those who challenge the moral behavior of 

others. He rejects “the disdain for those whom we feel justified in excluding from our concern on account of their 

moral behavior.” (p. 84). Anyone who understands the true theology of church discipline can readily stand with Volf 

in this statement, since even in the case of the professed believer in Corinth who had taken up a sexual relationship 

with his stepmother and whom the Apostle Paul commands to be immediately “excluded” from the fellowship of the 

church—even in that extreme situation that so stirred up Paul’s righteous anger, there was not disdain but a clear 

care for the man’s well being: the ultimate purpose, as we have already noted, according to Paul in 1 Corinthians 

5:1-5, was to aid in the man’s salvation by committing a jarring act of appeal to his smothered conscience.   
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sexual intimacy.  Are our churches prepared to dismantle every unhelpful barrier that hinders us 

from embracing and welcoming these brothers and sisters into the love of Christ and the embrace 

of the community of love that is supposed to be the church?  Just as much as we want to help the 

church see that at times she is right to exclude for the sake of love, we want to help the church 

see that she should always be asking God to purify her, crying out to him with King David, show 

[us] if there be any grievous way in [us], and lead [us] in the way everlasting, to render 

Psalm 139:24 in corporate rather than individual terms.  As much as we want to encourage and 

defend in this report those who are standing for biblical purity in the face of mounting social and 

political pressure, we have also wanted to push our presbytery beyond the tired trope of “love the 

sinner but hate the sin” into sincere and deep reflection on how the church has dealt with those 

who have had to battle sexual temptations that are non-heterosexual in nature. We believe that 

such humble reflection will lead to repentance—some of it personal and private, some of it, 

perhaps, corporate and public—for our failure to do all we could do in our hospitality toward 

them; or in failing to preach on this issue with grace and gentleness and a deep understanding of 

their personal struggles; or in failing to face our own ignorance or denial of the complexities of 

human sexuality in God’s glorious but very fallen world. 

 

We hope that what comes through in this report is the “both/and” of encouragement and 

challenge to our fellow pastors and elders—a “both/and” similar to what we want to see in all 

our churches as we lead our people into discerning better when to love by including, when to 

love by excluding; or, to borrow a phrase from Volf’s book, how to live with both  “exclusion 

and embrace,” according to the apostolic pattern and in the name of Jesus Christ and for his sake, 

and the sake of his people.  

 

We close this chapter with Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s exhortation to believers to practice a godly 

discipline: 

 

Reproof is unavoidable. God’s Word demands it when a brother falls into open 

sin. The practice of discipline in the congregation begins in the smallest circles. 

Where defection from God’s Word in doctrine or life imperils the family 

fellowship and with it the whole congregation, the word of admonition and rebuke 

must be ventured. Nothing can be more cruel than the tenderness that consigns 

another to his sin. Nothing can be more compassionate than the severe rebuke 

that calls a brother back from the path of sin. It is a ministry of mercy, an 

ultimate offer of genuine fellowship, when we allow nothing but God’s Word to 

stand between us, judging and succoring [=comforting]. Then it is not we who 

are judging; God alone judges, and God’s judgment is helpful and healing. 

Ultimately, we have no charge but to serve our brother, never to set ourselves 

above him, and we serve him even when we must speak the judging and dividing 

Word of God to him, even when, in obedience to God, we must break off 

fellowship with him. We must know that it is not our human love which makes us 

loyal to the other person, but God’s love which breaks its way through to him only 

through judgment. Just because God’s Word judges, it serves the person. He who 

accepts the ministry of God’s judgment is helped.270 [emphasis added] 

  
                                                
270 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together (1939; English translation 1954), p. 107. 
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IX. THE AFTERMATH OF THE SEXUAL REVOLUTION: 

Dealing with Other Forms of Sexual Struggle and Confusion   
 

We said in our introduction that we wanted this report to propose reflections, arguments, and 

conclusions that Presbytery can commend as being consistent with the teaching of Holy 

Scripture and our confessional standards to its Sessions and churches for their serious 

consideration as to:  
 

How our churches might become better equipped with resources as they 

increasingly find themselves facing pastoral decisions about how to minister 

Christ and his law and grace to those dealing with other issues of sexual identity 

and/or behavior—not only the controversial ones like gender dysphoria (or 

“gender correction,” one current affirming term for transgender persons) and 

sexual fluidity—but those we have grown far too used to, like the cohabitation of 

unmarried couples, divorce, pornography addiction, and cybersex,  etc.  

 

This report could not address all the issues listed above in detail, but our committee believes that 

the desire for more autonomy in all things sexual and for greater fluidity and wider 

experimentation in gender and sexual identity questions will only grow. In American society 

there is now a plethora of sexual possibilities that  continue to tumble out of Pandora’s Box, 

opened by the sexual revolution. There is not only a “transgender” category (which now has its 

own flag), but  there are also people who identify as “gender nonconforming persons.” 

Facebook’s list of 50+ “gender identities” to choose from is already legendary. We commend to 

our churches for study a recent assessment of transgender identity issues from a biblical 

perspective, the 2016 statement put out by the Christian Medical and Dental Association titled, 

“Transgender Identification: Ethics Statement.” It is included in our Appendix C. Dr. Mark 

Yarhouse, who works clinically with people living with gender dysphoria (the sense of having an 

inner gender identity that does not match one’s biological sex), has written a useful overview in 

Christianity Today, titled, “Understanding the Transgender Phenomenon.” 271 See also other 

recommended articles/webinars under the heading “Gender Identity” in Appendix B at the end of this 

report. 

 

 So here want to offer our churches a few resources and encourage pastors and elders to work at 

equipping believers first to understand the wholesale redefinition of sexuality in our time, and 

then to teach them a few basic principles that will strengthen the church’s ability to bring the 

redeeming power and hope of Jesus Christ to those lost in the destructive confusions of this 

modern project of human longing mixed in with human pride.  

 

We believe that the development of good teaching in our congregations is of utmost importance 

if a ministry of seeking-to-understand-in-order-to-help is going to blossom in the wider church.   

It is love and truth that matter. If we want to reach and keep our youth, then they must see us 

                                                
271 Find it at http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2015/july-august/understanding-transgender-gender-

dysphoria.html 

 

http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2015/july-august/understanding-transgender-gender-dysphoria.html
http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2015/july-august/understanding-transgender-gender-dysphoria.html
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loving sexual sinners well, as our churches more and more become caring, Christ-like 

communities of humble, forgiven, and vulnerable sinners. But our young people also need to see 

their churches becoming sources of sound, informed, and thoughtful teaching on sexual ethics, 

given the dramatic developments in American society. The sexual revolution seeded in the 

1960’s seems to have come into full flower some 50 years later, successful across the land for 

now, in representing sexual autonomy as the nectar of freedom and personal fulfillment. And 

sadly, too many of our Christian young people have already tasted it, ignoring the warning of the 

Word that in the end there is more bitterness than sweetness for us when we judge God’s law of 

love by our own lights, and find it stifling.  

 

Here is a list of sexually-related issues confronting us as Sessions and churches: 

 

• Use of pornography and cybersex interactions 

• The influence on our youth of the “hookup” culture 

• Transgender issues (gender dysphoria) 

• Unmarried heterosexual couples living together 

• Easy divorce 

 

The first step in thinking through any of these, is, of course, to read—the Scriptures to begin 

with, but then also the reflections of those who have spent more time than we have in thinking 

them through. We have compiled an extensive collection of articles, books, and online resources 

in our appendices and suggest that interested readers start there. We would like to turn those 

appendices into an online list that presbyters can access and that other presbyters can add to as 

we go.  

 

In our respective callings and vocations as elders or care-givers of one kind or another, we have 

the privilege of being invited into the lives of hurting parishioners who express desire for healing 

from their besetting sins. What we appropriate for ourselves first, and then humbly offer to them, 

is Christ, his Word, his Table, and the support of his people lived out in community.  But this is 

always set against the backdrop of the biblical truth that in this life, full healing of the soul-

sickness of our sin is proximate and takes place over the span of our life as we give ourselves to 

God and cooperate with him in his purpose to sanctify us, to make us holy, like our elder brother, 

Jesus. All those who name the name of Christ Jesus are called to model practical holiness in all 

spheres of their lives. 

 

With regard to those who struggle with various aspects of sexual purity or sexual identity and are 

in need of care and help to live a life more congruent with the Lord’s standards on sexuality, the 

following resources are listed for your consideration in guiding parishioners. For 

recommendations in finding experienced and reliable counselors in this field for individual 

therapy, we suggest you consult TE Sean Maney, Director of FirstLight Ministries. (Do note: the 

committee writing this report does not necessarily endorse every idea, comment, or program 

connected with any of the links and organizations referenced below.) 
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If this report has helped any presbyter to face more squarely his own failings in the area of sexual 

purity, we encourage him, first of all, to seek out a trusted fellow-elder he can share his situation 

with, if he hasn’t done so, and then to take advantage of some of the resources listed here for his 

own self-care.  

  

 

Presbytery Point-of-Contact For Further Advice 

Sean Maney, Director, FirstLight  Ministries – info@firstlightstlouis.org 

 

Christian Ministry Support Groups  

• FirstLight Ministries -- http://www.firstlightstlouis.org/ 

• Celebrate Recovery -- http://www.celebraterecovery.com/ 

• HarvestUSA -- https://www.harvestusa.org/  

 

Twelve Step Groups 

• Sex Addicts Anonymous 

• Sex and Love Addicts Anonymous 

• Sexaholics Anonymous or their metro-St. Louis website http://www.sastl.net/ 

• Sexual Compulsives Anonymous 

 

Other Resource for Consideration 

https://www.sexhelp.com/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

mailto:info@firstlightstlouis.org
http://www.firstlightstlouis.org/
http://www.firstlightstlouis.org/
http://www.celebraterecovery.com/
http://www.celebraterecovery.com/
https://www.harvestusa.org/
https://www.harvestusa.org/
http://www.sastl.net/
http://www.sastl.net/
https://www.sexhelp.com/
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X. ON THE OTHER SIDE OF OBERGEFELL: 

How Should the Church Respond to Gay Marriage? 
 

As we address this question we will highlight the key features of the biblical doctrine of 

marriage. The better part of what follows here condenses two papers by Dr. David Jones, late 

Professor Emeritus of Ethics at Covenant Theological Seminary. By Dr. Jones’ permission, a lot 

of the content below is lifted verbatim from these two articles (especially the second article) 

without always identifying them as quotations  The first is “Marriage and the Family” (2011), 

and the second is “A Christian Response to Same-sex Marriage Legislation” (2014). We are 

grateful to Dr. Jones for permission to make such extensive use of his work here. Both papers in 

full can be found in the Appendix C of this report, and of course, both papers were written before 

the Supreme Court in the Obergefell case established gay marriage as a fundamental 

Constitutional right. We encourage pastors and elders to familiarize themselves with the legal 

reasoning in the Obergefell decision, which has been roundly criticized by many since June 

2015. We recommend for starters a fine article by a law professor at the University of St. 

Thomas Law School in Minnesota.272   

 

What is Marriage According to the Word of God? 

 

Jesus and the Creator’s Will for Marriage 

When Jesus is asked a question about marriage on a memorable occasion in the Gospels, he 

responds in typical fashion with a counter question: Have you not read that he who created 

them from the beginning made them male and female, and said, “Therefore man shall leave 

his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and they shall become one flesh?” 

(Matthew 19:4-5, collating Genesis 1:27 and 2:24). Jesus then draws out the will of the Creator 

for marriage by adding: So they are no longer two but one flesh. What therefore God has 

joined together, let not man separate (Matthew 19:6). In recalling the texts in Genesis, Jesus 

underscores two truths about the will of the Creator for marriage: (1) Human beings are sexually 

complementary persons in the image of God and (2) Marriage is a two-in-one-flesh communion 

of persons intended to be permanent. 

 

Marriage according to Jesus and the Holy Scriptures is a creation ordinance that a man and a 

woman enter into by way of covenant (Malachi 2:14). The marriage covenant is the public 

commitment of a man and a woman to live together as husband and wife in a permanent, 

sexually exclusive union. The purpose of marriage is the union of the couple in a life-long 

companionship of conjugal love and partnership in God’s kingdom mandates, both cultural and 

missional.  

 

  

                                                
272 See Michael Stokes Paulsen, “The Wreckage of Obergefell,” First Things (October 2015), pp. 33-40. 
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Careful and honest study of Scripture leads to these conclusions then:  

 

 

1. Marriage is a creation ordinance.  

Human beings are sexually complementary persons (Genesis 1:27), and marriage is a 

two-in-one-flesh communion of persons (Genesis 2:24), intrinsically ordered to bring 

forth offspring from their sexual union. 

 

2. Marriage is also a covenant bond  

(See Malachi 2:14) Put together with #1 above, this leads to the conclusion that “the 

marriage covenant is the public commitment of a man and woman to live together as 

husband and wife in a permanent, sexually exclusive union.”   

 

3. Marriage is a divine calling, as well.  

In principle, if not always in practice, it is a call to procreate children. But alongside the 

procreative purpose of marriage is what has been called the unitive purpose. In fact, the 

biblical teaching implies the primacy of that purpose. Jones expresses it this way: 

 

The primary purpose of marriage is the union of the couple in a life-long 

companionship of conjugal love.  Conjugal love is ordered to procreation, 

but its unitive purpose is prior and primary.273 

 

           Augustine summarized it well when he wrote in a classic treatise on the subject,  

 

The good [of marriage] is not limited to the procreation of children but 

extends to the complementarity of the sexes, which comes from nature.274  

 

            Jones cites Princeton professor, Robert P. George, who says, 

 

Marriage is a two-in-one-flesh communion of persons that is 

consummated and actualized by acts which are reproductive in type, 

whether or not they are reproductive in effect (or are motivated, even in 

part, by a desire to reproduce). 275 

 

4. Taken together, the first three truths mean that by definition marriage is a 

complementarian structure: the couple is husband and wife to each other as man and 

woman, and are mother and father to their children. They are the same (as two persons) 

but with a difference (each as sexually “other” to their spouse as well as “other” in 

gender).  

                                                
273 From Jones’ article under “Birth Control” in The Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, ed. Walter A. Elwell 

(2001), pp. 169-70.   
274 Augustine of Hippo, “On the Good of Marriage,” p. 3. 
275 Robert George, “What Is Marriage?” Harvard Journal of Law and Public Policy 34 (2010), pp. 245-87. Jones also 

cites the Westminster divines as well on this point: “Marriage was ordained for the mutual help of husband and 

wife, for the increase of mankind with legitimate issue, and of the church with an holy seed; and for preventing of 

uncleanness.”  —Westminster Confession of Faith (1646), 24.1.  
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When we draw together all of the biblical material we are constrained to say that marriage 

is a social institution for the union of sexually complementary and differently-gendered 

couples ordered to the procreation and nurture of children. This conjugal nature of the 

sexual and gender-differentiated relationship of male and female is essential to what marriage is. 

It is not a social construct of the state, nor a mere private contractual arrangement between two 

persons, but inheres in what we are—both sexually and psycho-socially—as men and women.  

 

This the biblical teaching on what marriage is, as God has defined it in his Word and as the 

human race has lived it, across time, cultures and religions. 

 

 

Biblical Marriage and Public Policy 

 

The Pre-Obergefell Debate  

Here is a helpful summary of the competing views on marriage that have been vying for 

supremacy in the wider culture at the end of the 20th  century. Jones cites them from David 

Coolidge: 

 

 

COMPLEMENTARITY MODEL 

(the traditional view) 

 

1.  Marriage is a unique sexual community based on the difference and union of the sexes.  It is 

more than the creation of contracting individuals or of the State. 

  

2.  Marriage is also a social institution that links prior generations and future generations.  It has 

an intergenerational mission. 

  

3.  Marriage is a legal status that is designed to preserve, protect and promote this institution, 

especially for the benefit of children, parents, and grandparents. 

  

4.  What the Constitution guarantees is the right of every individual to enter into that legal status.  

Due Process and Equal Protection are meant to defend marriage. 

  

 

 

CHOICE MODEL 

 (in favor of gay marriage but plays down the institution of marriage) 

 

1.  Individuals should be free to choose their sexual partners. 

  

2.  Marriage is a socially-constructed institution which embodies certain views of sexuality, 

relationship, and family.  These views should not be treated as normative. 
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3.  The law should leave individuals free to contractually create their own relationships, and 

restrict itself to enforcing agreements and addressing injuries. 

  

4.  Constitutional law should enforce individual rights to freely-contracted relationships, over 

against legislative attempts to restrict the range of options. 

  

 

COMMITMENT MODEL 

(in favor of gay marriage but highlights the importance of marriage as an institution) 

 

1.  Every individual seeks intimate relationships.  Sex is a way of expressing intimacy. 

  

2.  Intimate relationships grow best within a framework of commitment. 

  

3.  Couples, children, society and government benefit from committed rather than promiscuous 

relationships. 

  

4.  It is reasonable, therefore, for the law to encourage committed relationships. 

  

5.  Marriage is the central legal institution of commitment in American society.  Therefore 

marriage—or something equivalent to it—should be open to any couple. 

  

6.  Attempts to resist this are irrational and bigoted.  Where it seems prudent, courts should take 

the initiative and push the legal system in the right direction.276 

 

 

Where Does the Biblical View of Marriage Now Stand in American Life and Law? 

The “Choice” model and the “Commitment” model are essentially variations on the same idea. 

The notion that marriage is nothing more than a private contractual arrangement between two 

persons—albeit with some perceived benefits to the public good—is now the reigning view in 

our culture. In June of 2015 the Supreme Court of the United States rendered gay marriage the 

law of the land in its 5-4 Obergefell v. Hodges decision.  The old view, the “Complementarity” 

model, is the biblical view, entailing the idea that marriage is sexually conjugal (sexually co-

joined for procreation) and gender-differentiated—or it is not marriage. But this view has now 

been retired as something merely prejudicial that for generations inhibited the full freedom of all 

American citizens. 

 

Jones helps us by separating out what the foundational issue has been in the social and political 

debates about gay marriage, whether the wider public is aware of it or not: 

 

                                                
276 David Orgon Coolidge, “The Question of Marriage,” Homosexuality and American Public Life, ed. Christopher 

Wolfe (1999), pp. 211-13. 
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The debate does not hinge on the morality or immorality of homosexual acts.  Nor 

is the debate about the value of gay and lesbian persons.  All human beings are 

created in the image of God and are endowed with inherent dignity and 

unalienable rights.  Clearly, “Same-sex couples are capable of forming long, 

lasting, loving and intimate relationships” (Ontario Court of Appeals, June 

2003).  The question is whether marriage should be reconceptualized as gender-

neutral.  The real conflict here is:  individual autonomy vs. social institution.277  
 

Jones then quotes two statements from the Vermont Supreme Court in its 1999 decision that 

elevate individual autonomy over “social institution” in their understanding of what marriage is:  

 

 The State's interest in extending official recognition and legal protection to the 

professed commitment of two individuals to a lasting relationship of mutual 

affection is predicated on the belief that legal support of a couple's commitment 

provides stability for the individuals, their family, and the broader community. 

   —Vermont Supreme Court, Baker v. State, (December 20, 1999) 
  

The exclusive commitment of two individuals to each other nurtures love and 

mutual support; it brings stability to our society.  For those who choose to marry, 

and for their children, marriage provides an abundance of legal, financial, and 

social benefits. In turn it imposes weighty legal, financial, and social 

obligations…. 
  

Barred access to the protections, benefits, and obligations of civil marriage, a 

person who enters into an intimate, exclusive union with another of the same 

sex is arbitrarily deprived of membership in one of our community's most 

rewarding and cherished institutions.  That exclusion is incompatible with the 

constitutional principles of respect for individual autonomy. 

—Chief Justice Margaret H. Marshall 

         Goodridge v. Dept. of Health, (November 18, 2003) 

  

Jones cites favorably Robert George in his criticism of that legal decision in Vermont:  

 

[The judges] ignored the philosophical and social reasons that have, for 

millennia, provided the “rational basis” for understanding marriage as the 

covenantal commitment of a man and a woman.  Chief among these are the 

nature of marriage as a “one-flesh union” of sexually complementary spouses, 

and its value in ensuring that most children are reared with a biological mother 

and father bound to each other in a covenant shaped by moral obligations of 

fidelity and exclusivity. 

                                            —Wall Street Journal editorial page, (November 28, 2003) 

 

Jones had already sharpened the question by putting it this way: 

 

• Is marriage a normative social institution for a certain type of sexual union: 

lasting, faithful, optimal for children?  (an issue of natural norms) 

 or: 

                                                
277 Jones, “Marriage and the Family,” p. 6. 
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• Is marriage a way of providing social validation of a private, intimate 

relationship? (and thus an issue of civil rights)278 

 

After posing that question, Jones cites Yale anthropologist, George Peter Murdock, who did a 

cross-cultural study of 250 living societies in the middle of the last century.  Murdock concluded: 

  

The nuclear family [consisting “typically of a married man and woman with their 

offspring”] is a universal human social grouping.  Either as the sole prevailing 

form of the family or [more commonly in his sample] as the basic unit from which 

more complex familial forms are compounded, it exists as a distinct and strongly 

functional group in every known society.…Whatever larger familial forms may 

exist, and to whatever extent the greater unit may assume some of the burdens of 

the lesser, the nuclear family is always recognizable and always has its distinctive 

and vital functions—sexual, economic, reproductive, and educational. 

                                    —George Peter Murdock, Social Structures (1949), 2-3 

  

Jones continues: 

 

Murdock’s study was published at about the same time as the United Nations 

adopted the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948).  The key propositions 

concerning marriage and the family are found in Article 16. 
  
1.  Men and women of full age, without any limitation due to race, nationality or 

religion, have the right to marry and to found a family.  They are entitled to equal 

rights as to marriage, during marriage and at its dissolution. 
  
2.  Marriage shall be entered into only with the free and full consent of the 

intending spouses. 
  
3.  The family is the natural and fundamental group unit of society and is entitled 

to protection by society and the state. 

Article 26.3 goes on to declare:  “Parents have a prior right to choose the kind of 

education that shall be given to their children.”  More recently, the UN 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), Art. 7: “The child shall be 

registered immediately after birth and shall have the right from birth to a name, 

the right to acquire a nationality, and, as far as possible, the right to know and be 

cared for by his or her parents.”279 

 

Jones then highlights the definitional changes in marriage we have witnessed in our time: 

 

The Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, 5th ed. (2002), defines marriage thus:  

“legally recognized personal union entered into by a man and a woman usually 

with the intention of living together and having sexual relations, and entailing 

property and inheritance rights” (vol. 1, p. 1706).  The draft revision of the 

Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd ed. (1989) dated March 2005 (online 2007), notes: 

“The term is now sometimes used with reference to long-term relationships 

between partners of the same sex.”  Contrast the following two uses of the term: 

                                                
278 Jones, “Marriage and the Family,” p. 5. 
279 Jones, “Marriage and the Family,” pp. 5-6. 
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Marriage:  the legal union of a man and a woman as husband and wife. 

                                 —Black's Law Dictionary, 3rd ed. 1933; first pub. 1891 

  

We construe civil marriage to mean the voluntary union of two persons as 

spouses, to the exclusion of all others. 

                                  —Massachusetts Supreme Court (5-4) Goodridge v. Dept. of 

Health, 

                                                (November 18, 2003)  

 

Jones gets to the heart of the matter when he later says, 

 

The key question is whether sexual differentiation is relevant to the social 

institution of marriage.  [Gay activist] Andrew Sullivan thinks it is not.  Sullivan 

defines marriage as a ‘public contract’ whose center is ‘an emotional, financial, 

and psychological bond between two people’ (Virtually Normal [1996], p.179).  

The institution of marriage should accommodate same-sex erotic attraction.280 

  

Jones goes on to cite Sullivan again: 

 

[Homosexuality] is bound up in that mysterious and unstable area where sexual  

 

desire and emotional longing meet; it reaches into the core of what makes a 

human being who he or she is.                                       

—Andrew Sullivan, Virtually Normal (1995) 

  

Homosexuality, at its core, is about the emotional connection between two adult 

human beings.  And what public institution is more central—more definitive—of 

that connection than marriage?  The denial of marriage to gay people is therefore 

not a minor issue.  It is the entire issue. 

—Andrew Sullivan, The New Republic, (May 6, 1996)  

 

At the end of his paper, “Marriage and the Family,” Jones says the following, and then quotes 

Robert George: 

 

Gay marriage, it seems to me, is propelled by one central idea:  There is no 

difference between same-sex and male-female coupling; to think otherwise is 

bigoted. From this premise derive all sorts of serious social consequences.  

‘[A]bolishing the conjugal conception of marriage would weaken the social 

institution of marriage, obscure the value of opposite-sex parenting as an ideal, 

and threaten moral and religious freedom’”  

                                       —Robert P. George et al., What is Marriage? (p. 260) 
 

Jones captures well, we think, the critical point of contention: 

If there is something unique about male-female coupling, then to recognize it in 

law is not discriminatory of same-sex couples.  Gay marriage advocates think 

otherwise:  Legal recognition of male-female coupling and not same-sex coupling 

                                                
280 Jones, “Marriage and the Family,” p. 7. 
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is unjust discrimination.  It appears that the demand for ‘equal treatment’ is 

really a proxy for social affirmation.281    

 

We are grateful to Dr. Jones for bringing into the light so crisply and helpfully the fundamental 

divide marking the pre-Obergefell debates about same-sex marriage.  

 

 

The Post-Obergefell Public Task   

Summary of Dr. David Jones’ “A Christian Response to Same-sex Marriage Legislation” 

 

On this side of Obergefell though, with the debate now essentially settled by that Supreme Court 

decision, is there nothing more for us to say, nothing more for us to do? We believe that various 

Christians ought still to be involved, as the Lord leads, in various social and political efforts to 

keep the  “old view” of marriage in public view, and to champion it whenever possible with 

candor, graciousness, and prudence. But all believers should have some basic convictions as to 

how biblical teaching on marriage might be translated into public policy, since it is the law of 

God that still defines the public good and binds the consciences of even unbelievers.  

 

To that end we turn now to the still-relevant insights in Dr. Jones’ 2014 pre-Obergefell paper, “A 

Christian Response to Same-sex Marriage Legislation.” 

 

 

Marriage and Public Policy: Basic Principles 

For public policy purposes in a religiously pluralistic society, marriage might be defined as a 

sex-based social institution for the union of the couple and the procreation and nurture of 

children. Under this definition, four dimensions of marriage are distinguishable: 

• natural sexual:  complementation 

• inter-personal:  voluntary commitment 

• legal:  social recognition 

• theological:  religious sanction282 

 

Such a definition appears to have been assumed in Article 16 of the 1948 Universal Declaration 

of Human Rights: 

1. Men and women of full age, without any limitation due to race, nationality or religion, 

have the right to marry and to found a family. They are entitled to equal rights as to 

marriage, during marriage and at its dissolution. 

2. Marriage shall be entered into only with the free and full consent of the intending 

spouses. 

3. The family is the natural and fundamental group unity of society and is entitled to 

protection by society and the state. 

                                                
281 Jones, “Marriage and the Family,” p. 8. 
282 In a pluralistic civil society, the theological dimension provides religious sanction according to a particular 

tradition’s understanding of marriage, e.g., as a sacrament of the Church in Roman Catholicism or as a covenant 

witnessed by God in Judaism and Protestantism. In order to include secular humanism, the dimension might better 

be represented by the term spiritual. 
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Simply put, the Declaration approached marriage as the socially recognized relationship of a man 

and a woman living together in a committed sexual union.  

 

The only explicit qualification was that the intending spouses be of full age and give their free 

and full consent to be married. It was taken for granted that the intending spouses would be a 

man and a woman. That assumption has since been seriously challenged in recent decades. It is 

argued that defining marriage as a male-female institution unjustly discriminates against persons 

of the same sex who want to live together in a committed relationship with the same societal 

recognition as male-female couples. The push for same-sex marriage has been borne along under 

the banner of marriage equality, a proposition that resonates profoundly in American culture. 

There are important historical reasons why this is the case. 

 

 

Same-sex Marriage and the American Commitment to Civic Equality 

Jones gives historical background to the current American rejection of all forms of “bigotry” and 

“persecution” in regard to those who identify themselves as gay or lesbian (and now as 

transgendered) by telling the story of George Washington’s visit in 1790 to Newport, Rhode 

Island, and the welcome letter read to him from Yesuat Israel, a Jewish synagogue in Newport,  

just before the Bill of Rights was ratified. The rabbi leader of this Hebrew congregation read the 

letter to President Washington, anticipating the new civic equality that Jews were about to be 

granted in the 1st Amendment to the Constitution. The letter included the following passage: 

 

Deprived as we heretofore have been of the invaluable rights of free Citizens, we 

now with a deep sense of gratitude to the Almighty disposer of all events behold 

a Government, erected by the Majesty of the People—a Government, which to 

bigotry gives no sanction, to persecution no assistance—but generously 

affording to all Liberty of conscience, and immunities of Citizenship: deeming 

every one, of whatever Nation, tongue, or language equal parts of the great 

governmental Machine.283  [emphasis added] 
 

Jones comments that the basis for this remarkable word of appreciation is not the yet-to-be 

ratified First Amendment; it is rather the last clause of Article 6 of the original Constitution: “but 

no religious Test shall ever be required as a Qualification to any Office or public Trust under the 

United States”....The Hebrew congregation at Newport rightly perceived the historic 

breakthrough of the U. S. Constitution in guaranteeing the civic equality of Jews in the new 

nation. 

 

President Washington sent a return letter to the congregation that included the following 

paragraphs: 

 

The Citizens of the United States of America have a right to applaud themselves 

for having given to mankind examples of an enlarged and liberal policy: a policy 

                                                
283 Cited by Jones, “Christian Response to Same-sex Marriage Legislation,” p. 4. 



2017 Missouri Presbytery Report on Same-sex Relationships  220 

worthy of imitation. All possess alike liberty of conscience and immunities of 

citizenship. 

 

It is now no more that toleration is spoken of as if it were the indulgence of one 

class of people that another enjoyed the exercise of their inherent natural rights, 

for, happily, the Government of the United States, which gives to bigotry no 

sanction, to persecution no assistance, requires only that they who live under its 

protection should demean themselves as good citizens in giving it on all occasions 

their effectual support.284 

 

Jones says the President’s letter shows that Washington apprehends that it is exceptional for a 

nation to recognize that all its citizens alike possess “liberty of conscience and immunities of 

citizenship,” and he commends it as a policy worthy of imitation. This is not the begrudging 

tolerance of indulgence; it is rather the welcome recognition of the exercise of inherent natural 

rights. Washington latches onto a phrase in the Yesuat Israel letter which goes to the heart of the 

matter: “The Government of the United States, which gives to bigotry no sanction, to persecution 

no assistance, requires only that they who live under its protection should demean themselves as 

good citizens in giving it their…effectual support.” 

 

Jones goes on then to compare this situation to the modern gay rights movement, which we turn 

to now. 

 

 

Civic Equality and the Right to Marry: An Overview of the Legal History 

Fast-forward two and a quarter centuries. Think about the meaning of those phrases in the 

context of the modern gay rights movement. It is easy to see how George Washington’s defense 

of civil rights for minority religious organizations could easily be appropriated for the cause of 

gay marriage: 

 

(1) No sanction to bigotry. A few years before Lawrence, the U. S. Supreme Court in Romer v. 

Evans (1996) overturned an amendment to Colorado’s state constitution that had been adopted 

four years earlier in a popular vote by 53%. The amendment stated that “homosexual, lesbian or 

bisexual orientation, conduct, practices or relationships” could not form the legal basis for 

“minority status, quota preferences, protected status, or claim of discrimination.” The intent of 

the amendment was to prohibit preferential treatment of such person through special protection 

laws. Justice Kennedy, writing for the 6-3 majority, found the law to be a violation of the equal 

protection clause and moreover was “inexplicable by anything but animus towards toward the 

class that it affects.” 

 

(2) No assistance to persecution. The U. S. Supreme Court in Lawrence v. Texas (2003) held 

that “the Texas statute making it a crime for two persons of the same sex to engage in certain 

intimate sexual conduct violates the Due Process Clause.” The 6-3 decision overturned Bowers 

v. Hardwick (1986), a 5-4 decision upholding Georgia’s sodomy statute. The upshot was: 
                                                
284 Cited by Jones, “Christian Response to Same-sex Marriage Legislation,” pp. 4-5. Both letters, which are read 

annually in a formal ceremony, plus an article on the historical background, may be found at the Touro Synagogue 

website. 
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Lawrence asserted constitutional protection to “a personal relationship that, whether or not 

entitled to formal recognition in the law, is within the liberty of persons to choose without being 

punished as criminals.” This is a remarkable reversal; as late as 1960, all 50 states had anti-

sodomy statutes. Within a half-century, government persecution285 of citizens by prosecution for 

engaging in “certain intimate sexual conduct” by two persons of the same sex, was brought to an 

end in the United States of America. 

 

(3) SCOTUS, United States v. Windsor (2013) held 5-4 that “[DOMA] is invalid, for no 

legitimate purpose overcomes the purpose and effect to disparage and to injure those whom the 

State, by its marriage laws, sought to protect in personhood and dignity.” 

 

The national debate on the constitutionality of excluding couples of the same sex from the law of 

marriage originated in Hawaii, whose Supreme Court ruled (Baehr, 1993) that Hawaii’s 

exclusive male-female marriage law was sex discrimination under the Equal Protection Clause of 

the state constitution. The court argued that inasmuch as marriage was a legal partnership created 

by the state to recognize couple relationships, couples of the same sex could not be excluded 

under the constitution as written. The Federal Defense of Marriage Act (1996) enacted by 

Congress in response allowed states to refuse to recognize same-sex marriages granted under the 

laws of other states. In a 5-4 decision, the Supreme Court ruled DOMA to be unconstitutional in 

June of 2013 (United States v. Windsor). A remedy had been sought by way of constitutional 

amendment in 1999 as both Hawaii and Alaska passed constitutional amendments to prevent 

same-sex marriage being imposed by the courts, Hawaii by reserving the definition of marriage 

to the legislature, Alaska by defining marriage as being between one man and one woman.286 

That was the state of things when the Vermont Supreme Court handed down its unanimous 

decision in Baker v. State (December 1999) based on the “Common Benefits Clause” of 

Vermont’s constitution. That clause in Vermont’s 1793 founding document prohibited favoritism 

in the allocation of public funds. The court argued that this provision embodied a broader 

“principle of inclusion” that applies to all couples alike, irrespective of sexuality. The legislature 

was informed that the benefits associated with marriage must be equally distributed to same-sex 

as well as male-female couples and was instructed to enact legislation consistent with this 

finding. The legislature chose not to challenge the ruling by way of constitutional amendment 

but rather enacted “civil unions” for same-sex couples that was practically identical to male-

female marriage. The new law went into effect July 1, 2000 and remained in effect until the 

legislature extended the law of marriage to include same-sex couples April 7, 2009. 

 

This outcome not quite nine years after Vermont became the first state to recognize same-sex 

civil unions is not surprising given the core argument of Baker v. State. As David Orgon 

Coolidge pointed out at the time, the Vermont Supreme Court assumed a radical redefinition of 

                                                
285 Not knowing the legislative history of either the Texas law or the earlier Georgia law struck down by the 

Supreme Court in 1986, our surmise is that these and similar laws that reached into the sexual conduct of consenting 

adults were influenced by early American law, where there was an explicit attempt to make the civil law of the states 

match key parts of the judicial law of the Old Testament. State laws against married couples using contraception 

(which fell in a famous1965 SCOTUS case) were another example of the civil power of the state reaching into 

private sexual relationships to govern them. It is not difficult to understand the moral logic that views such laws as 

government overreach that has a persecution-like effect if not intent.  
286 The latter was struck down October 12, 2014. 
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marriage. The common understanding that a marriage is formed by the mutual commitment of a 

man and a woman to a sexually complementary union open to the procreation and recognized by 

the state for good order in relation to those purposes was set aside in favor of extending 

recognition to the generalized commitment of “two individuals to a lasting relationship of mutual 

affection.” In the court’s view, there is nothing distinctive about male-female coupling that 

would warrant benefits not available to any two individuals who enter a committed relationship. 

What’s sex got to do with it? Nothing, as far as the court is concerned; the relationship is based 

on mutual affection, not sexual complementation. To extend the benefits of marriage to same-sex 

couples, Chief Justice Amestoy wrote, “is simply, when all is said and done, a recognition of our 

common humanity.” However, the two-track form of recognition enacted by the legislature, 

same-sex civil unions and male-female marriage, was from the beginning in tension with the 

appeal to common humanity, as Andrew Sullivan was quick to point out. Equal benefits without 

equal affirmation was an incomplete recognition of common humanity, and eventually the 

legislature conceded the point and adopted a one-track system of coupling for which it retained 

the term “marriage” without the ancient natural basis in sexual complementarity. 

 

Our fellow citizens who proudly self-identify as gay or lesbian are overjoyed that the Supreme 

Court ruled in June in Obergefell v. Hodges that restricting marriage to male-female couples is 

unconstitutional. From a gay or lesbian perspective, not to be able to marry someone of the same 

sex is to be denied an equal right to participate in the primary social institution for human 

coupling, and thus to be relegated to a position of second-class citizenship. Civic equality does 

indeed entail marriage equality “without any limitation due to race, nationality or religion.” But 

the inclusion of persons of the same sex in the equation involves a radical revision of the 

definition of marriage. Instead of a social institution based on the natural complementarity of 

male and female that provides the optimal environment for the rearing of children, marriage is 

construed as the social validation of a private relationship based simply on the mutual affection 

of the contracting parties.287 Marriage is thereby evacuated of its structural basis in sexual 

differentiation. As Justice Denise Johnson observed in her partial dissent to Vermont’s landmark 

decision in 1999 (Baker v. State), “If this is marriage, same-sex couples have a right to it.”288 

 

The assumption behind the court’s decision, that became also the working assumption of the 

legislature, was accurately pointed out by Coolidge: “Instead of treating marriage as something 

existing outside the law, the court treats it as created by the law for couples.”  

 

Society is constituted not only of individuals but also of couples, and all couples—any two 

individuals committed to an intimate and lasting relationship—must be treated alike in the civil 

sphere in recognition of their common humanity. Civic equality, the legislature eventually was 

made to understand, was incompatible with a two-track system of “civil unions” for some 

couples and “marriage” for others; to think otherwise was dismissed as sheer bigotry. Having 

evacuated marriage of its structural meaning apart from law, the legislature simply inserted into 

                                                
287 Andrew Sullivan defines marriage as a “public contract” whose center is “an emotional, financial, and 

psychological bond between two people.” Virtually Normal  (1996), p. 179. 
288 The Massachusetts Supreme Court decision in 2003 (Goodridge v. Dept. of Health) was equally vague: “We 

construe civil marriage to mean the voluntary union of two persons as spouses, to the exclusion of all others.”  
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the law of marriage the radically different conception of a committed relationship, creating in 

effect a new “law of coupling.” In its landmark decision by which Massachusetts became the 

first state to legalize same-sex marriage, the Supreme Court redefined marriage in this succinct 

phrase: “We construe civil marriage to mean the voluntary union of two persons as spouses, to 

the exclusion of all others.” The court does not go into the basis for its “construal,” does not 

explain why it is the union of two persons (the number is obviously derived from the union of 

male and female), and does not provide any content for the meaning of spouses (the phrase is 

tautological—“the voluntary union of two persons as married persons”). What the court is clear 

about is the civic equality of individuals, so that to exclude individuals from marriage on account 

of their sex is to violate a basic human right. Any two individuals who commit themselves to 

being a couple have the right to have their relationship recognized by the law of marriage. 

Anything less—civil unions, domestic partnerships—even if they carry identical benefits to 

marriage—is inherently discriminatory and relegates such couples to a second-class civic status. 

The issue is not simply equal benefits for same-sex couples, but rather equal affirmation of their 

love and commitment. 

 

The Iowa Supreme Court likewise argued that civic equality demands that all persons in 

committed relationships be treated alike, thus subtly changing the issue from the equality of 

individuals (“all persons similarly situated should be treated alike”) to the equality of couples. 

But this begs the question as to whether a same-sex couple is in fact similarly situated to a male-

female couple simply on the grounds that both involve equal individuals in committed 

relationships. It might be useful to approach the question, at least initially, in terms of coupling, 

defined simply as “the act of bringing or coming together,” with pairing as the term specifically 

for sexual union (Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary). A “pair” (from the Latin paria “equal 

things”) refers to “two corresponding things designed for use together,” for example, a pair of 

scissors, a pair of pliers. It can hardly escape notice that not every couple (two individuals in a 

committed relationship) is a pair. The sexual complementarity of the male-female couple sets it 

apart from other committed relationships and warrants its unique recognition in the civil law. 

This is not to denigrate the committed relationships of other couples, which can be 

accommodated in contract law without erecting new institutional forms. Unlike committed 

relationships between persons of the same-sex that are based on emotional attraction, male-

female coupling, traditionally institutionalized as marriage, is based on the natural physiological 

and biological differences between the sexes that enable the one-flesh union of the sexual organs 

in coitus and the potential of procreation through the uniting of sexually differentiated gametes 

(sperm and ovum). 

 

 

To elaborate, Dr. Jones then cites Robert P. George:  

 

Marriage … as a one-flesh communion of persons that is consummated and 

actualized by acts that are reproductive in type … is an intrinsic human good. … 

The bodily union of spouses in marital acts is the biological matrix of their 

marriage as a comprehensive, multilevel sharing of life.” In other words, the male-

female couple is “a mated pair” who act as “an organic unit” in sexual 

intercourse. “Thus, the unitive good of marriage provides a non-instrumental (and 
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sufficient) reason for spouses to perform sexual acts which by uniting them as 

bodily persons (that is, as one flesh) consummate and actualize their marriage.289  

 

Jones concludes by saying that the social recognition of couples of the same sex as well as male-

female couples in the same institution radically alters the public meaning of marriage. The 

historic understanding of marriage as a sexually complementary union has to be set aside in 

favor of the revised understanding of marriage as a sex-neutral coupling. Whereas the former has 

an objective basis in sexual complementation and its procreative potential, the latter is based on 

subjective attraction without any necessary connection to human sexuality. 

 

 

Living the Truth that is in Jesus 

Dr. Jones ends his paper by exhorting believers to remain faithful to the Lord’s spirit of love and 

to remember the ongoing relevance of God’s truth even to those around us who make no place 

for it in their lives. Here’s how he finishes: 

 

Those who continue to recognize the uniqueness and normativity of male-female 

coupling can expect to be stigmatized and increasingly marginalized in the public 

square. For believers who affirm and seek to practice “the truth as in Jesus” 

(Ephesians 4:20-21), there is likely some heavy weather ahead. But what matters 

most of all is the will of the Creator whose ordinances are for human fulfillment 

and happiness and the common good of human beings living in community. There 

are three biblical universals that should shape the manner of a Christian 

response: 
 

All human beings are created in the image of God. 

All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. 

All are offered forgiveness and renewal in Christ. 
 

The question is not whether persons of the same sex are capable of capable of 

committed relationships but whether they belong in the same category as conjugal 

marriage. Does the common humanity of same-sex couples require us to agree 

that there is no essential difference between same-sex and male-female coupling? 

Here living the truth as followers of Jesus means bearing faithful and prudent 

witness to the Creator’s law of marriage however out of sync with the spirit of the 

age it may be.290 

 

 

Practical Steps To Ponder As We Move Forward in Our Post-Obergefell Society 

Turning now from Dr. Jones’ exposition of the biblical view of marriage and his framing of the 

public policy questions, we pose the question as to what it might look like to take seriously his 

insistence that  

 

                                                
289 Robert P. George, “What’s Sex Got to Do with It? Marriage, Morality, and Rationality” in The Meaning of 

Marriage, ed. Robert P. George and Jean Bethke Elshtain (2006), p.155. 
290 Jones, “Christian Response to Same-sex Marriage Legislation,” p. 12. 
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...living the truth as followers of Jesus means bearing faithful and prudent 

witness to the Creator’s law of marriage however out of sync with the spirit of 

the age it may be. 

 

The first order of business is for us as elders and pastors to challenge our people with the 

following: 

 

Teaching and preaching on marriage that goes beyond the “how to’s” of the husband/wife 

relationship to the structure of marriage in the world as God has created it. Our teaching in 

our churches must stress not simply the practical aspects—crucial as they are—of living together 

with more love and less conflict as husband and wife; and not simply the “boundary rules” for 

sexual conduct explicitly stated in Scripture or worked out from its core principles, as critical as 

it is to teach God’s people to know and honor those boundaries fixed by his purposes and 

decisions.  What is so desperately needed and, arguably, even more fundamental, is to make 

transparent from Scripture the overarching ethical framework God gives us, the “storyline,” 

namely that we are all called to submit to the created framework for living that the Word of God 

lays out for the human race, that is, for people made in the divine image, and that God does not  

purpose the repression of our joy and well being in this calling, but our flourishing.  

 

Precisely at this point we want to say that Christians should be able to acknowledge freely that 

relationships of same-sex-attracted men and women can be motivated by love, that is, by 

genuine, self-sacrificing care for another, and not merely by a crass desire to use the other person 

for sexual gratification. Christians should be able freely—and even thankfully—to acknowledge 

that deep friendship and love between men and between women is a rich gift from God to be 

pursued and cultivated, and that the church is in need of gaining a much greater appreciation of 

friendship-love. Nevertheless, where such love takes on a romantic/sexual dimension and focus, 

it becomes a misplaced love, springing, as it does, from a disordered desire. As such, it cannot 

rightly and honorably fulfill the deep human need and longing for security and intimacy, and 

cannot be regarded as morally equivalent to what a man and a woman legally bound together, 

body and soul, have in heterosexual marriage.291 

 

As we grasp the meaning of God’s created framework for human living and give ourselves to 

it—having first come to Christ for forgiveness—we find our own fractured humanness—

including our sexual brokenness—healing. We see that in returning to God in obedience to his 

law by choosing, say, to work on a difficult marriage rather than abandon that spouse in divorce, 

we are stepping back into our glory, our place of honor as dependent creatures in an unfolding 

                                                
291 Here it is worth noting that for many gay Americans, even those with a partner, monogamy is quite self-

consciously not part of what they stand ready to commit themselves to. See the article by Liza Mundy in 

www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2013/06/the-gay-guide-to-wedded-bliss/309317/  as well as Steven W. 

Thrasher in “Master Bedroom, Extra Closet: The Truth About Gay Marriage” posted at Gawker on 6/19/13. An 

older study done by two gay sociologists of 156 male couples is useful too, in this regard. Of these 156 couples, only 

7 had maintained sexual fidelity to their partner; and of the 100 couples who had been together for more that five 

years, none of the couples had maintained fidelity. The authors’ own conclusion: “The expectation for outside 

sexual activity was the rule for male couples and the exception for heterosexuals.”  D. McWhirter and A. Mattison, 

The Male Couple: How Relationships Develop (1984), p. 3. Cited by Jeffrey Satinover, Homosexuality and the 

Politics of Truth (1996), p. 55.  

 

http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2013/06/the-gay-guide-to-wedded-bliss/309317/
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story of God’s redemptive, healing power come into the world in the person of the Son, to look 

for and heal the wounded, who are everywhere. Thus, by setting ourselves to obey God by the 

power of his Spirit, and live within the law of his framework for sexual conduct, we begin to find 

our true selves and our proper freedom—even when the Lord who bought us brings us to a new 

place of maturity by pouring us into and then out of a crucible of suffering, following his own 

example. This happens to the degree that we are willing to renounce our autonomy and relearn 

how to live within the boundaries for human flourishing as our Creator has defined them. Then, 

with this experience of the grace of God “remaking” us and restoring the divine image in us—

which sin has not obliterated but has disfigured—we become signposts to others who have lost 

their way, inviting them onto the same path that leads to the cross of Christ and the death of our 

old ways as well as to a resurrected life. It leads to him who is “making all things new.” 

 

A Call to Stand in Solidarity With the Marginalized. Orthodox Christians who hold the 

biblical view of marriage seem increasingly to be in the minority, and especially since the 

Obergefell decision in June 2015, are frequent targets of accusation and hostility and objects of 

open contempt. We can adopt a retaliatory and contemptuous stance ourselves toward those who 

are now celebrating same-sex marriage and feeling triumphant. Or we can seize the opportunity 

here and learn to stand more squarely in solidarity with any people who, being in a numerical 

minority, have suffered hostility and contempt at the hands of a majority—whatever the reasons 

for that hostility may be.  Conservative and orthodox Christians historically ought to have more 

vigorously and compassionately defended the personal dignity of any and all homosexually-

inclined men and women, as fellow human beings made in the image of God, against all 

demeaning of them and violence against them that was rooted in seeing them as second-class 

citizens deserving only ridicule, hatred, and ostracism. Sadly, as with Jews in the Middle Ages, 

and later with Native Americans and African Americans here in America, Christians in 

established churches were far too often the persecutors of same-sex-attracted men and women. 

The eastern church father, John Chrysostom, went beyond the teaching of Scripture when in his 

vituperative detestation of homosexual acts he proclaimed from the pulpit:  “For there is not, 

surely there is not, a more grievous sin than this insolent dealing.”292  

 

It is true that our confessional standards insist on the principle that while all sins render us 

equally guilty before God, not all sins are “equally heinous in themselves, and in the sight of 

God.”293 The Larger Catechism goes on to say that sins are rendered “more heinous” by being 

“against the light of nature,” and includes in the proof texts Paul’s statements about 

                                                
292

 Homily 8 on Thessalonians; Select Library [1st series] 13:358 and cited in Crompton, Homosexuality and 

Civilization (2003), p. 141. We say this realizing that there is no evidence, until modern times, of people reflecting 

on the concept of a “homosexual orientation,” and hence no evidence that people viewed homosexual acts as being 

committed out of an ongoing, deeply rooted, “constitutional” attraction toward someone of the same sex. However, 

this lack of evidence that “sexual orientation” existed as a category does not prove that it did not exist as a reality. 

One would hope that if Chrysostom had encountered same-sex-attracted people who were engaged in spiritual battle 

against their desires, his own pastoral heart would have had an instinct to be gracious and patient with them. On the 

other hand, Chrysostom’s vituperative tongue-lashings—against the rich, against the Jews, to name but two other 

classes of people who drew his ire—likely would have intimidated any same-sex-attracted man or woman solicitous 

of pastoral counsel and made them utterly fearful of sharing such a secret with him.  
293 Westminster Larger Catechism, Q #150. 
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homosexuality in Romans 1:26-27.294 However, when people cried, “But homosexual acts are an 

abomination to God, according to Leviticus 18:22!,” Christians should have answered, “Yes—

and so are pride, lying, and  business fraud an ‘abomination’ according to Proverbs 6:16-17 and 

11:1!” If Christians had so responded, then homosexual sin might not have gained what it did 

under Chrysostom’s influence: the mythological and unbiblical status of the worst of all possible 

sins; and those having to live with erotic desire toward their own sex would not have become the 

pariahs and untouchables they became in the eyes of “respectable” people. The radical love 

constrained by the gospel of grace toward sinners would have been let loose, and instead of the 

irrational fear and loathing same-sex-attracted people were too often treated with, they would 

have been seen rather as fellow offenders standing in the same need of grace and mercy as is 

someone guilty of, say, the deadly carbon monoxide-like sin of spiritual pride.  

 

This is not to neutralize what the Apostle Paul says about homosexual acts being sins contrary to 

nature: there is great and serious ethical distortion in seeking to find a sexual “other” in a person 

who is, literally, sexually the same. But to stress what homosexual acts and spiritual pride have 

in common is to underscore Jesus’ radical interpretation of the uncompromising demands of 

God’s law that puts each and every human being exactly on the same level before a holy God: if 

you hate, you have violated the law against murder; if you lust in your imagination, you are 

guilty of adultery.295   

 

In this regard, some of the stronger statements against same-sex marriage issued by black pastors 

and clergy organizations are instructive for us in modeling a faithfulness to God’s revealed Word 

wedded to a compassion that stands in solidarity with fellow human beings who are a numerical 

minority and for one reason or another have been ridiculed and demeaned.296 One pastor put it 

this way in 2004 in opposing a bill introducing same-sex marriage in the state legislature of 

Massachusetts: 

 

As black preachers, we are progressive in our social consciousness, and in our 

political ideology as an oppressed people we will often be against the status quo, 

but our first call is to hear the voice of God in our Scriptures, and where an issue 

clearly contradicts our understanding of Scripture, we have to apply that 

understanding. 297 

 

                                                
294 For a fuller treatment of homosexual sin in the Westminster Standards, see, after the pastoral care section 

[Chapter VII] of this report, the ADDENDUM TO THE PASTORAL CARE SECTION: Reflections on Sexual 

Temptation and Sin in the Scriptures and Westminster Standards: Implications for Pastoral Care. 
295 See Romans 1:27 for Paul’s statement about homosexual acts being “against nature,” and Matthew 5:21-22, 27-

28 for Jesus’s remarkable comments about the high requirements of the law for what goes on at “the core” of a 

person’s life, i.e., in the heart.   
296 Care should be taken here not to forget the past. It is true that those who identify as gay men and women have 

been gaining in social status and income in recent years (statistics on this are not difficult to find), but historically, 

boys and men who were sexually drawn to other boys and men were, once discovered, commonly exposed and 

ridiculed, even beaten, murdered, and sometimes executed. They were truly, social pariahs—outcasts who lived 

under the scorn and contempt that so many were ready to heap upon them.      
297 Ascribed to Rev. Gregory G. Groover, pastor of Charles Street African Methodist Episcopal Church in Boston 

and reported by David Gold in his online news report Goldtalk Forum (2-10-2004) and titled “Black Clergy in 

Massachusetts Says NO to Gay Marriage.”  
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We have already cited German pastor and theologian, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, imprisoned by the 

Nazi regime and executed just before WWII ended. In a letter at the end of 1942 he noted the 

bracing effect that being marginalized, rendered powerless, had on him:   

 

There remains [for someone who has been imprisoned] an experience of 

incomparable value. We have for once learnt to see the great events of world 

history from below, from the perspective of the outcast, the suspects, the 

maltreated, the powerless, the oppressed, the reviled—in short, from the 

perspective of those who suffer.298 

 

Surely, this is how all theology ought to be done: going “outside the camp” with Christ, who 

identifies with the rejected and marginalized. 

 

An Invitation to Think—and a Caution.  We need to equip ourselves to help our people learn 

to read and think, debate and pray as we all try to discern how our culture got to where we are 

today. But we begin with a caution. Care needs to be taken, we think, to avoid the simplistic 

conclusion that the rise of same-sex marriage is the cause of the downfall of the old conjugal 

view of marriage taught in the Scriptures. Believers need to ponder that while the monumental 

Obergefell decision sealed into national law the redefinition of marriage, the old definition has 

not been alive and well and predominant in the moral vision of the citizenry for quite some time. 

The historical evidence suggests that the “easy divorce” laws established in state after state 

during the 1960s reflected a growing sentiment in the secular order against the old norms of 

marriage in favor of the new. As we have seen, in the traditional moral framework, conjugal 

marriage does have in view the emotional and physical intimacy of the couple, but it is also 

procreative in purpose—for and in principle inseparably bound to, the wellbeing of the couple’s 

offspring: their conception, birth, and growth into adulthood. Easy divorce laws dramatically 

diminished the procreative purpose of marriage, as did the ease of access to modern birth control 

methods by which sexual intimacy could fairly easily be separated from the possibility of 

pregnancy. And once abortion (including those done late term) became a constitutionally 

protected right by fiat of the high court, even the occurrence of pregnancy was no longer a 

hindrance to what was becoming the supreme value in marriage and the only essential purpose of 

it: the married couple’s own happiness and emotional fulfillment in each other. And from there, 

it was a fairly short step to allowing men to marry men and women to marry women. As 

Vermont state Supreme Court justice, Denise Johnson said of this modern redefinition of 

marriage in her partial dissent to the majority opinion establishing gay civil unions in that state in 

1999,  “If this is marriage, same-sex couples have a right to it.”299 

 

We believe evangelicals in particular will rise to the occasion and not “give in” to the culture and 

compromise the church’s defense of biblical marriage by embracing the Obergefell decision. 

What will be far harder is to get our people to examine honestly those ways in which the culture 

has already squeezed them into its mold and distorted their thinking about heterosexual marriage 

                                                
298  Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers From Prison (1953). Cited by David Gushee in  Ken Wilson,  A Letter 

to My Congregation: An evangelical pastor’s path to embracing people who are gay, lesbian and transgender into 

the company of Jesus (2014), Foreword, p. vii.    

 
299 Cited in David Jones, “A Christian Response to Same-sex Marriage Legislation” (2014), p.9.  
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such that they are not as faithful to biblical teaching on this as they believe themselves to be. One 

concerned Christian leader wrote this recently, with the same concern: 

 

Just because most of the people in your congregation reject same-sex marriage 

does not mean that their vision of marriage is biblical. Many of the folks sitting 

in church pews every week are just as revisionist in their understanding of 

marriage as their friends with rainbow avatars on their Facebook. That’s why I’m 

less concerned about our churches caving on gay marriage and more concerned 

about evangelicals adopting the underlying, revisionist framework that makes 

same-sex marriage possible. 
 

Same-sex marriage is only the tip of the spear when it comes to the differences 

between the biblical vision of marriage and cultural counterfeit. If we focus only 

on current legal challenges regarding marriage, we may overlook just how deeply 

formed we are by our surrounding culture in matters related to sexuality and 

marriage. We may miss the fact that we, too, view our relationships in 

individualistic and therapeutic terms. We may think we’re “safe” or “faithful” if 

we adopt the “right belief” about gay marriage, when in reality, we may be just 

as compromised as the rest of culture. We may take pride in ”holding down the 

fort,” while the fort has been hollowed out from the inside.”300 [emphasis added] 
 

The Trevin Wax article just quoted is a fine one, and we would encourage churches to find ways 

of getting their people to read, ponder, and discuss it. The full article can be found at the end of 

this report in Appendix C. 

 

At the same time, we must not lose sight of this: that however true it be that moral laxness and a 

me-focused individualism had already led, over several decades, to a practical redefining of 

heterosexual marriage, the change that the Obergefell case portended, and has now, in its 

conclusion, cemented into law in the United States, is revolutionary. This was expressed well in 

May of 2015 by the editor of a widely respected Christian magazine, just before the Obergefell 

decision came down: 

 

...I find it very hard to understand how some Christians, perhaps most, fail to see 

the fundamental threat same-sex marriage poses to the biblical view of marriage. 

Divorce wounds marriage. Cohabitation and a contraceptive mentality reflect a 

private indifference to the goods of marriage. But same-sex marriage does 

something much more fundamental: It asserts public control over marriage, 

detaches it from the reality of our bodies as male and female, and remakes it into 

a purely affective union for the sake of . . . affective union (in other words, for 

the sake of emotional intimacy between two people).301 

 

Using pornography, living together unmarried, an arrogant contraceptive mentality that does not 

subject itself to the will of God, premarital sex, divorce, adultery—all these transgressions ignore 

divine law, sometimes even with a haughty disdain that says “Down with traditional morality! 

                                                
300 Trevin Wax in  “ARE EVANGELICALS MORE REVISIONIST ON MARRIAGE THAN WE THINK?”  (October 

6, 2015) on the Gospel Coalition website. 

 
301 R.R.Reno in First Things (May 2015), pp. 9-10. 
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I’ll do as I please.” Same-sex marriage is different. It insists on claiming the public sanction of 

the marital bond—and now, after Obergefell, it has gotten it.      

 

A Call to Live With Hope, Even as Aliens in an Increasingly Foreign Land. When times are 

difficult, the gospel would remind us that Christ and his truth and love and holiness win—

always. In his 1980 book, The End of Christendom, the former British socialist and BBC 

journalist, Malcolm Muggeridge, set Christians in the right direction as they face living in the 

shadowland of modern, secular materialism, scientism, and moral autonomy. He wrote these 

encouraging words, words that are even more needed now than they were 37 years ago: 

 

Twentieth-century man has created his own fantasy through science which has 

enabled him to explore as no other generation of men have, the structure and 

mechanics of his own environment.  What fantastic achievements have thereby 

been made possible in the way of moving faster, growing richer, communicating 

more rapidly, mastering illnesses, and altogether overcoming the hazards of our 

earthly existence. But all the achievements have led to a growing arrogance, a 

widening separation from the true nature of our being; in other  words,  an  

alienation from God. If it were possible to live without God, it would not be 

worth living at all.  It was in a labour camp, Solzhenitsyn has told us, that he 

learnt what freedom meant and became free. So, amidst the shambles of a fallen 

Christendom, I feel a renewed confidence in the light of the Christian revelation 

with which it first began.  I should hate you to think that his [Solzhenitsyn’s] 

view that I've put before you is a pessimistic view. Strangely enough I believe it 

to be the only way to a proper and real hope.302 [emphasis added] 
  

May God grant us the strength to lay hold of this sure and certain hope, come what may in the 

secular culture around us. If we are determined to lay hold of it, we might find that out of the 

tyranny imposed by the so-called “sexual freedom” of our time, weary and spent men and 

women will be drawn to us, curious about our out-of-date ethics and yet also warming to the joy 

and true freedom they see we have in our submission to a Savior who loved us to death. May 

more and more people look at us and see by our living that bondage to Christ is so much easier a 

servitude to bear than bondage to our own desires and the fickle impulses of an undisciplined 

will.  

 

 

                                                
302 Malcolm Muggeridge, The End of Christendom (1980), p. 23.  
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XI. A WITNESS FULL OF TRUTH AND LOVE: 

Living Faithfully and Winsomely in an Age of Sexual 

Autonomy 
 

Letting Our Principles Shape Our Response to the Sexual Revolution  

 

As we begin to draw this report to a close, how do we frame what we believe our response ought 

to be to the dramatic shifts in sexual ethics that have taken place, and are still taking place, in 

western democracies? We think it’s hugely important to aim at living faithfully to the Lord and 

winsomely toward those around us in this age of sexual autonomy—an age characterized by 

promoting an ethic we have called “sex without borders.” This is because God teaches us to care 

about people caught in sexual confusion and rebellion and hurting from the personal and 

relational damage that is the inevitable result of trying to redefine reality. Those caught up in this 

confusion desperately need Christ to reconcile them to God and to rescue them from 

themselves—in order that they might find themselves. This means we are to be to them, humbly, 

faithful witnesses of Christ’s love and truth. 

 

 

What We Are Up Against 

 

The Separation of Sex From Love and Marriage  

 

The first draft of this report (2015) was titled, “Homosexuality and the Gospel of Grace: 

Faithfulness to the Lord’s Calling In Our Age of Sexual Revolution.” But in the end we pulled 

the phrase “In Our Age of Sexual Revolution,” fearing it would feel out of date to some of the 

younger minds among us—just a throwback, conjuring up images of hippie chants and “Free 

Love!” placards in the cultural upheaval of the 1960s that has now settled. But the upheaval 

hasn’t settled. That truth is realized in the 2016 book by a British psychiatrist already mentioned, 

a large part of which turns on the author’s conviction that the “sexual revolution” is still in 

progress. He writes, 

 

First, let me define how I use the term “sexual revolution.” I’m referring to the 

overturning and liberalization of long-established social and moral attitudes to 

sex that began in Western culture in the 1960s, and continues to the present 

day.303  

 

 The upheaval, indeed, goes on: revolt against the prevailing sexual mores is just further down 

the path it started on, taking new twists and turns that are now rendered possible by the 

technological wizardry that moved us into the digital age. For those who love the sexual 

revolution that crystallized in the 60s, this is autonomy accomplished, the expansion of sexual 

freedom and opportunity for every individual. A recent issue of a contemporary men’s magazine 

                                                
303 Glynn Harrison, A Better Story: God, Sex & Human Flourishing (2016), p. 3 
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mentioned a 24-year-old man who has 20 sex “hookup” apps on his phone (these apps connect 

people looking for merely recreational or relaxational sex). And here’s how the magazine article, 

using the language of “revolution,” describes the features of this new world of sexual unrestraint:     

 

Thanks to the sex-tech revolution—and the hookup-app industry it has birthed—

more people are having more on-demand sex, free of strings, accountability, and 

knowledge of a partner’s name and sexual history.304 

 

Once sex is severed from love and marriage and is construed as mere recreation, free from any 

moral and relational accountability, then enters the brave new world of digital technology to 

widen the pool of partners—and the sky seems like the limit. You don’t even have to carry the 

emotional baggage of knowing the other person’s name. So the sexual revolution goes on.  

 

It is arguable, of course, that such impersonal and unrestrained sexual gluttony is out there on the 

addictive fringes of society and is not likely to be mainstreamed. But sexual confusion takes 

different forms, and while the hookup culture in its radical pockets may not be large 

proportionately—at least not yet, what has been mainstreamed and is daily deepening in the 

consciousness of our fellow citizens is the distorted notion that homosexual relationships are on a 

moral par with heterosexual relationships, at least judged by any criteria that matter to modern 

people. One could illustrate the new reigning orthodoxy in a hundred ways, but we take one that 

was fairly recent and very public.     

 

The Separation of Love From Truth  

 

In his January 2016 State of the Union Address, President Obama spoke eloquently of the need 

for both love and truth in our corporate life as a nation, echoing—as the joining of love and truth 

always will—something akin to the Apostle Paul’s phrase in Ephesians 4:15,  ...speaking the 

truth in love….   

 

The President spoke of the importance of being “inspired by those voices of fairness and 

vision….of unarmed truth and unconditional love.” In other words, he stressed both love and 

truth—love that loves with no conditions and truth that seeks what’s real, though not to wield it 

as a weapon to defeat others. But then the President went on to offer as an example of this, a 

son—gay (or maybe transgendered?) was the unspoken, but likely qualifier—who is honest 

about his sexuality with his dad. The President praised them both, referring to:  

  

…the son who finds the courage to come out as who he is, and the father whose 

love for that son overrides everything he’s been taught. 

  

If the President had in view a father, who for the love of his son, sets aside his own contempt for 

gay people he may have learned growing up, all can commend the example, especially 

Christians. The Scriptures teach that God binds us to love every neighbor we have and to treat 

every person we encounter as we would want to be treated. But the President said specifically 

                                                
304 “Sex, Lies and Hookup Apps,” in Detail magazine (September 2015), p. 104. 
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that for such a father his love for his son will override—and rightly override, was the President’s 

point—everything he has been taught. Given the President Obama’s own public statements and 

policies, which were, by that time, in clear support of gay relationships and even marriage, we 

may safely presume that “everything he [the father] has been taught” would include traditional 

Christian, Jewish, and Islamic teaching such a father might have learned growing up, to the 

effect that homosexual sexual relationships are contrary to the will of God and ought not to be 

embraced and celebrated.  In the President’s moral vision, love appears to trump truth if they 

come into conflict—no questions asked, no nuances relevant. 

 

 

Shall We Throw Up Our Hands? The Missional Challenge in Our Age of Sexual 

Autonomy.  

 

It would be easy to cite one story after another illustrating the upending of the old, biblically-

informed sexual ethic that largely shaped our land (even when it was hypocritically ignored in 

private) before the sexual revolution got underway in the 1960s, and then to throw up our hands 

in exasperation and defeat.  

 

But while there should be more holy lament among us as we survey the destructive effects all 

around us of the ripping away of sex from its traditional moorings in the establishment and 

wellbeing of the family, we should also, in the power of the Spirit of God, be rising to the 

missional challenge our culture presents to us. 

 

And here, we digress a bit to think theologically and hermeneutically. Professor Michael 

Goheen, in his book, Living at the Crossroads, summarizes well the importance of remaining 

faithful to the sovereign Lord by staying committed to Holy Scripture as our divinely-inspired 

norm for believing and behaving, while also staying committed to the Lord’s mission to the 

world still caught up in its darkness and confusion about what is real, true and good:  

 

...it would be foolish to...pretend that one’s worldview was informed only by 

Scripture and biblical theology….All of us work out of worldviews, and these have 

been formed in part by our reading of Scripture and biblical theology as well as 

by Christian tradition. But our worldviews have also been formed in part by those 

ideas that we have absorbed, often unconsciously, from the surrounding 

culture….But we must make Scripture and the biblical drama our constant and 

normative reference points as we map out the contours of a Christian 

worldview…305 

 

But how do we remain missional among a secular people who have moved further and further 

away from God’s norms for sexual behavior without cutting ourselves off from the very people 

who need the light of the gospel of liberation? The Apostle Paul helps us with his principle of 

holding onto Christ while also  becoming all things to all people (1 Corinthians 9:22), i.e., 

finding points of commonality with them and affirming—where we can do this with informed 

                                                
305 Michael Goheen, Living at the Crossroads: An Introduction to Christian Worldview (2008), p.27. 
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and clear consciences—what they affirm and value. In other words, according to Paul, 

faithfulness to God entails the idea that Christians should be willing to understand and live 

winsomely toward their fellow citizens in any given cultural matrix they find themselves in, 

trying to discern ways they can make biblical truths and categories speak reasonably and 

credibly to people given the categories and commitments of their particular cultural matrix.   

 

Goheen reflects this approach when he subtitles one section, “Why and How Should We Move 

‘beyond’ Scripture? A Missional Imperative.” He goes on to say that in a fundamental sense we 

are not aiming to move “beyond” Scripture at all. He clarifies what he means by his subtitle: 

 

We use the term beyond merely to refer to the task of abstracting from Scripture 

and articulating the comprehensive framework of basic beliefs embodied in the 

Christian story. Why is it important to abstract and articulate these basic beliefs? 

 

We have seen already how [James] Orr and [Abraham] Kuyper were driven to 

articulate the gospel as a worldview in response to the powerful challenges of 

opposing worldviews in their cultural contexts [Europe in the late 19th century]. 

In other words, their impulse was missional: in order to engage their culture with 

the gospel and to bear a credible witness to Christ, they needed to demonstrate 

that the gospel embodied a worldview that provided a real and vital alternative to 

the powerful worldviews of their day. And it has always been so throughout the 

history of the church….Christians have always found it to be a missional 

imperative to explain the coherence of the biblical message and to relate it in 

rational and coherent way to the cultures of their day. Proof-texting is...woefully 

inadequate...; what is needed is a sense of how the major beliefs of the drama of 

Scripture hold together and how one can build on them to develop a Christian 

understanding and critique of the culture of the day.306 [emphasis added]  
 

We believe Goheen has expressed it well here, and that this is the great challenge of our time 

when “sexual autonomy” reigns supreme, and a commitment to what could accurately be called 

“sex without borders” is the new litmus test for being an enlightened citizen deserving of a place 

at the public table. But we also believe that we who are Reformed are particularly equipped to 

take on this challenge, if only we will come at it with humility and the determination it requires 

of us—and if only we are patient enough before the Lord to take the long view of his ways with 

the world.  

 

Quoting Their Own Poets 

 

When Paul was in Athens, he sought to make certain truths of the Faith more credible to his 

listeners by quoting pagan poets when he was addressing pagan Greeks. He thereby gave those 

poets a measure of credit for understanding something of God’s truth, and aware of the principle 

that what is already one’s own will normally be less objectionable than what comes from 

outsiders to one’s self, Paul was making the claims of the wider gospel story as winsome as he 

could when he quoted to them “[their] own poets.”  

                                                
306 Michael Goheen, Crossroads, pp. 27-28. 

 



2017 Missouri Presbytery Report on Same-sex Relationships  235 

 

We need to be doing the same in our time and culture; and to illustrate it in one small way we 

mention Dietrich Bonhoeffer, and close with this. It’s easy to love Bonhoeffer for his decisive 

stand against the Nazis, and almost everybody in our day seems to love him. Bonhoeffer is a 

modern day hero to many, even outside the Faith. So let us memorize the following lines that we 

might quote him as “your own poet” in conversations with those around us about what sexual 

ethic we ought to live by as 21st century people. Even if the evidence offered for the claim in a 

recent biography that Bonhoeffer was homoerotically involved with his close friend, Eberhard 

Bethge, is unconvincing,307 still, the way Bonhoeffer ties restraint and personal discipline to 

living as a free person is striking and particularly poignant for where we stand now, at the 

furthest end of the sexual revolution:  

 

The essence of chastity is not the suppression of lust, but the total orientation of 

one’s life towards a goal. Without such a goal, chastity is bound to become 

ridiculous. Chastity is the sine qua non of lucidity and concentration. 308   
 

If you would find freedom, learn above all to discipline your senses and your soul. 

Be not led hither and thither by your desires and your members. Keep your spirit 

and your body chaste, wholly subject to you, and obediently seeking the goal that 

is set before you. None can learn the secret of freedom save by discipline.309  
 

Learning this side of Bonhoeffer from us might make secular people think twice, inclined as they 

are to honor Bonhoeffer’s moral authority even as they defend their sexual freedom. It might 

open a door for conversation with them about sex, love, freedom, and discipline—even about 

Christ, who came to cover the terrific failures in our personal discipline and call us to a new 

empowerment for it—in his strength, not our own, all for the sake of a true freedom wherein we 

find ourselves most fulfilled when we are loving God above all, humbly obeying him, and 

serving others gladly, for his sake.  

 

                                                
307 The claim is made by Charles Marsh in Strange Glory: A Life of Dietrich Bonhoeffer (2014). But that this claim 

is purely speculative is argued in a review of Marsh’s book by Victoria J. Barnett, General Editor of Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer’s Works, English Edition. See “Review Essay: Interpreting Bonhoeffer Post-Bethge” on the website 

Contemporary Church History Quarterly (posted September 15, 2014). In a later addendum to her review Barnett 

gives evidence of Marsh’s loose handling of some of the historical material, especially with regard to a Bonhoeffer 

letter Marsh relies on heavily for his claim. See Victoria J. Barnett, “Clarification and Addendum to My Review of 

Charles Marsh’s Strange Glory” also posted on Contemporary Church History Quarterly (December 5, 2014).  
308 Letters and Papers From Prison (1954) under “Miscellaneous Thoughts,” p. 175.  
309 Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers From Prison, under “Stations on the Road to Freedom,” p. 170. 
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XII.  CONCLUSION 
 

In our age of rapid change, the hymn—the very dated hymn—“Hold to God’s Unchanging 

Hand” rings as true as ever: 

 

Time is filled with swift transition, 

Naught of earth unmoved can stand, 

Build your hopes on things eternal, 

Hold to God’s unchanging hand. 
 

Even in the short 23 years since the original 1994 report, our culture has undergone a radical 

shift—arguably, a 180-degree turnabout—in its public attitude toward homosexual relationships, 

a shift that was portended by the sexual revolution that began well before it. The rise of new 

generations in changing times requires new reflection on what it means to love people well; but 

changing times also require reaffirmations of the timeless truth of the Scriptures: that we must 

set our hope on things eternal, namely on the Lord Jesus himself and his Coming Kingdom. 

Much that we are called to be and do in the here and now of this life takes the form of suffering, 

even after the pattern of the Lord himself (1 Peter 2:18-23; 3:8-18; 5:6-11).  

 

However, the times also require us to bear witness to God’s love and truth, and do it faithfully to 

him and his Word and winsomely toward those around us. This means speaking with language 

and in a tone that is formed by the good news of grace and that seeks to communicate clearly, in 

a time of rapid change. Our pastoral care must take into account developments in how we think 

of discipleship for people attracted to the same sex, cultural changes in the use of language, and 

the broader cultural context from which people come when they walk through the doors of our 

churches.  

 

But supremely, bearing witness to God’s love and truth means that all our defense and exposition 

of them needs to aim at helping people see that to take up, by faith in Jesus Christ, one’s place in 

the great drama of the world’s redemption, is not a retrograde and repressive life of submission 

to outdated rules, but rather is a great adventure, and the way to find themselves and enjoy life 

and freedom to the fullest, even as they stand at the threshold of the door of an eternal Kingdom 

of love and peace that one day will overtake all the sorrow of our world. 

 

We end this report by quoting at length from an article written in 1991 by Richard Hays, 

professor of New Testament at Duke University, “Awaiting the Redemption of Our Bodies.”310  

We cited it in our 1994 Presbytery report on homosexual partnerships but include segments of it 

here because, despite some dated terminology, we find Hays’s piece so helpful a summary of the 

biblical teaching and its outworking. We want its emphases and spirit to go with the reader after 

this report is read, but before the challenging work that lies ahead is attempted. Here are some of 

Hays’s practical conclusions at the end of his piece:   

                                                
310 “Awaiting the Redemption of Our Bodies: The Witness of Scripture Concerning Homosexuality,” Richard B. 

Hays in Sojourners magazine 20 (July 1991), pp. 17-21. Reprinted in Homosexuality in the Church, ed. Jeffrey 

Siker, John Knox Press  (1994), pp. 3-17. See Hays’ full article, listed as Appendix 4 at the end of the 1994 Missouri 

Presbytery Report, the full text of which is Appendix A of this 2017 report.     
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PRACTICAL CONSEQUENCES:  LIVING UNDER THE CROSS 

 

How then shall we respond in the church to the pastoral and political311 realities 

of our time? Having said that we cannot condone homosexual behavior, we still 

find ourselves confronted by complex problems that demand rigorous and 

compassionate solutions. Those who uphold the biblical teaching against 

homosexuality must remember Paul's warning in Romans 2:1-3: We are all 

“without excuse”; we all stand or fall under God's judgment and mercy. The 

second thing to be said—as a presupposition for all that follows—is that the 

church is called to be a fellowship of committed believers, knowing itself to have 

an identity and vocation distinct from the world. 
  
In what follows, I pose several key issues and venture some discernments. These 

opinions—based on the exegesis and theological reflections already set forth in 

this essay—should be taken as proposals offered to the community of faith, to be 

judged in light of Scripture and the community’s prayerful corporate wisdom…. 
 

* Can homosexual persons be members of the Christian church? This is rather 

like asking, “Can envious persons be members of the church?” (cf. Romans 1:29) 

or “Can alcoholics be members of the church?” Unless we think that the church 

is a community of sinless perfection, we will have to acknowledge that persons of 

homosexual orientation (granting, as I am willing to do, that there is such a thing) 

are welcome along with other sinners in the company of those who trust in the 

God who justifies the ungodly (Romans 4:5). If they are not welcome, I will have 

to walk out the door along with them, leaving in the sanctuary only those entitled 

to cast the first stone. 
 

* Is it Christianly appropriate for homosexual Christians to maintain a 

homosexual lifestyle? No. The only one who was entitled to cast a stone, instead 

charged the recipient of his mercy to “go and sin no more.” It is no more 

appropriate for homosexual Christians to persist in a homosexual lifestyle312 than 

it would be for heterosexual Christians to maintain a lifestyle of fornication or 

adultery. (Insofar as the church fails to teach clearly about heterosexual chastity 

outside of marriage, its disapproval of homosexual coupling will appear arbitrary 

                                                
311 Our study does not deal at all with the important question of how Christians should think of the civil rights of gay 

men and women in the political order of the state, nor does Hays’s article explore it in depth. On this far too 

neglected topic we refer readers to the now dated but still helpful volume edited by Christopher Wolfe, 

Homosexuality and American Public Life (1999), especially part 3.  
312 As we noted early on in this report, the phrase “homosexual lifestyle,” is passé, and even offensive to many gay 

men and women today; hence we strongly discourage Christians from using it anymore. Note however, that in this 

1994 piece Hays also referred to a heterosexual “lifestyle of fornication or adultery.” Due weight should be given to 

the fact that the term “lifestyle”—which in an earlier time certainly conjured up images closer to home furnishings 

than to people’s sexual behavior—broadened out over time to connote simply, “a particular way to live,” without 

reference to what particular “way” was in view—whether it involved something trite or something of great personal 

significance and consequence. A certain charity is owed those writing in earlier time periods who used words and 

phrases quite out of fashion, or even favor, now. Even as sensitive a soul on this issue as Wesley Hill, used the term 

“homosexual practice” in his 2010 book—a phrase that many of us use ourselves, even though it still feels clumsy 

and clinical and only two notches above “homosexual lifestyle.” But these are shorthand terms and some such 

suitable ones have to be used to talk about being attracted homosexually and living homosexually and the difference 

between the two—even if not everyone will be satisfied with the terms we try to choose with care.  
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and biased.) Unless they are able to change their orientation and enter a 

heterosexual marriage relationship, homosexual Christians should seek to live 

lives of disciplined sexual abstinence. 

                            [All emphases (bolded) in these passages from Hays are added] 
  
Despite the smooth illusions perpetrated by American mass culture, sexual 

gratification is not a sacred right, and celibacy is not a fate worse than death. 

Here the Catholic tradition has something to teach those of us raised in 

Protestant communities. While mandatory priestly celibacy is unbiblical, a life of 

sexual abstinence can promote “good order and unhindered devotion to the 

Lord” (1 Corinthians 7:35). It is worth noting that 1 Corinthians 7:8-9, 25-40 

commends celibacy as an option for everyone, not just for a special caste of 

ordained leaders. Within the church, we should work diligently to recover the 

dignity and value of the single life. 
  

My friend Gary [a homosexually-inclined believer who had died of AIDS in 1990, 

a year before Hays’s essay was published], in his final letter to me, wrote urgently 

of the imperatives of discipleship:  

 

        Are homosexuals to be excluded from the community of faith? Certainly not.   

       But anyone who joins such a community should know that it is a place of   

       transformation, of discipline, of learning, and not merely a place to be   

       comforted or indulged. 
 

The community demands that its members pursue holiness, while it also sustains 

the challenging process of character formation that is necessary for Jesus’ 

disciples. The church must be a community whose life together provides true 

friendship and emotional support for persons seeking an alternative to the gay 

subculture, as well as for heterosexually oriented single persons. In this respect, 

as in so many others, the church can fulfill its vocation only by living as a counter 

community in the world. 
 

* Should the church sanction and bless homosexual unions? No. The church 

should continue to teach—as it always has—that there are two possible ways for 

God’s human sexual creatures to live well-ordered lives of faithful discipleship: 

heterosexual marriage and sexual abstinence…. 
  

* Should homosexuals be ordained? I save this question deliberately for last, 

where it belongs. It is unfortunate that the battle line has been drawn in the 

denominations at the question of ordination of homosexuals [remember that Hays 

is writing this in 1994 before the mainline denominations gave homosexual 

relationships full affirmation]. The ensuing struggle has had the horrible effect of 

reinforcing a double standard for “clergy” and “lay” morality; it would be far 

better to articulate a single set of moral norms that apply to all Jesus' followers. 

Strictures against homosexuality belong in the church's moral catechesis, not in 

its ordination requirements. It is arbitrary to single out homosexuality as a 

special sin that precludes ordination. (Certainly the New Testament does not do 

this.) The church has no analogous special rules to exclude from ordination the 

greedy or the self-righteous. Such matters are left to the discernment of the 

bodies charged with examining candidates for ordination; these bodies must 
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determine whether the individual candidate has the gifts and graces requisite 

for ministry. In any event, a person of homosexual orientation seeking to live a 

life of disciplined abstinence would clearly be an appropriate candidate for 

ordination. 
 

*** 
  

We live, then, as a community that embraces sinners as Jesus did, without waiving 

God's righteousness. We live confessing that God's grace claims us out of 

confusion and alienation and sets about making us whole. We live knowing that 

wholeness remains a hope rather than an attainment in this life. The 

homosexual Christians in our midst may teach us something about our true 

condition as people living between the cross and the final redemption of our 

bodies. 
  

In the midst of a culture that worships self-gratification and a church that 

preaches a false Jesus who panders to our desires, those who seek the narrow 

way of obedience have a powerful word to speak. Just as Paul saw in pagan 

homosexuality a symbol of human fallenness, so I saw conversely in Gary, as I 

have seen in other homosexual friends and colleagues, a symbol of God's power 

made perfect in weakness (2 Corinthians 12:9). Gary knew through experience 

the bitter power of sin in a twisted world, and he trusted in God's love anyway. 

Thus he embodied the “sufferings of this present time” of which Paul speaks in 

Romans 8: living in the joyful freedom of the “first fruits of the Spirit,” even 

while groaning along with a creation in bondage to decay.313 

 

May we heed Hays’ exhortation to speak “a powerful word” in our time and live in “the narrow 

way of obedience,” not glumly but with joy, even when our life is hard. May our churches be 

places of refuge, safety, and gospel hope for a confused and hurting world. May they be places 

known to offer deep and meaningful community—a family—for everyone who walks through 

our doors: “straight” or “gay,” married or single, poor or rich, white or black, falling apart or 

quite together. May they be places where the light yoke of Christ’s discipleship is not refused 

and hung on the wall just because it entails personal and corporate discipline. And may our little 

communities image, however imperfectly, the New Jerusalem that one day will come down from 

heaven and drive all sin, death, and evil out of the world. Then, in an endless love, the redeemed 

of the Lord will be with him in a union wherein he will be our God and we, with others from 

every place and walk of life, will be his people—all of us, once broken, but now fully mended 

and overjoyed—gathering around the throne of Jesus in unspeakably wonderful worship 

together. Amen—so let it come. 

 

                                                
313 All paragraphs quoted in this Conclusion are by Richard Hays in “Awaiting the Redemption of Our Bodies,” 

Homosexuality and the Church (1994; reprinted from Sojourners 20 [1991], pp. 17-21), pp. 13-17. 
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XIII. APPENDICES 

  

Resources for Further Insight   
 

 

Appendix A: Original 1994 Missouri Presbytery Report begins on the following page with 

new page numbering. 
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Original 1994 Missouri Presbytery Report  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

FAITHFULNESS TO GOD'S STANDARDS:  

THE LORD'S CALLING TO HOMOSEXUALLY-INCLINED CHRISTIANS 

 

 

A report in three parts presented to the Missouri Presbytery of the Presbyterian Church in 

America by its appointed ad hoc committee charged with guiding the Presbytery in responding to 

a particular Session’s question, namely, whether monogamous, life-long and loving partnerships 

formed by homosexual couples professing an evangelical faith in Christ should be accommodated 

by the church. 

 

 

 

On June 20, 1994, at a specially called meeting, the Missouri Presbytery:  

 

1) adopted the Summary Statement  in this report “as the substance of its advice on the question 

raised” by the petitioning Session; 

 

2) adopted a recommendation “to commend the Arguments [section of this study] as consistent 

with the teaching of the Word of God and our doctrinal standards;” and 

 

3) adopted a recommendation “to commend to the Session the Appendices [attached to this 

report] as useful information for their consideration.” 
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FAITHFULNESS TO GOD'S STANDARDS: 

THE LORD'S CALLING TO HOMOSEXUALLY-INCLINED CHRISTIANS 

 

Presented to the Missouri Presbytery of the Presbyterian Church in America by its appointed ad 

hoc committee for its deliberation on June 20, 1994 

 

Committee Members: 

 

Rev. Ron Lutjens, Chairman  (pastor, Old Orchard Presbyterian Church) 

Dr. David Jones (associate committee member) (professor, Covenant Theological Seminary) 

Rev. Jerram Barrs (professor, Covenant Theological Seminary) 

Dr. Richard Winter (associate committee member; professor, Covenant Theological Seminary) 

Rev. George Robertson (pastor, The Covenant Church, St. Louis) 

 

Table of Contents 

Authors of the three sections of this report, together with page numbers for the Arguments 

section, are as follows (each of the first two sections begins with a new page 1, as does each 

appendix):  

 

PART 1: SUMMARY STATEMENT (p. 4) 

 

I. Formulation of the Question and Summary of Presbytery’s Answer (composite of the 

committee members’ work, edited by Ron Lutjens) [p. 5] 

 

II. Exposition of Presbytery’s Answer (David Jones) [9] 

 

PART 2: ARGUMENTS SECTION (p. 14) 

 

Exegesis: Examination of Critical Texts (Ron Lutjens) [p. 15] 

 

Ethics: Principles and Applications (David Jones) [p. 27] 

Defending the Outcast and Calling Them Into Responsibility (Ron Lutjens) [p. 36] 

The “Core of the Gospel” Argument  (Ron Lutjens) [p. 38] 

 

Theories of Causation (Richard Winter) [pp. 43] 

 

Pastoral Care: Besetting Sins (George Robertson) [p. 51];  

Practical Steps for Pastoral Care (George Robertson) [p. 53] 

The Question of Homosexual Sin & the Westminster Standards (Ron Lutjens) [p. 56] 

 

Church Discipline: Framework and Principles (Jerram Barrs) [p. 60] 

The Spiritual Psychology of Church Discipline (Ron Lutjens) [p. 69]  
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PART 3: APPENDICES 

 

Appendix 1: The Analogy of Faith and Slavery (David Jones) [p. 74] 

 

Appendix 2: Calvin’s Ecclesiastical Advice (George Robertson) [p. 75] 

Appendix 3: Homosexuality and the Biblical Distinction Between  

  Law and Gospel (Ron Lutjens) [p. 77] 

                                      

Appendix 4:   “Awaiting the Redemption of Our Bodies: Reading the Texts in Context,” 

Richard B. Hays Sojourners 20 (July 1991) 17-21 (In 2014, the nearly 

identical, but slightly fuller article by Hays was substituted: “Awaiting the 

Redemption of Our Bodies: The Witness of Scripture Concerning 

Homosexuality,” in Homosexuality in the Church, ed. Jeffrey Siker, John Knox 

Press (1994) [p. 82] 

 

Appendix 5:  Pastoral Care for the Repentant Homosexual (Egon Middelmann)  

1980 Reformed Presbyterian Church-Evangelical Synod Report [p. 92] 
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I. Formulation of the Question and Summary of Presbytery’s Answer 

Question 

 

While all the elders [in the petitioning congregation] acknowledge that promiscuous homosexual behavior 

is censurable, there is difference of opinion about lifelong, committed homosexual partnerships. The 

central issue could be framed this way: 

What kind of homosexual behavior in a Christian professing the evangelical faith should be regarded 

by the church as censurable, that is, as behavior whose practice and defense constitutes a serious 

compromise of the loyalty to Christ they have professed and therefore warrants a sympathetic but firm 

discipline? 

 

Is all homosexual behavior censurable, on the grounds that what constitutes it illicit is that it is genital? 

Or, is only “sleeping around” homosexual behavior censurable, on the grounds that what constitutes it 

illicit is that it is promiscuous?  

 

Answer 

We reject the following judgment of Sir Kenneth Dover, widely regarded as having written the most 

thorough work on homosexuality among the Greeks: 

No argument which purports to show that homosexuality in general is natural or 

unnatural, healthy or morbid, legal or illegal, in conformity with God's will or 

contrary to it, tells me whether any particular homosexual act is morally right or 

morally wrong . . . . Any act may be—to me, or to any other individual—

aesthetically attractive or aesthetically repulsive. Any act may be 

committed in furtherance of a morally good or morally bad intention. Any act may have 

good or bad consequences. No act is sanctified, and none is debased, simply by having a 

genital dimension. 

      Greek Homosexuality, 

Preface, p. viii (1978) 

What our study of the biblical texts reveal, what our doctrinal standards concur in, and what was 

summarized in the most recent General Assembly pronouncement on the matter (the 1993 letter to 

President Clinton) is that what is morally objectionable about homoerotic relationships doesn’t 

simply have to do with questions of motivation (whether they proceed from lust or love), or their 

social character (whether monogamous or promiscuous), but rather with their intrinsic character 

as involving same-gender intercourse, since this represents a confusion and twisting of God's 

created order and boundaries for sexual expression. It is a distortion of Scripture to abstract the 

principle of “fidelity to one partner” from the man-and-woman-in-marriage context in which that 

principle is embedded everywhere in the Word. Hence, our conclusion is that what constitutes 

homosexual behavior censurable is that it is illicit not merely on the grounds of being 

promiscuous, but on the grounds of being genital. As our exegesis will show, those who reject 

this conclusion have not made their case from the Word of God.  

God’s order for us, constituted by the very structure of what he judged to be good at creation, is 

heterosexual desire, love, and commitment; and the chief boundary within which he instructs us 

to find true, human sexual fulfillment is the public institution of marriage.  
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We acknowledge that homosexual partnerships can be motivated by love and not merely by a 

crass desire to use the other person only for sexual gratification. Nevertheless, it 

is a misplaced love, springing, as it does, from a disordered desire. As such, it cannot truly 

fulfill the deep human desire for security and intimacy that finds at least a substantial 

satisfaction, according to the will of God, in heterosexual marriage. This, more than the 

general looseness of the times, is the likely explanation of the phenomenal rate of fidelity -

failure among homosexual couples. 

While homoerotic desire as well as behavior is the result of the Fall, homosexuall y-oriented men 

and women who bow before Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior should never be treated as second -

class citizens within the church. They should be accepted with open arms as fellow victors in 

Christ's defeat of sin, death, and the devil at the cross, and as fellow combatants in the ongoing 

battle to bring that victory into fullness in the world and in our own lives. These believers 

need—and love demands that we give them—patience, real understanding, and sympathy. This 

will be especially true in situations where exclusively homosexual desire is persistent and where 

marriage, therefore, with all of its blessings and pleasures, will be an unlikely prospect. 

Especially there, we must appreciate the sense in which remaining loyal to Christ may entail 

deep suffering, and should give to that brother or sister the same sympathy and support that we 

are called to give heterosexual believers for whom also the call to sexual fidelity may involve 

profound suffering: those who are single, or sexually incapable, or  plagued with sexual 

obsessions, or who find their affections wandering, or those who must endure a difficult 

marriage. Particularly important will be the church’s determination to help Christians who 

continue to struggle with homosexual desire learn to develop deep, but non-erotic same-sex 

friendships. The church also has to do better at building a real sense of community within its 

congregations to help offset the loneliness that so often besets single people.  

In pastoring Christians who feel homosexual desire, we must acknowledge that it may well be 

that they will battle with this to one degree or another for the rest of their lives. Sexual urges 

and temptations do not disqualify someone from heaven; complete surrender to them does. Most 

writers on spirituality throughout church history have dealt with the topic of “besetting 

temptation” or “besetting sins”—those areas of our lives in which we struggle most intensely to 

see the power of God transform us. We have included a brief discussion in the Arguments  on 

how some of the Puritans handled besetting sin. We cite here one illuminating quotation from 

that section: 

[Whatever is a person’s] besetting sin in a state of nature will most generally 

remain so when he is in a state of grace; with this difference on ly, that in the 

former case it has the entire ascendancy over him—in the latter it meets with 

continual checks and is not suffered to have dominion.  

This is not to say that there cannot be substantial healing for those afflicted with homosexual 

desire. The testimony of many Christians is that the Holy Spirit has, indeed, been at work in 

them transforming such desires. However, we must also take seriously the testimony of other 

believers that this is an area that they have struggled with well into their matu re Christian 

years. 

But to accommodate homoerotic partnerships in the church in the name of mercy, or in the 

name of justice for the weak, on the grounds of the inevitability of their failing to keep God's 

norm of chastity or marriage, is, in fact, to set up a new norm beside that established by Christ 

through his inspired apostles; it is to quench the power of the Holy Spirit who, as Paul himself 

teaches us, perfects Christ’s power in us through the very weaknesses we find so difficult to 
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endure; and it is to compromise the integrity of the church which, as the bride of Christ, is 

called to live not only in the joyful freedom of the forgiveness of sins, but also in the serious 

determination to turn away from what is evil in order that she may please her Lor d by striving to 

be pure for him, and by representing—in her corporate life and in the individual lives of her members—

his holy character to the unbelieving world. 

Only if we can demonstrate that the apostles do not clearly call Christians to sexual fideli ty in 

the form either of heterosexual marriage or chastity in their preaching of Christ, can we 

theologically justify a new sexual norm that would allow us to accommodate homosexual 

partnerships. But such lack of clarity has not been, and we believe cannot  be, demonstrated—

whether exegetically or theologically. The apostolic teaching, as the historic church has 

understood it, stands as a fixed point for us in our great need of divine guidance about the place 

and purpose of sex. 

 

But in answering this way the question whether there ought to be church discipline for 

homosexual practice, including such acts between committed homosexual couples, we 

recognize with shame that other sins deserving of it are too rarely or too inconsistently 

disciplined in Presbytery's churches. 

 

There are cultural factors behind this failure, including the widespread practice of sexual sin of 

every kind, the everyday occurrence of divorce on extra-Biblical grounds, and more 

fundamentally, our society's pursuit of individual freedom and happiness. We must all 

acknowledge that our expectations of believers in their obedience to God's commands and our 

consequent reluctance to practice discipline have been shaped by this cultural context.  

 

We recognize also that in a society where there is little loyalty to any institution, including the 

church, people move to another church very quickly if even the hint of censure, let alone 

discipline, is raised. 

 

Beyond these factors there is the challenge of Scripture which sets before us a high level of 

commitment to one another, a self-sacrificing love, and what Francis Schaeffer called an 

“orthodoxy of community” as the only setting in which faithful and effective church discipline 

can take place. Are we ready to be first, as elders of Christ's church, in spending ourselves for 

our congregations in the costly way that Scripture demands of us?  

 

With this sobering call before us we acknowledge that God's Word does indeed demand that we 

practice discipline. But for what kinds of sin? We have to humbly bow before God in the 

recognition that we are all sinners in thought, word and deed. We are to teach God's 

commandments with a view to restraining sin in its many forms, including sins of the heart. Yet, 

we are not to exercise formal discipline against all sins. 

 

There are, in addition, disputable matters where believers have genuine and deeply felt differences of 

opinion about what obedience to God in the details of their lives means, or about doctrinal matters that 

either are themselves unclear in Scripture or else not essential to the integrity of the gospel. Discipline is 

not appropriate in these areas either. 

 

When we examine the Scriptures we discover that it is persistent and flagrant sins of speech and 

behavior that call forth God's requirement of discipline. Sins which offend against the Ten 

Commandments, such as: idolatry, slave-trading, adultery, fornication, homosexual practice, 

theft, dishonest business practice, gossip. These are offenses which destroy the possibility of 

fulfilling the two great commandments to love God and to love my neighbor. Here, where the 
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heart of the Law is exposed, the Lord asks us to train his church in righteousness with the faithful 

and chastening practice of discipline. 

 

When should discipline be introduced? Will we immediately discipline on the first rumor of 

flagrant sin? Of course not. The Apostle Paul teaches us that discipline is for professed 

believers, not for unbelievers, and so we must be careful not to drive the seeker of truth away 

 

or prevent an unbeliever from hearing the gospel in our zeal to uncover and denounce sin. 

With the professing believer, too, we will seek the direction of the Word and the Spirit as we 

teach and apply the Scriptures to their life. God sanctifies his people over time, not all at 

once. Calvin's wise pastoral advice is helpful to us here:  

Just as we deservedly censured Plato . . . because he imputed all sins to 

ignorance, so also ought we to repudiate the opinion of those who suppose that  

there is deliberate malice and depravity in all sins. For we know all too well by 

experience how often we fall despite our good intention. Our reason is 

overwhelmed by so many forms of deception, is subject to so many errors, 

dashes against so many obstacles, is caught in so many difficulties, that it is far from 

directing us aright. (Institutes. 11.2.25) 

We are to devote ourselves to teaching, encouraging, persuading, rebuking, correcting and 

training in righteousness, that Christians may grow into the likeness of God. It is the stubborn 

and persistent sinner who ignores the faithful teaching of God's Word, the patient counsel of 

wisdom and the sacrificial love of brothers and sisters in the Lord—this is the one who is to be 

disciplined, not the believer who struggles to do what is right, who sometimes falls into sin, who 

agonizes over failures, and who seeks for counsel and help.  

When we practice discipline it must be applied in humility, in love, in prayer and with tears. It 

is only those who are spiritual who are able to restore someone who is overtaken in sin. If we 

are willing to discipline we must also be willing to provide the practical support and help which 

will aid our erring brother or sister in turning away from that which displeases God.  

We ought also to pay careful attention to the steps which Scripture lays out for us: going once 

alone, then a second time with one or two others, then as a Session, and only when these have 

failed, disbarring the unrepentant sinner from the communion of the Lord’ s Supper and 

eventually from the social fellowship of the body. Even when such extreme action has to be 

taken however, the offender should always be welcome to public worship so that, sitting under 

the ministry of the Word in the midst of the worshipping congregation, their hearts might be 

convicted and moved to contrition. And when God grants that, let the church indeed celebrate it!  

Scripture demands that we discipline stubborn and persistent disobedience to God's 

commandments in other areas as well. Will  we heed the Word of God and begin to rebuke 

malicious gossip, unjust business practice, easy divorce and the other sins which require the 

same discipline that homosexual practice does? Are we willing to proclaim with open arms the 

gospel of grace to sinners of every kind and to call them to repentance as we serve them in 

love? These are the challenges God's Word and our Confession set before us.  
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II. Exposition of Presbytery’s Answer 

The traditional understanding of the Christian church that sexual intercourse is rightly confined to 

the covenant relationship established by heterosexual marriage is grounded in the clear and uniform 

teaching of Scripture.1 Although this proposition has been challenged in the wake of the sexual 

revolution, the various attempts to reinterpret the biblical teaching meet with stubborn resistance 

on the part of the texts themselves (see section on exegesis). The forgiveness of sins which the 

church proclaims in the gospel includes some quite specific content when it comes to  sexual 

conduct. Since it is good news to know what one is actually being cleansed of by the blood of 

Christ, the church is most helpful when biblical norms are presented without compromise in 

announcing the grace of God in Christ to sinners.  

We hardly need to be reminded that in the sexual sphere as in all others, "All have sinned 

and fall short of the glory of God." Nor is sexual sin to be regarded as the only or supreme 

transgression for which we are called to repentance. Consider the climactic "abominat ion" of 

Proverbs 6:16-19.2 

There are six things the Lord hates, 

seven that are detestable to him: 

haughty eyes, 

a lying tongue, 

hands that shed innocent blood, 

a heart that devises wicked schemes, 

feet that are quick to rush into evil, 

a false witness who pours out lies, 

and a man who stirs up dissension among brothers. (emphasis added) 

And we ought to remember the context of Isaiah's free offer of the gospel, the call to 

repentance issued to "Sodom and Gomorrah," Isaiah's provocative metaphor for disobedient Israel: 

Wash and make yourselves clean.  

Take your evil deeds out of my sight!  

Stop doing wrong, learn to do right! 

 

                                                
1 In Berkhof’s terminology, it rests on the first degree of the analogy of faith, the positive analogy, founded 

immediately upon multiple passages of Scripture where the teaching is clear and positive. L. Berkhof, Principles of 

Biblical Interpretation (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1960) 164. For the proper use of the analogy of faith ("Interpret 

Scripture as a whole in the light of all of its parts") in regard to the issue of "slavery" (the same word can be used to 

denote institutions that are morphologically distinct, e.g., indentured servitude, forced reparation as a consequence of 

war, commercial or chattel slavery) see Appendix 1, "The Analogy of Faith and Slavery." See also, for a helpful 

discussion of the biblical view of slavery, "The Kingdom and Slavery: A Test Case for Social Ethics," Guenther 

Haas. (Calvin Theological Journal. 28 (1993) 74-89). For homosexual practice there are no such "countervailing" 

texts; the norm of heterosexual marriage is uniform from the creation narrative in Genesis to the vision of the new 

Jerusalem "as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband" in the book of Revelation. 
2 The Hebrew word translated "detestable" in the NIV ("abomination" in the KJV) is to‘ebah, also used in Proverbs 

for a unjust business practices (11:1) and acquitting the guilty and condemning the innocent (17:15). It is scandalous 

when Christians use the term "abomination" only in condemnation of the sin designated to‘ebah in Lev 18:22 and 

20:13. Equally to be faulted is the current tendency to make no distinction between violation of the food laws and 

violation of the sex laws on the grounds that Leviticus labels both "abomination." Actually a different word, sheqets 

is used for the former (Lev 7:21 and ch. 11, passim). Whereas to‘ebah is used for both ritual and moral purity, sheqets 

is used exclusively in the cultic sense. Cf. Isa 66:17, Ezek 8:10. 



Appendix A: 1994 Missouri Presbytery Report    2017 Missouri Presbytery Report on Same-sex Relationships 

 
10 

Seek justice, 

encourage the oppressed. 

Defend the cause of the fatherless.  

plead the cause of the widow. 

 

Come now, let us reason together, says the Lord. 

 

Though your sins are like scarlet, 

they shall be as white as snow. (Isa. 1:16-18.) 

 

According to Jesus’ definitive perspective on the law, the weightier matters which we are to 

make our primary concern and diligently practice are justice, mercy, and fidelity (Mt 23:23; cf. 

Mic 6:8, "What does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love mercy, and to walk 

humbly with your God?"). In concentrating for the moment on fidelity, and that in the one 

specific area of sexuality, it is necessary to bear in mind the full scope of the Christian calling in 

order to maintain a due sense of proportion when dealing with sexual issues, and especially to 

remember the requirements of justice and mercy as well as fidelity in relating to homosexual 

persons in the name of Christ. 

 

The mandate given by Christ to the church to disciple the nations involves a twofold process: 

“baptizing them into the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit and teaching 

them to obey everything I have commanded you” (Mt 28:19-20). Baptism marks the entrance 

into covenant relationship with the triune God and membership in the community founded on the 

death and resurrection of Christ and committed to him as Savior and Lord. The communi ty of the 

faithful grows in grace as the Holy Spirit works by and with the Word to produce loving 

obedience to the law of Christ, which is his direction for the way of life that is pleasing to God 

and truly fulfilling for human beings made in his image. The sacrament of the Lord's Supper is 

the believing community's celebration in worship of that covenant relationship secured for 

believers forever by Jesus. This celebration and holy remembrance of Christ's pain suffered for 

us at the cross takes place in the very presence of the risen, reigning Christ who comes to his 

people by the power of the Holy Spirit. Whereas baptism is the rite of initiation, the Lord's 

Supper is the rite of participation in the covenant promises and in the very life of God. God has 

given us the sacrament of the Lord's Supper not only for the magnifying of his grace in the eyes 

of his children and the sealing of all the benefits of Christ's death to them, but also, as the 

Westminster Confession puts it, “for their further engagement in  and to all duties which they 

owe unto him . . . .” (WCF 29.1) 

 

The church's role in discipleship of the faithful is to a large degree fulfilled by nurture in 

preaching and teaching the Word, whether publicly or privately administered. As Paul 

reminded Timothy, the holy Scriptures are able to make us wise for salvation —not simply 

conversion but the whole process of renewal—through faith in Christ Jesus. “All Scripture,” he 

continues, “is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting, and training in 

righteousness” (2 Tim 3:16). Faithful ministry of the Word teaches us what we need to know 

for our salvation and the glory of God; exposes our faults, announces our forgiveness, and sets 

us straight; and trains us in the way of righteousness as , by the Spirit's power, we are enabled 

more and more to live for God. 

 

In the sphere of sexual sin as well as others, the primary means of discipleship is through the 

Word bringing about repentance and renewed dedication, comfort and release from guilt fo r past 

failures, and dependence upon the Spirit for challenges and temptations in front of us. Thus Paul, 
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invoking the Word of truth, expects that a Christian who sees nothing wrong with occasionally 

resorting to a prostitute will have a change of heart when presented with the incongruity of such 

behavior for a member of the body of Christ (1 Cor 6:15-17). In relation to the Lord's Supper, 

the church fences the Table and thereby calls the faithful to self -examination in light of the 

preaching and teaching of the Word, and also excludes unbelievers and the willfully disobedient. 

Normally that is sufficient for guarding the purity of the body, Christ's bride, and the well -being 

of individual members. 

 

There are circumstances, however, which call for corrective discipline beyond the ministry of the 

Word. The proper goals of such discipline are (1) the glory of God, (2) the purity and spiritual 

health of the body, and (3) the recovery of delinquent members (cf. BCO, §27-3). In practice, it is 

not wise to pursue all faults by formal discipline; but those which are fundamentally incompatible with 

profession of the true religion seriously threaten the integrity of the community and may not be overlooked 

by a responsible leadership.3 

 

The New Testament itself provides the paradigmatic example in Paul's call for discipline of the 

immoral brother on the part of the church at Corinth (1 Cor 5:1-13). The situation is that a man 

in the church is involved in an ongoing sexual relationship (the force of the present infinitive  

(ekein) with his father's wife (i.e., his stepmother), an instance of sexual immorality ( porneia) 

condemned by Jewish and Roman law alike. “The problem is not only the conduct of the 

incestuous man, but it is the attitude of the congregation in allowing t he behavior to continue in 

the church.”4 Why? Because the glory of God and the general welfare of the body, as well as the 

spiritual state of the offending individual, are at stake in issues of open sexual immorality. Part 

of the reason has to do with the nature of institutions. 

Human beings flourish in communities where responsibility for the common good is focused by 

divinely ordained structures or institutions. To cite the formal sociological definition, “an 

institution is a pattern of expected action of individuals or groups enforced by social sanctions, 

both positive and negative.”5 Because we both shape and are shaped by the institutions in which 

we live and have our being, there is all the more reason to seek to have them conform to the 

good and acceptable and perfect will of God. 

One very good reason for making an issue of the Corinthian church’s tolerance of the on -going 

incestuous relationship is that, intentionally or unintentionally, it allowed a competing 

institutional norm to emerge within the fellowship.6 By allowing incest to be regarded as 

compatible with the Christian calling, the church was failing in her responsibility to maintain the 

divinely-ordained community norm. Thus both the glory of God and the wellbeing of the body 

were at stake in the church's unwillingness to intervene in the situation.  

This may help explain why sexual immorality (porneia) characteristically heads Paul's “vice lists” 

in the New Testament (1 Cor 5:10, 5:11, 6:9-11, Gal 5:19, Eph 5:3, 5:5, Col 3:5) or connects 

                                                
3 The conditions which according to the Larger Catechism make some sins a more serious offense before God (i.e., 

when done against the light of nature, when done against the explicit letter of the law, when not only conceived in the 

heart but carried out in words and actions, when done deliberately and willfully with delight and continuance) are 

also relevant in this regard. See Arguments, p. 37, "The Question of Homosexual Sin and the Westminster 

Standards." 
4 Gerald Harris, "The Beginnings of Church Discipline: 1 Corinthians 5," New Testament Studies 37 (1991): 5. 
5 Robert N. Bellah et al., The Good Society (New York: Knopf, 1991) 10. Bellah rightly points out: "Institutions are 

not only constraining but also enabling. They are the substantial forms through which we understand our own identity 

and the identity of others." Ibid., 12. 
6 For a full discussion, see the article by Gerald Harris cited above. 
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immediately with the will of God for our sanctification (1 Th 4:3). Marriage and the family are 

divine institutions designed for human fulfillment, so that one important component of sexual 

fidelity is maintenance of the community norm of permanent and exclusive heterosexual union. 

Actions which erode that norm—adultery, desertion, unjust divorce, and all forms of non-marital 

intercourse—are in the nature of the case serious violations, not only because of the unique 

bearing of sexual sin on the individual (1 Cor 6:16), but also because of its bearing on the 

community and its shared institutional expectations and practice. The church is no mere humanly -

constructed institution but in its corporate identity is called the Bride of Christ and is given the 

high privilege of representing to the world the good and faithful character of her Savior.  

 

This is especially relevant to the church's ministry to Christians who are subject to persistent 

same-sex erotic attraction. Chaste friendships, including deep and intimate same-sex friendships, 

are not at issue in the call to sexual fidelity. Intimacy and the joint activity of friends are human 

goods that ought not be denied persons simply because of their sexual orientation. Moreover, the 

church needs to be particularly sensitive to the suffering entailed by the call to abstinence as the 

only biblical option for homosexual Christians who feel they are unable to marry. 7 We consider 

the report adopted by the Reformed Presbyterian Church, Evangelical Synod in 1980, entitled , 

“Pastoral Care of the Repentant Homosexual” to be sound in its theological conclusions and 

pastorally useful for teaching homosexual Christians how to think about themselves in light of 

the Word and how to appropriate the power of the gospel for their particular fallen situation. 

 
In calling Christians to honor God’s standards for sexual fidelity, it is important to remember the principle so well 

articulated by the Reformed Presbyterian Church of North America in its Book of Discipline: 

 

Discipline should be exercised with prudence and discretion, in full 

dependence upon the guidance of the Spirit of God, with love for both the 

Lawgiver and the lawbreaker . There must be general rules. In applying these 

to particular cases, all the circumstances must be taken into account, and 

different action may be called for in similar cases, at different times, for the 

attainment of the same ends. (1.4, emphasis added.)  

 

And even when elders must pursue discipline to the point of excluding offenders of God’s norms from 

the fellowship, this neither constitutes a degeneration into legalism nor represents a withdrawal of grace 

from them: 
 

Excommunication, rightly practiced, never cuts people off from grace. On the 

contrary, its function is to prevent persons from anesthetizing themselves against 

grace. Excommunication is the form under which the church continues to make 

grace available to the impenitent.8 
 

In conclusion, we do not see how Christian believers, who have genuinely tasted the divine 

kindness in the grace of Jesus Christ and learned at what great cost they were redeemed, can 

then go on to plan, enjoy, and celebrate again and again sexual encounters which the Word 

teaches them will displease their Father in heaven, and for the likes of which  they believe Christ 

endured pain all the way to his death. And can we as elders be faithful to the gospel and at the 

same time teach redeemed consciences to justify such a remarkable incongruity? If we are 

willing to make accommodations to this form of disobedience, by what rationale will we be able 

to hold back from accommodating other sins which some Christians claim to find irresistible in 

their experience? 

                                                
7 See "Arguments: Ethics,” p. 19. 
8 Discipling the Brother, Marlin Jeschke, p. 105. 
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To be sure, such accommodation seems like mercy and genuine concern for those who feel 

overwhelmed by their desire for love and companionship. Especially if those theories are correct 

which hold that the homosexual condition develops early in life by means of some deep 

estrangement between the child and one or the other parent, there will be need for  mercy and 

affirmation for the person. All of us are sinners and sinned against. It is one thing, however, to 

demonstrate, for mercy's sake, understanding and acceptance of those who struggle with 

homosexual desire; it is quite another to conclude that mercy demands we accommodate those 

who insist they cannot help living out their desire. We should note the paradox in this warning 

once given by Dietrich Bonhoeffer: 

 

Nothing could be more cruel then the tenderness that consigns another to his sin. 

Nothing could be more compassionate than the severe rebuke that calls a brother back 

from the path of sin.9  

 

And yet, even in the call to intervene against a brother or sister in Christ on behalf of that 

brother or sister, we are expected, according to Paul's admonition to the Corinthians in 1 

Corinthians 5, to feel sadness rather than have a sense of victory. There is no justification for 

an attitude of moral superiority on the part of any of us. As Bonhoeffer also said,  

 

Anybody who lives beneath the Cross and who has discerned in the Cross of 

Jesus the utter wickedness of all men and of his own heart will find there is no 

sin that can ever be alien to him. Anybody who has once been horrified by the 

dreadfulness of his own sin that nailed Jesus to the Cross will  no longer be 

horrified by even the rankest sins of a brother. Looking at the Cross of Jesus he 

knows the human heart. He knows how utterly lost it is in sin and weakness, how 

it goes astray in the ways of sin, and he also knows that it is accepted in  grace 

and mercy.10 

 

 

  

                                                
9 Cited in "The Redemptive Power of Church Discipline," Ron Lutz. (Class Syllabus)  
10 Life Together, Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1954), p. 118. 
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FAITHFULNES TO GOD’S STANDARDS: 

THE LORD’S CALLING  

TO HOMOSEXUALLY-INCLINED CHRISTIANS 
 

 

Part 2: Arguments 

 

Commended by the Missouri Presbytery of the Presbyterian Church in America as consistent with 

the Word of God and our doctrinal standards to a congregation asking whether committed 

partnerships formed by homosexual couples professing an evangelical faith in Christ should be 

accommodated by the church. 

 

June 20, 1994 
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ARGUMENTS: EXEGESIS 

 
The question about what the Bible teaches concerning homosexuality has to be the central 

question for us. As churches of the Reformation our life is governed by the principle, sola 

scriptura, Scripture alone. This does not mean that there is no element of interpretation and 

judgment involved when it comes to the meaning of the text. In fact, we confess our agreement 

with the Reformed Ecumenical Council's 1992 statement, “though clear and sufficient, the 

Scriptures are in need of interpretation.” Indeed, this is the responsibility Christ lays upon his 

church, and we must not shrink from it in situations of controversy. The sola scriptura principle 

doesn't tell us what to do when Christians disagree about Scripture. What it does is assure us that 

not every interpretation is credible, and clarify for us what must remain the focus of all 

disagreements: the meaning of the biblical text. Hence, all disputes about homosexuality have to 

be brought humbly to the Scriptures where we listen for the Spirit to judge, exonerate, or refine 

our ideas and opinions. The Westminster Confession sums up the sola scriptura principle well: 

 

The supreme judge by which all controversies of religion are to be determined, and 

all decrees of councils, opinions of ancient writers, doctrines of men, and private 

spirits, are to be examined, and in whose sentence we are to rest, can be no other 

but the Holy Spirit speaking in the Scripture. (WCF 1.10) 

 

So the central question for our church is: what do the Scriptures teach concerning homosexuality? 

This question must be answered and the corporate life of our churches ordered on the basis of the 

answer we discern in the text itself. 

 

The Biblical Framework 

 

It is clear from Genesis to Revelation, that the Word of God commends, celebrates, and sanctions 

genital sexual expression when it is between a man and a woman and when it is within the 

institution of marriage. Heterosexual sex, love, and marriage is regarded in the Word as God's 

norm. It is, self-evidently, the only kind of relationship which is life-giving, as it is the only 

relationship capable of procreation; and its capacity for personal communion and companionship 

is rooted not in the mere humanness of the couple but in the complementarity of each being the 

same with a difference: Adam finds in Eve not merely a helper, but a helper who is a woman 

corresponding to him as a man. 

 

Now this basic sexual “structure,” if you will, of human existence is qualified and relativized by 

the Word of God as well as praised and approved. There from creation, it becomes twisted and 

broken by the fall into sin. And Jesus' teaching in Matthew 22:23-33 that there will be no 

marriage in heaven, and Paul's intimations of the same thing in I Corinthians 8:29-31, imply that 

the sexual order of the first creation will be transformed and superseded by the new creation when 

it comes in its fullness and our bodies are changed. Nevertheless, between the Fall and the second 

coming of Christ, heterosexual love, sex, and marriage continues to constitute God's sexual order 

and becomes an arena where the Holy Spirit wants to apply to our fallenness the redemption won 

for us by Christ at the cross. 
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This is the Bible's framework for a sex ethic, and any discussion about homosexual sex needs to 

begin with this framework—its centrality, dominance, and pervasiveness in Scripture. The texts 

that touch on homosexuality specifically do not stand in isolation but are illumined in the light 

this framework casts. 

 

 

New Testament Texts 

 

As the key to all Scripture is Jesus Christ, we begin with the apostolic teaching of the New 

Testament, where Christ and his law and gospel are set forth most fully and directly. 

 

Romans 1 

 

The most explicit text of the New Testament touching on homosexuality is Romans 1:24-27. 

Traditionally, the church has understood this text to teach (by way of implication) that 

homosexual (or homoerotic) sex is a manifestation of man's rebellion against God and hence an 

expression of unrighteousness, or sinful behavior. While Paul's focus in Romans 1 is not on 

Christian ethics within the church, as it is in, say, Ephesians 4 and 5, nevertheless Paul's use of 

homosexuality as an example of pagan immorality has been taken to imply that anyone claiming 

Christ as Lord should not be involved in homoerotic behavior. 

 

In recent years this understanding of the text has been challenged and the traditional interpretation 

rejected by many. We agree that we should not cling to the traditional just because it has 

established itself. The traditional has to find a place with us by proving to be not just old but true. 

In this case, however, we see no compelling reasons to overturn the church's judgment that Paul, 

in Romans 1, portrays in no uncertain terms same-sex genital intercourse as an act of 

disobedience to God, and any defense of such actions, a reflection of profound spiritual and moral 

confusion. 

 

As a general principle, the proposing of an alternative interpretation to a commonly accepted view 

of a given text of Scripture is not to be summarily thrown out of court merely because it is new. 

We believe that the Spirit uses human experience and history to illuminate the true meaning of the 

Word and to correct the church when that Word is misinterpreted. In this sense, we should not 

automatically despise an interpretation just because it is “revisionist.” Sometimes, the Holy Spirit 

speaking in and through the Word calls us to such revision. 

 

But every attempted revision of Romans 1 in the name of new insight from the Spirit, seems to us 

too much like the beating of square pegs into round holes: they are cribbed and artificial, and 

hence, unpersuasive. We make our presuppositions clear: the burden of proof lies with those 

whose exegesis of Romans I would put Paul at variance with the heterosexual sexual norm 

everywhere present in Scripture, at variance with the importance he clearly attaches elsewhere to 

sexual purity within the church, and at variance with almost 2000 years of a near-universal ethical 

consensus on the matter among devout students of Scripture and teachers of the church. 

 

We will set out the various revisionist proposals and then respond to them. 
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Argument 1 

 

Romans 1:24-27 cannot be used to disqualify long-term, loving, and committed homosexual 

partnerships because the predominant form homosexuality took in Paul's day was pederasty, a 

temporary and intrinsically exploitative relationship between an adult (and often married) man 

and a boy. In these relationships, the boy could be anywhere from 12-18, was always the passive 

and “giving” partner sexually, and was expected to outgrow this relationship in due time and then, 

as an adult, look for a boy-lover himself. It is clear that Paul would condemn this kind of 

homosexuality since it was, essentially, an adult having sex with a child; since it was an unequal 

relationship wherein the boy's role was only to serve the sexual desires of the man; and since its 

impermanence violated the biblical principle of lifelong fidelity to one's partner. This type of 

homosexuality, beyond dispute the norm in the Greco-Roman world, is what Paul is condemning 

in Romans 1. There is very little evidence that Paul knew of homosexual relationships of the type 

that some are pursuing in our own day where it is a sexual relationship a) not between an adult 

and a child but between two adults; b) equal, in the sense that the gratification of both partners is 

in view in sexual intercourse, and c) a lifelong commitment on the part of both partners. We can't 

be sure Paul would rule out such relationships because he simply didn't see them or know them in 

his day, and so Romans 1 cannot be simplistically taken as a condemnation of all homosexual 

relationships regardless of the social context—any more than the New Testament texts that seem 

to allow 1st century slavery can be taken as justification of all forms of slavery regardless of the 

social context. 

 

In order for us to be able to apply Romans 1 to the 20th century, the social context of present-day 

homosexual relationships “must bear a reasonable similarity to the context which called the 

biblical statements into existence.”11 If they do not, it is going beyond what Scripture teaches to 

use Romans I to outlaw lifelong and committed homosexual partnerships in the church. And first 

century pederasty simply does not constitute “a reasonable similarity” to many present-day, 

mature, relationships between two men or two women. 

 

 

Answer 

 

The central problem with this revisionist view is that it never seems to seriously come to grips 

with the question: Is there any evidence in Romans 1 itself, or in the Scriptures, generally, or even 

in the wider cultural context, as to whether it was the pederastic or the homoerotic element Paul 

objected to in the relationships so common in his day—or whether it was both? Scroggs is 

convinced that we can't be certain of this and hence argues that Romans 1 is entirely irrelevant to 

the current discussion about loving homosexual partnerships. 

 

There can be little serious dispute that Paul's aim in Romans 1 - 3:20 is to indict both Gentiles and 

Jews as being under the wrath of God for their sin, that all might see their need for a Savior, for a 

righteousness freely conferred upon them and not at all earned. Richard Hays and others have 

persuasively argued that Paul, in a calculating way, expounds on the moral profligacy of the 

pagan Gentile world in order to draw applause from his morally superior Jewish hearers. Thus 

rallied to the side of God and righteousness in opposition to Gentile unrighteousness, Paul pulls 

                                                
11 Robin Scroggs, New Testament and Homosexuality (1983), p. 125. 
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the rug out from under them and demonstrates their own complicity in unrighteousness, their 

failure to keep the high standards they hold the Gentiles to. 

 

In his expose of Gentile moral darkness, Paul represents it as a manifestation of idolatry. Having 

“exchanged the truth of God for a lie and worshiped and served created things rather than the 

Creator” (1:25), God “hands over” the Gentiles to “shameful lusts” (v. 26 pathe atimias). And 

then follows Paul's description of both lesbian and homosexual relationships in vv. 26-27. The 

key lines are: 

 

v. 26 Even their women exchanged natural relations for unnatural ones (literally, 

“exchanged the natural [e.g. from nature] sexual function for that which is against 

nature.”) 

 

v. 27 In the same way the men also abandoned natural relations with women and 

were inflamed with lust for one another. Men committed indecent acts with other 

men (literally, “the men left the natural sexual function of the woman in lustful 

passion for each other, men with men committing shameless acts”). 

 

We make several observations: 

 

1) With the word “function” (chresis) Paul definitely has sexual intercourse in mind. When 

this word is used in a sexual context it is a stock expression for sexual intercourse.  

 

2) That Paul has pederasty in mind in v. 27 when he talks about males with males (arsenes en 

arsesin) is probably true, but we infer that not from the text but from our knowledge that this form 

of homosexuality was the most common form, and may well have been the only form that was 

openly practiced in the Greco-Roman world of Paul's day. But that Paul has more than pederasty 

in mind is clear from v. 26 where he speaks about homoerotic relationships between women. 

While we have much less information about homosexual relationships among women in the 

ancient world, there is no historical evidence that there was anything like “female pederasty” 

which paralleled the social institution of male pederasty. 

 

3) A key phrase in v. 26 is “exchanging the natural sexual function for that which is contrary 

to nature.” Some have suggested that what Paul may have in view here is nothing more than 

deviant heterosexual behavior among women, perhaps the use of artificial phalli. All by itself, v. 

26 conceivably could mean that. But coupled as it is with v. 27 where male homosexual 

relationships are clearly in view, it is not likely. Paul seems to be alluding to lesbianism—present, 

but usually not very visible in the ancient world. 

 

The phrase “contrary to nature” (para phusin) is a common phrase in extra-biblical writers and is 

applied to homosexual acts by Plato, Plutarch, Athenaeus, Philo, and others. Scroggs insists that 

Paul's remark about lesbian homoerotic relationships being “contrary to nature” “has nothing to 

do with any theories of natural law.”12 Yet he can also say, with reference to Greek and Roman 

writers, 

 

                                                
12 Scroggs, p. 114. 
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For those who oppose pederasty, that which seemed most abhorrent about it was 

that it violated the natural order of creation, however creation was understood.13 

 

If “contrary to nature” commonly means this for Greco-Roman writers, isn't it reasonable—

without strong evidence to the contrary—to believe it means this for Paul too? There are places in 

Paul where it's clear that he views the world as having a certain structure or order built into it by 

God (See 1 Corinthians 7:29-31; 15:38-41). In fact, Scroggs expounds well the logic of Paul's 

movement in Romans 1 from the theological (the nature of God) to the ethical (the nature of the 

world, including relationships): 

 

The real fall of humankind is its refusal (the issue here is “willful ignorance”) to 

acknowledge and be obedient to the true God. Ultimately that means the refusal to 

acknowledge the true reality in its entirety, for the refusal to “know” God brings in 

its turn a false knowledge of the entire creation, including a false knowledge of the 

human self. In short, to “fall” is to refuse to live in the true world and to construct 

a false world in its stead—all the while thinking, believing and claiming that the 

false constructed reality is actually true.14 

 

Although the word “nature” in Paul's writings has various nuances, there are no good reasons for 

rejecting the view that here in Romans 1:26 it refers to what one theologian has called “the order 

of creation, …the constant creational constitution of anything, what makes it the thing or entity 

that it is.”15 To speak of “nature” then would be to speak of the “structure” of creation. “Structure 

[of creation] designates that which every created entity retains by virtue of being a creature of 

God.”16 

 

In fact, the one use of “nature” in Paul often thought to render dubious his use of that word here in 

Romans 1.26, may well turn out to buttress the longstanding contention that in 1:26 “nature” 

refers to something like “the structure or character of a thing given it by God, that is, its created 

constitution.” 

 

In 1 Corinthians 11:14 Paul wrote: 

 

Does not even nature itself teach you that if a man has long hair, it is a dishonor to 

him, but if a woman has long hair, it is a glory to her? 

 

Now since most post-60s Christians do not regard longer hair on a man as something contrary to 

nature, something against God's created order, it seems self-evident to many that “nature” in this 

verse means something like “social custom.” And if “nature” means “social custom” when Paul is 

talking about long hair, might it not mean nothing more than that in Romans 1 when Paul is 

talking about homosexuality? 

 

                                                
13 Scroggs, p. 60. 
14 Scroggs, p. 111. 
15 Albert Wolters in Creation Regained: Biblical Basics for a Reformational Worldview, cited in "The 

Kingdom and Slavery: A Test Case for Social Ethics," Guenther Haas, Calvin Theological Journal 28 (1993), p. 84). 
16 Ibid., p. 84-85. 
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But there is a line in the Jewish writer, Philo, roughly a contemporary of Paul's, that may shed 

light on 1 Corinthians 11:14: 

 

Much graver than the above is another evil, which has ramped its way into the 

cities, namely pederasty. In former days the very mention of it was a great 

disgrace, but now it is a matter of boasting not only to the active but to the passive 

partners, who habituate to themselves to endure the disease of effemination, let 

both body and soul run to waste, and leave no ember of their male sex-nature to 

smoulder. Mark how conspicuously they braid and adorn the  hair of their heads, 

and how they scrub and paint their faces with cosmetics and pigments and the like, 

and smother themselves with fragrant unguents.17 

 

Here Philo is criticizing the coiffured hair of effeminate boys in his condemnation of pederasty. 

Scroggs cites another similar statement in the Maxims of the so-called Pseudo-Phocylides: 

 

At the very end [of the passage) the author declares that boys should not have long. 

coiffured hair, that the youthful period of a beautiful boy (pais) should be guarded 

carefully, for many are maddened by desire for male intercourse.18 

 

Might it be that Paul is alluding to the very same thing in 1 Corinthians 11:14? That is, to the 

common phenomenon of effeminate youth in pederastic relationships whose “long hair,” in 

imitation of women, becomes part of their attractiveness, one of their charms? And insofar as 

their hair is long for this reason, because they are acting like women, it is to their shame and 

contrary to nature. It would not be the mere length of hair that is at issue for Paul (how long is 

“long,” anyway?), but rather sporting longer hair for what it was often worn for in the Greco-

Roman society:  for the playing of an effeminate sexual role.  

 

If this is right, then so far from blunting the force of “nature” in Romans 1, 1 Corinthians 11:14 

would help to establish it: according to the way God made the world, a man should act (sexually) 

and look like a man, and a woman should act (sexually) and look like a woman. And that which is 

according to nature, that which expresses our created, human sexual glory is erotic love expressed 

between two complements: a man with a woman. 

 

The central objection Paul seems to have to the pederasty around him in the pagan world was not 

that it was adult with child, as he says nothing about that. What he is critical of is men 

“abandoning the natural function of [i.e., with] the woman” and “burning with desire towards 

each other.” That is, in the very words of the text, the core of the problem according to Paul, is 

males sexually desiring other males instead of having the “natural” desire for a woman. Paul 

seems clear enough about this when he says in v. 27 “males with males committing indecent 

acts.” 

 

It must be remembered that the moral framework providing the background for Paul's ethics is not 

just the teaching of Jesus, but also the Old Testament law. And Paul’s appeal to the Old Covenant 

law time and time again should warn us against the simplistic insistence that the Old Testament 

                                                
17 Philo, The Special Laws III. 37 (Loeb edition), p. 499. 
18 Scroggs, p. 132. 
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law held no authority for New Testament Christians (see specifically Romans 7:7-8, 14; 13:9-10; 

Ephesians 6:1-2; 2 Corinthians 6:16-17). 

 

In the Levitical code the proscription against homosexual relations was patently clear:  

 

Do not lie with a man as one lies with a woman; that is detestable.  

(Leviticus 18:22) 

 

If a man lies with a man as one lies with a woman, both of them have done what is 

detestable. They must be put to death; their blood will be on their heads. (Leviticus 

20:13) 

 

It may well be that Paul’s language in Romans 1 is an intentional echo of these Leviticus passages 

with their deliberate rejection of male-male intercourse as morally analogous to male-female 

intercourse. In Romans 1:27 Paul puts it: “The men left the natural sexual function of the woman 

in lustful passion for each other, men with men committing shameless acts.” 

 

Now Scroggs is right to insist that the “males with males” cannot be taken to prove that Paul has 

homosexuality in general in mind and not just pederasty. Some who reject homosexual 

partnerships have argued this way: If Paul was only condemning pederasty and not homosexuality 

in general, why didn't he write “men with boys committing indecent acts?” But Scroggs has 

pointed out a parallel passage in Philo where, quite clearly, Philo is condemning pederasty, and 

yet uses “male with male,” as Paul does here. We acknowledge, with Scroggs, that Paul is 

condemning pederasty in Romans 1. But Scroggs neglects to pursue the question, Why? What is it 

that Paul found objectionable in those men-boy relationships? The answer seems quite clear to us 

in the text: that it was sexual desire for and intercourse with “males with males” and females with 

females. Though it is clear from Philo that it is pederasty he is objecting to, he also tells us why 

he objects to it: it exploits boys, it is non-procreative, and in the very structure of its desire as rule 

thy male it is a pleasure contrary to nature.19 Romans 1 indicates Paul is against it for the same 

reason. 

 

 

Argument 2 

 

We cannot be sure that in Romans 1:24-27 Paul is ruling out all homosexual relationships since 

what he specifically condemns are homosexual liaisons characterized by “shameful lusts,” being 

“inflamed with lust,” and the committing of “indecent acts.” All that Paul may be condemning 

here is homosexual promiscuity and homosexual perversions—i.e., the kind of sexual acts that 

most homosexual people themselves would consider perverse and debased. 

 

 

Answer 

 

What Paul is ruling out was the pederasty so common to his time, on the grounds that it 

constituted a twisting of God's created order, of “nature.” In that created order part of the sexual 

                                                
19 Philo, Special Laws III. 39. 



Appendix A: 1994 Missouri Presbytery Report    2017 Missouri Presbytery Report on Same-sex Relationships 

 
22 

glory of a man is his desire for a woman and likewise, part of the glory of a woman is her desire 

for a man. That this twisting involves not merely overt acts hut includes sexual desire as well is 

made clear at the beginning of v. 27: “Likewise the men, leaving the natural sexual function with 

the woman, burned with lustful desire for each other, males with males committing indecent acts . 

. .” If Paul was contrasting legitimate sexual desire of a man for a man with some kind of sadistic 

desire, then that would have been the antithesis. But the primary antithesis in the verse is between 

sex with a female and sex with another male. Twice Paul emphasizes this in the phrase “burning 

with lustful passion for each other, males with males committing indecent acts . . . .” 

 

It is true that without any context the exact meaning of “indecent acts” (aschernosune) is hard to 

fix. But Paul's insistence that lesbian and pederastic relations are “contrary to nature” suggests 

that for Paul, the indecency consisted in the grotesque artificiality that people would have to 

resort to for gratification in the absence of the sexual “fit” that is there between a man and a 

woman by virtue of their anatomy. In lesbian relations it would probably be mutual masturbation 

or the application on the part of one to the other of a mechanical phallus; and in pederasty it 

would probably be either anal intercourse or the so-called femoral or intercrural intercourse where 

the man would stand behind the boy and insert himself between the boy’s thighs to achieve 

orgasm. The burden of proof lies on those who can imagine that the Jewish apostle Paul would 

not have judged such things “indecent acts.” If he thinks of them as being “contrary to nature,” 

then some evidence needs to be forthcoming that he didn't thereby regard them as intrinsically 

indecent. 

 

We do not believe that Paul’s appeal to “nature” in Romans can be so easily passed off as some 

do in claiming that in using it Paul is just reciting a time-worn and conventional Stoic moral 

concept. It may be time-worn and conventional. It may even be Stoic. But that doesn't constitute it 

either false or insignificant. Paul obviously attaches importance to it. 

 

This whole concept of the “unnaturalness” of homoerotic sex, a concept rooted in Romans 1, has 

to be given due consideration if we are to help the Lord's people understand not only that there are 

sexual boundaries but also why: 

 

When heterosexual marriage is rediscovered for the unique creation it is, then…it 

is morally impossible not to criticize other sexual arrangements which pretend to 

equal it and always in the process, debase it. For instance, same-sex unions, as they 

are called, and often with the best intentions, make a travesty of heterosexual 

marriage when they too claim to be a union of one with another. An "other" 

(heteros)? As if the otherness of the two partners had nothing to do with their being 

bodily, genitally other each to each. As if they were other merely because each was 

someone else, of whichever sex, or merely because their two bodies were 

somehow joinable erotically and detachable. As if same-sex partners can 

authentically remain same-sex when in genital intercourse they have to substitute 

other-sex roles vis-a-vis. As if giving oneself to the other—say, with love—

eliminated the importance of each being sexually opposite. The fact is, that is 

precisely how opposites come into their own as heterosexuals, namely, as each 

one's other. As if the alternative to being one-with-an-other, when that is too 

forbidding or unattractive or inaccessible, is to be one-with-a-same (homos). In 
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fact the more consistent, even more "natural" alternative is just being one, 

celibately single, and in that way whole. So whole is celibacy that it has produced 

from among its ranks some of history's most perceptive, ungrudging witnesses to 

heterosexual marriage.20 

 

We close with the following reflections on the biblical doctrine of “nature” made by Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer in his Ethics, as we believe they are germane to the question of homoerotic sex and 

homosexual partnerships: 

 

Through the fall the “creature” becomes “nature.” The direct dependence of the 

creature on God is replaced by the relative freedom of natural life. Within this 

freedom there are differences between the true and mistaken use of freedom, and 

there is therefore the difference between the natural and the unnatural. In other 

words there is relative openness and relative closedness for Christ…21 

 

…the natural can never be something that is determined by any single part of any 

single authority within the fallen world. And indeed whatever is set up in this 

arbitrary manner by an individual, a society or an institution will necessarily 

collapse and destroy itself in the encounter with the natural which is already 

established. Whoever does injury to the natural will suffer for it.22 

 

In other words, “nature”—the very structure of the world—comes from God in creation and is 

maintained by him. It is what it is, and it cannot be changed by any of us with a humanly-derived 

rationale. If we try to change it, we will pay the price. 

 

 

Argument 3 

 

In Romans 1 what Paul was condemning was heterosexual people acting contrary to their 

heterosexual nature and committing homosexual acts. This is a plausible interpretation of 1:26b 

and 27, “for their women exchanged the natural function for that which is unnatural, and in the 

same way also the men abandoned the natural function of the woman and burned in their desire 

towards one another . . . .” Paul finds it offensive in the extreme that there should be this sexual 

“crossing over.” It is perverse to engage in homosexual acts if your basic nature is heterosexual 

and not homosexual. 

 

 

Answer 

 

Derrick Sherwin Bailey first proposed this view in 1955 on the grounds that the apostle Paul 

would not have known in his day the person who was a genuine “invert,” that is, someone for 

whom not heterosexual but homosexual desire was natural.23 John Boswell also takes up and 

                                                
20 “Sain Sex,” Robert Bertram, unpublished article, St. Louis, 1994, p. 17-18. 
21 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Ethics, p. 145. 
22 Ibid., p. 147. 
23 D.S. Bailey, Homosexuality and the Western Christian Tradition (1995), p. 157 
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defends this argument in his book Christianity, Social Tolerance, and Homosexuality,24 the book 

which, on account of its wide-ranging, massive scholarship has done much to persuade people 

that the Christian Church needs a massive revision of its current, negative views on 

homosexuality.  Boswell insists that Paul is describing in Romans 1:26-27 “the personal nature of 

the pagans in question.” That is, Paul is criticizing heterosexually-oriented pagans who engaged 

in homosexual acts. Paul is not here criticizing homosexually-oriented people who engage in 

homosexual acts since that behavior for them is perfectly natural, consistent with their 

homosexual nature. There are several decisive objections to this view: 

 

1) Boswell is correct when he says “A possessive is always understood with ‘nature’ in 

Pauline writing: it is not ‘nature’ in the abstract but someone’s ‘nature.’”25  This is true, but it is 

also implied in ancient writers when they use the concept of nature more abstractly: they mean, 

simply, the nature of people as human beings. What Boswell hasn't demonstrated from ancient 

texts is that “nature” in first century Greek or Hellenistic Jewish parlance is sometimes used to 

describe that which is characteristic of individual persons. 

 

2) But even more problematic for Boswell's view is the fact that Paul in Romans 1:27 clearly 

describes homosexual desire as that which gives rise to the homosexual acts: “The men . . . 

burned in their desire toward one another.” A man burning with desire for a man is, by definition, 

homosexual; so then, where is the evidence in the text that Paul is talking about heterosexual 

people? Boswell never considers this problem. It will not do to counter that Paul must be talking 

about what we would call today the “bisexual” person. There was a great deal of bisexual 

behavior in the pagan world of Paul's day. But Paul's point in these verses is clear: he is not 

merely criticizing mixed sexual behavior, as if his concern was to say, “Exclusively heterosexual 

sex is morally acceptable and exclusively homosexual sex is morally acceptable; God's judgment 

is revealed when individuals go back and forth, engaging in both kinds.” 

 

Of course, Paul is condemning bisexual behavior, but not simply because it is mixed. Paul's 

primary point in these verses is to illustrate the great ethical “exchange”—men wanting, having, 

enjoying, and justifying sex with men instead of with women—which parallels and derives from 

the great theological “exchange” that takes place when people substitute manmade gods for the 

one true God. The repetition of the “change” and “exchange” verbs (allaso, v. 23; metallaso, vv. 

25-26) three times in this section is unmistakably thematic: the first two instances (vv. 23, 25) 

describe the spiritual “contortion” of idolatry, and the third (v. 26) describes the ethical 

“contortion,” the twisting of heterosexual desire and practice created by God, into homosexual 

desire and practice. Paul's observation, as he looks around at the Gentile world, is that men are 

doing with men what God created them to do with women. And they not only do this, they justify 

it as well. Paul is not saying that idolatry leads in a straight line, psycho-somatically, to 

homosexual desire, but that when the absolute, true God is abandoned by man, God hands him 

over to the proliferation of, indulgence in, and defense of that which is a distortion of the good as 

it comes to us from the hand of God. 

 

 

  

                                                
24 John Boswell, Christianity, Social Tolerance, and Homosexuality (1980), pp. 110-111. 
25 Boswell, Homosexuality, pp. 110-111. 
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1 Corinthians 6:9-10 

 

In these verses we have one of the so-called “vice lists” of the New Testament: 

 

Do you not know that the wicked will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be 

deceived: Neither the sexually immoral nor idolaters nor adulterers nor male 

prostitutes nor homosexual offenders nor thieves nor the greedy nor drunkards nor 

slanderers nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. (1 Corinthians 6:9-10) 

 

What the NIV translates as “male prostitutes” and “homosexual offenders” are the two Greek 

terms, malakoi and arsenokoitai, respectively. The first term, malakoi, is certainly the more 

ambiguous of the two words. Scroggs has probably the most careful discussion of the term in a 

short excursus.26  The word literally means “soft,” and is used of clothes by Jesus in Matthew 

11:8. But it comes thereby to have a metaphorical meaning that is not in and of itself pejorative: it 

can simply be used of a person who is quiet and gentle in character. Clearly though, Paul is not 

using it this way in a vice list! 

 

John Boswell insists that the word refers only to general moral laxity and has no connection to 

homosexuality at all.27 But pro-gay historian Warren Johansson, arguing against Boswell, claims: 

 

The word malakos had been a commonplace designation of the passive-effeminate 

homosexual at least since Cratinus (the older contemporary of Aristophanes) had 

satirized the mores of the swishy set in Athens in his play, Oi Malakoi, “The 

Effeminates.” Even if it had other meanings they all accord with the ancient 

conception of effeminacy as the result of luxury, idleness, and pampered self-

indulgence…28 

 

Johansson is defending the traditional view that malakos and arsenokoites are somewhat technical 

terms for the passive and active male partners, respectively, in pederastic relationships. 

 

Scroggs thinks it is going too far to say that malakos would always be recognized as identifying 

the passive partner in pederasty, and thinks there is room to understand the word as signifying “a 

quality of lifestyle which some people associated with pederastic practices.”29  But he cites 

ancient texts that make it clear that on occasion malakos does refer to the passive homosexual 

partner. And yet Scroggs insists that what is pejorative about someone who is a malakos is not 

simply that they are involved in pederasty, but that they live lives of luxuriant effeminacy and 

self-indulgent leisure.30  Scroggs admits however, that when malakos is mentioned in connection 

with arsenokoites as it is in 1 Corinthians 6:9, it is probably to be understood as referring to some 

aspect of homosexual behavior.31 

 

                                                
26 Scroggs, The New Testament, pp. 62-65. 
27 Boswell, Homosexuality, pp. 106-107. 
28 “Ex Paret Themis: The Historical Guilt of the Christian Church,” Warren Johansson, in Homosexuality, 

Intolerence, and Christianity, p. 3. 
29 Scroggs, New Testament, p. 63 
30 Scroggs, New Testament, p. 65, 106. 
31 Ibid., p. 63. 
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The definitive word on the semantic range of malakos has not yet been spoken. However, Scroggs 

and Johansson have cited enough evidence to make it likely that Paul uses it here to designate a 

passive homosexual partner. 

 

As we noted, the word arsenokoites is less ambiguous. There seems to be a consensus that the 

word originated not in Attic Greek but in the later Hellenistic period. It is composed of two 

words, arsen, which means “male” and koite, which means “bed,” and then, metaphorically, 

“sleeping together,” i.e., sexual intercourse. The linguistic evidence suggests that we have no 

earlier usage of the term than Paul's mention of it here in 1 Corinthians 6:9.32 

 

Many have suggested the likelihood that Paul coined this phrase directly from the Septuagint of 

Leviticus 20:13 where we find the phrase meta arsenos koiten gunaikos in the Levitical 

prohibition of males sleeping with males. In a lengthy and careful article, David F. Wright has 

satisfactorily refuted Boswell's contention that arsenokoites refers to male prostitutes hiring 

themselves out to women.33  Wright demonstrates quite convincingly that the word should be 

translated “those [men] who sleep with males.” It may well be the case that by joining malakos 

and arsenokoites together here in 1 Corinthians 6:9 Paul is intentionally condemning both passive 

and active partners in pederastic relationships. However, this text, by itself, cannot prove that Paul 

is condemning all forms of homosexual behavior including committed, lifelong relationships. By 

using these terms he condemns pederasty. But the question has to be raised as to why Paul 

condemns pederasty—and that leads us back to a consideration of Romans 1. 

 

 

I Timothy 1:8-10 

 

We know that the law is good if one uses it properly. We also know that law is 

made not for the righteous but for lawbreakers and rebels, the ungodly and sinful, 

the unholy and irreligious; for those who kill their fathers or mothers, for 

murderers, for adulterers and perverts, for slave traders and liars and perjurers—

and for whatever else is contrary to the sound doctrine…(1 Timothy 1:8-10) 

 

The only thing that needs to he said about this text is that Paul’s use of arsenokoites here without 

the word malakos might be an indication that arsenokoites is Paul's generic term for all 

homoerotic behavior—not just the active, adult partner. It would still be true that what this word 

condemns is the homosexuality Paul knew in his day, pederasty. But once it is seen from Romans 

1 why Paul condemns the homoeroticism of pederasty, then Paul’s rejection of the contextually-

defined homosexuality of his day cannot legitimately be restricted to that social context. Romans I 

makes clear that what Paul describes as a manifestation of human sin is the hornoerotic in 

principle, its passions and acts. 

  

                                                
32 Scroggs, Homosexuality, p. 107. 
33 “Homosexuals or Prostitutes:  The Meaning of Arsenokoitai,” D.F. Wright, Vigilae Christianae 38 (1984), 

pp. 125-153. 
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ARGUMENTS: ETHICS 

 

What is God calling us to be and to do? That may be taken as the basic practical question of 

Christian ethics. Since God's call is never a bare invitation but presupposes his authority, power, 

and grace, and since God's call comes to us as members of the body of Christ, the question is 

more fully: What is God summoning and enabling us, his redeemed people, individually and 

corporately, to be and to do? 

 

It is widely recognized that human conduct is subject to moral evaluation from a threefold point 

of view: goal, the good which the human agent seeks to realize, motive, the goodness of the 

human agent at the core of personal existence, and norm, the rightness of actions and practices by 

which the good is realized and goodness is expressed. The three together provide a 

comprehensive basis for moral judgment. 

 

In biblical perspective, the controlling purpose of the Christian life is the glory of God (1 Cor 

10:31), the impelling motive is love for God and our neighbor (Matt 22:37-40), and the directing 

principle is the revealed will of God (Rom 12:1-2), that is, to be more precise, the will of God as 

revealed in Christ and the holy Scriptures, illuminated by the Holy Spirit. 

 

This is the fundamental orientation of the Westminster Shorter Catechism, which in its first two 

questions asks: 

 

 What is the chief end of man?  

  Man’s chief end is to glorify God, and to enjoy him forever. 

 

What rule has God given to direct us how we may glorify and enjoy him?  

The Word of God, which is contained in the Scriptures of the Old and 

New Testaments, is the only rule to direct us how we may glorify and 

enjoy him. 

 

The Word of God is presented here as divine direction (torah) which is instrumental in enabling 

us to attain the purpose for which we were created. In the Reformed tradition represented by the 

Catechism, the Spirit works by and with the Word as a means of grace, bringing us into union 

with Christ through faith in the gospel and more and more into conformity to his image as a 

consequence of its liberating power. 

 

This liberation includes, among many blessed freedoms bestowed by God in the gospel, “yielding 

obedience unto him, not out of slavish fear, but a childlike love and willing mind” (Westminster 

Confession of Faith, 20.1). Faith works itself out in obedient love, following the example of 

Christ. 

 

The scriptural direction for Christian practice comes in three primary forms: positive command, 

permission, and prohibition. The positive commands are open-ended, calling for love in the 

practice of justice, mercy, and fidelity at every opportunity (Mt 23:23; Gal 6:10). The prohibitions 

set boundaries for conduct becoming to a Christian; they specify what is always and everywhere 

incompatible with the kingdom of Christ. As a general rule what is not prohibited is permitted. 
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Thus, a Christian's diet may include both red meat and shellfish unless there is some other 

principle at stake, but neither is obligatory. 

 

Logically the first question to ask in seeking scriptural direction on the rightness of some action 

or practice is the boundary question: Is it prohibited? Now it would certainly be a distortion of the 

Christian life to think of it mainly in terms of negatives. As C. S. Lewis once remarked, a 

prostitute may be closer to the kingdom of God than a church-going self-righteous prig—but of 

course it's better to be neither. Nevertheless, the scriptural prohibitions, for all their 

incompleteness as the measure of morality, have an important function in setting the limits 

beyond which we may not venture in the name of doing good. 

 

The initial biblico-ethical question in relation to homosexuality is this: Does the Scripture 

universally prohibit same-sex genital expression, or does it permit same-sex genital expression 

within a loving and committed gay or lesbian relationship? 

 

The church has long understood the Scriptures to teach that same-sex genital expression is 

universally prohibited by an intrinsic norm of rightness governing sexual relations.34  That norm 

specifies that heterosexual marriage is the proper context for genital sexual expression, outside of 

which all sexual intercourse is disapproved.35  Jesus himself cites in tandem the two key texts 

from the creation narrative: “Haven’t you read . . . that at the beginning the Creator ‘made them 

male and female,’ and said, ‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united 

to his wife, and the two will become one flesh’” (Matt 19:4-5). These principial texts are not 

without warrant denoted “creation ordinances” which establish the basic interpretive framework 

for thinking about sex. As John Stott comments on the significance of “becoming one flesh” in 

the Genesis context: 

 

Heterosexual intercourse is much more than a union of bodies; it is a blending of 

complementary personalities through which, in the midst of prevailing alienation, 

the rich created oneness of human being is experienced again. And the 

complementarity of male and female sexual organs is only a symbol at the physical 

level of a much deeper spiritual complementarity.36 

 

Stott goes on to point out that certain “preliminaries” are necessary to experience this “sacred 

mystery.” These “constituent parts of marriage” are set forth in Genesis 2:24. Stott’s analysis is as 

follows: “Therefore a man (the singular indicates that marriage is an exclusive union between two 

individuals) shall leave his father and mother (a public social occasion is in view) and cleave to 

his wife (marriage is a love, cleaving commitment or covenant, which is heterosexual and 

permanent).”37 

 

                                                
34 For a full presentation, see John Stott, “Homosexual Partnerships?” Decisive Issues Facing Christians 

Today, 2nd ed. (Tarrytown, N.Y.: revel, 1990) 336-64. 
35 Porneia is the general term for all illicit or immoral sexual intercourse.  The specific form may sometimes be 

indicated by the context.  If payment of wages is involved, it is prostitution.  If it involves close relatives, it is incest.  

If it involves persons of the same sex, it is homosexuality.  If it involves an unmarried couple, it is unchastity.  If it 

involves a married person outside marriage, it is adultery.   
36 Ibid., 346. 
37 Ibid. 
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A somewhat neglected New Testament text that bears on the intrinsic nature of the sexual norm is 

I Corinthians 6:18, “Shun fornication (porneia). Every sin that a person commits is outside the 

body; but the fornicator (o porneuwn) sins against the body itself (to idion soma)” (NRSV). 

Brendan Byrne of the Jesuit Theological College in Melbourne makes a pertinent observation 

about this text. 

 

It appears necessary, along with most commentators, to accept that Paul is making 

some kind of comparative judgment here. With respect to “body” fornication 

stands in a category all by itself. Paul is not denying that other sins have reference 

to the body, even to one’s own body, e.g., sins of gluttony, drunkenness, etc. But 

there is something about fornication that strikes at one’s own “body” in some 

particularly direct way, in comparison with which other sins are somehow 

“outside” the body.38 

 

Byrne’s understanding of soma in this Pauline context is “the physical body particularly under the 

aspect of personal self-communication,” uniquely realized in sexual intercourse. “The immoral 

person perverts precisely that faculty within himself that is meant to be the instrument of the most 

intimate bodily communication between persons. . . No other sin engages one’s power of bodily 

personal communication in precisely so intimate a way.”39 

 

It might be argued that this has no bearing on responsible homosexual intercourse which is on a 

par with responsible heterosexual intercourse as an act of intimate personal self-communication. 

It would be more faithful to the apostle's meaning to speak of sexual intercourse as “the 

instrument of the most intimate bodily communication between persons of complementary 

gender.” Paul assumes legitimate (non-incestuous, non-adulterous) marriage as the normative 

context for sexual intercourse, outside of which all genital relations, heterosexual as well as 

homosexual, are sins against the body itself as designed by God and therefore intrinsically wrong. 

 

Given the experience of exclusive and persistent homosexual attraction on the part of some as a 

general consequence of the human condition, what is the responsible Christian position to take 

with regard to homosexual behavior? Currently three distinct strategies are recommended to 

Christian homosexuals: affirmation, accommodation, and abstinence. 

 

 

Affirmation 

 

At one end of the spectrum is the view that heterosexuality and homosexuality are equally good, 

subject to the same moral norm of love and human fulfillment. An early and influential 

affirmation of homosexuality in this sense is the statement issued by a group of British Friends, 

Towards a Quaker View of Sex (1963). 

 

[W]e do not regard the standards of judgment relevant here [i.e., to homosexuality] 

as being different from those that apply to other sexual problems. Surely it is the 

                                                
38 Brendan Byren, “Sinning against One’s Own Body:  Paul’s Understanding of the Sexual Relationship in 1 

Cor. 6:18,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 45 (1983): 613. 
39 Ibid. 
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nature and quality of a relationship that matters; one must not judge it by its 

outward appearance but by its inner worth. Homosexual affection can be as selfless 

as heterosexual affection, and therefore we cannot see that it is in some way 

morally worse . . . . 

 

Further we see no reason why the physical nature of a sexual act should be the 

criterion by which the question whether or not it is moral should be decided. An 

act which expresses both affection between two individuals and gives pleasure to 

them both, does not seem to be sinful by reason alone of the fact that it is 

homosexual. The same criteria seem to apply whether the relationship is 

heterosexual or homosexual.40 

 

This is also the official position of the Universal Fellowship of Metropolitan Churches (founded 

1968): “Neither heterosexual love nor homosexual love is sinful in itself. Sex acts only become 

sinful when we act in lust or in abuse of another person, abandoning the ways of love.”41 So far 

among mainline denominations only the United Church of Christ has approached a position of 

full affirmation.42 The National Council of Churches in 1993 tabled (90-81) the application of the 

UFMC for observer status. 

 

In this approach to Christian ethics, no sexual act is intrinsically or inherently wrong. According 

to William Countryman sexual acts may be judged to be wrong only when “they also involve an 

offense against the property of another, denial of the equality of women and men, or an idolatrous 

substitution of sex for the reign of God as the goal of human existence.”43 So also James Nelson: 

 

I find it extremely difficult to label whole classes of acts as inherently right or 

wrong, since moral quality hinges so heavily on what is being communicated to 

the persons involved in the particular relationship and context. Yet, we can surely 

say that acts which by their nature are loveless—coercive, debasing to the other's 

sensitivities, utterly impersonal, obsessed solely by physical gratification—such 

acts of whatever sexual sort are excluded.44 

 

The argument of Walter Wink is fairly typical: “There is no biblical sex ethic. The Bible knows 

only a love ethic, which is constantly being brought to bear on whatever sexual mores are 

dominant in any given country, or culture, or period.”45  Although the Bible “clearly considers 

homosexuality a sin,” that judgment is not incorrigible. According to the “deeper tenor” of 

                                                
40 The Churches Speak on:  Homosexuality, ed. J. Gordon Melton (Detroit:  Gale Research) 193. 
41 Ibid., 249 
42 In 1993 the UCC adopted a resolution “Calling on the Church for Greater Leadership to End Discrimination 

against Gays and Lesbians” which included the proposition that “moral judgments should not be made about who 

people are but rather on the basis of how community and covenant are formed and what responsible expression of 

sexuality might mean among people of all sexual orientations.” 
43 L. William Countryman, Dirt, Greed, and Sex:  Sexual Ethics in the New Testament and Their Implications 

for Today (Philadelphia:  Fortress, 1988) 243. 
44 James B. Nelson, Embodiment:  An Approach to Sexuality and Christian Theology (Minneapolis:  Augsburg, 

1978) 128.  For a more recent, concise statement of Nelson’s position, see his “Sources for Body Theology:  

Homosexuality as a Test Case,” Body Theology (Louisville, Ky.: Westminster, 1992):  55-71. 
45 Walter Wink, “Biblical Perspectives on Homosexuality,” Christianity and Crisis, November 11, 1979, 1085. 
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Scripture, “God sides with the powerless, God liberates the oppressed, God suffers with the 

suffering and groans toward the reconciliation of all things.”46 

 

The Anglican ethicist Philip Turner, currently associate dean at Yale’s divinity school observes 

the crucial shift in ethical thinking about sexual relations, the morality of which “is seen to 

depend not on an undertaking the terms of which are set by Divine providence but on the 

motivations and intentions of moral agents, and on the nature and consequences of their acts.” 

With specific reference to Nelson, Turner continues: 

 

The acceptable motive for a sexual relationship is love; the acceptable intention is 

that “each genital act should aim at human fulfillment and wholeness.” 

“Fulfillment” and “wholeness” in turn are said to involve emotional sustenance, 

healing, and, most of all, growth for the parties involved. As can easily be 

anticipated, in this scheme of things the sexual act itself is to be judged not on the 

basis of goods that are internally related to the act itself (unity and procreation), 

but on the basis of whether or not it is “loveless.”47 

 

In other words, it is “the quality of the personal relationship between the partners, not its sexual 

character or form, that is seen to be morally significant in making an assessment of the moral 

quality of a sexual relationship.”48 

 

The problem with this approach is that in granting homosexual relationships equal status with 

heterosexual relationships, it effectively annuls the will of God in creating humankind as male 

and female. Neither the complementarity of man and woman, anatomically self-evident, nor the 

procreative benediction of God upon the sexual partnership of marriage, count for anything in 

making moral judgments with reference to sexual intercourse. “Sex, in this accounting, is 

accorded a purely instrumental worth deriving its entire value from the end to which it is a 

means.”49 

 

Clearly God’s sexual preference for human beings is a loving, committed, permanent, and 

exclusive heterosexual relationship. The uniform teaching of the Scriptures is that human beings 

flourish and find true sexual fulfillment only in the companionship and partnership established by 

the marriage covenant. The proposal that homosexual partnerships are an equal alternative to 

heterosexual marriage ignores the original and abiding will of God and discounts the effects of the 

fall. 

 

 

  

                                                
46 Ibid., 1086. 
47 Philip Turner, “Sex and the Single Life,” First Things No. 33 (May 1993): 15-16.  Turner is also one of the 

signatories of “The Homosexual Movement:  A Response by the Ramsey Colloquium,” First Things  No. 41 (March 

1994): 15-20.  Cf. Carolyn J. Mooney, “Attack on Homosexuality Angers Divinity Students,” Chronicle of Higher 

Education, May 11, 1994, A38. 
48 James P. Hanigan, Homosexuality:  The Test Case for Christian Sexual Ethics (New York:  Paulist, 1988) 

69. 
49 Ibid., 74. 
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Accommodation 

 

A second position recognizes both the permanent norm of heterosexual marriage and the 

fallenness of human nature. It argues that precisely because the fall renders the ideal unattainable 

for persons with a permanent homosexual orientation, the norm should be accommodated to their 

situation. Thus, Helmut Thielicke regarded homosexuality as “abnormal” and counseled 

homosexual persons to seek medical and pastoral therapy, but proposed that “the constitutional 

homosexual, who because of his vitality is not able to practice abstinence,” structure sexual 

relationships in an “ethically responsibly way” for the realization, not of the ideal, but of the 

person’s “optimal ethical potentialities” given the irreversibility of the condition.50 

 

Sometimes referred to as the “theory of compromise,” Thielicke’s position has Roman Catholic 

exponents as well, the best-know of which is Charles Curran. The position may be paraphrased as 

follows: “[lit may be necessary at times to accept, albeit reluctantly, homosexual expressions and 

unions as the lesser of two evils, or as the only way in which some persons can find a satisfying 

degree of humanity in their lives.”51 

 

The House of Bishops of the General Synod of the Church of England, in a statement issued 

December 1991, gave sanction to the position, at least to the extent of allowing it as a matter of 

individual conscience. In addressing the question of “The Homosexual in the Life and Fellowship 

of the Church,” the bishops first state two principles: 

 

The first is that homophile orientation and its expression in sexual activity do not 

constitute a parallel and alternative form of human sexuality as complete within 

the terms of the created order as the heterosexual. The convergence of Scripture, 

Tradition and reasoned reflection on experience, even including the newly 

sympathetic and perceptive thinking of our own day, make it impossible for the 

Church to come with integrity to any other conclusion. Heterosexuality and 

homosexuality are not equally congruous with the observed order of creation or 

with the insights of revelation as the Church engages with these in the light of her 

pastoral ministry.... 

 

This leads directly to our second fundamental principle, laid upon us by the truths 

at the very heart of the faith: homosexual people are in every way as valuable to 

and as valued by God as heterosexual people. God loves us all alike, and has for 

each one of us a range of possibilities within his design for the universe. This 

includes those who, for whatever reason, find themselves with a homophile 

orientation which, as far as anyone at present can tell, cannot in their case be 

changed, and within which therefore they have the responsibility of living human 

life creatively and well.52 

 

                                                
50 Helmut Thielicke, The Ethics of Sex, trans. John W. Doberstein (London:  Clarke, 1964) 284-85 
51 Cited in Hanigan, 67. 
52 Issues in Human Sexuality: A Statement by the House of Bishops of the General Synod of the Church of 

England, December 1991 (Harrisburg, Pa.: Morehouse, 1991) 40-41. 
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For those in the latter condition and calling, the Bishops hold out two options. The first is “to 

witness to God's general will for human sexuality by a life of abstinence,” embracing the self-

denial involved in this decision out of love for Christ and in dependence upon the grace and 

power of the Holy Spirit. It is acknowledged that this is “a path of great faithfulness, travelled 

often under the weight of a very heavy cross.”53  The second option is presented as follows: 

 

At the same time there are others who are conscientiously convinced that this way 

of abstinence is not the best for them, and that they have more hope of growing in 

love for God and neighbour with the help of a loving and faithful homophile 

partnership, in intention lifelong, where mutual self-giving includes the physical 

expression of their attachment. 

 

In responding to this conviction it is important to bear in mind the historic tension 

in Christian ethical thinking between the God-given moral order and the freedom 

of the moral agent. While insisting that conscience needs to be informed in the 

light of that order, Christian tradition also contains an emphasis on respect for free 

conscientious judgment where the individual has seriously weighed the issues 

involved. The homophile is only one in a range of such cases. 

 

While unable, therefore, to commend the way of life just described as in itself as 

faithful a reflection of God’s purposes in creation as the heterophile, we do not 

reject those who sincerely believe it is God's call to them. We stand alongside them 

in the fellowship of the Church, all alike dependent upon the undeserved grace of 

God.54 

 

In keeping with the nearly universal practice of the churches, the bishops draw the line at clerical 

ordination. In effect they are saying that although heterosexual and homosexual unions are not 

equal in terms of morality, those who are persuaded that homosexual union is for them an optimal 

morality are allowed the liberty of such practice without ecclesiastical censure. This represents a 

typical compromise. Max Stackhouse, for example, observes that “our sexual organs were created 

for specific conjunctions,” but allows that “those relationships where they cannot be joined as 

they were designed by God to be joined are second-best relationships.”55 

 

The accommodation position is initially attractive because of its compassion and empathy.  “It 

accepts stable homosexual relationships in the interest of promoting a fuller, more humanly rich 

life for homosexual individuals.”56 The problem is that although the Mosaic law made some 

concessions to the hardness of men’s hearts, specifically in tolerating arbitrary divorce (Dt 24:1-

4), Jesus expressly calls his people in this dispensation of the fullness of grace to the original will 

of God at creation (Mk 10:2-9). To allow such divorces as Moses tolerated, even with good 

intentions, or to endorse the theory of compromise for homosexual relations, even with the best of 

motives, is to embrace a species of doing evil that good may result, which Scripture expressly 

                                                
53 Ibid., 41. 
54 Ibid. 
55 Max L. Stackhouse, “Thirty-eight Theses on Christian Social Ethics and Sexuality,” This World (Spring 

1988): 122, emphasis added. 
56 Hanigan, 79. 
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rejects as an ethical principle (Romans 3:8). “To intend a moral evil, even for an ultimately good 

purpose, is to intend evil, no matter what rationalizations may be offered in defense of that 

choice.”57 

 

If the church has good scriptural reasons for believing that homosexual actions are sin, it must 

lead the faithful in their new obedience, not shift the responsibility to the conscience of the 

individual. The call to Christian discipleship is superior to what we may feel is necessary for a 

fulfilled and satisfying life as a sexual being. The church is bound by the will of Christ in 

Scripture, not her own best judgment, in seeking the good of the members under her care. As 

Turner observes, “If Christians are asked to say ‘no’ to sexual relations outside the bond of 

marriage, it is because they are called upon to honor God by saying ‘yes’ to a providential 

ordering of life intended both for the glory of God and our individual and common good.”58 

 

 

Abstinence 

 

Recommendation of the course of abstinence is most fully developed in the Roman Catholic 

tradition. Pope John Paul II clarified elements of the Roman church's teaching in 1986, 

particularly its view of homosexuality as a condition: “Although the particular inclination of the 

homosexual person is not a sin, it is a more or less strong tendency ordered toward an intrinsic 

moral evil; and thus the inclination itself must be seen as an objective disorder.”59  Consequently, 

living out the orientation in homosexual activity is not a morally acceptable option.60 The Pope 

underscores that the church’s doctrine on this issue is “based, not on isolated phrases or facile 

theological argument, but on the solid foundation of a constant biblical testimony.”61 

 

What, then, are homosexual persons to do who seek to follow the Lord? 

Fundamentally, they are called to enact the will of God in their life by joining 

whatever sufferings and difficulties they experience in virtue of their condition to 

the sacrifice of the Lord's cross. . . . The cross is a denial of self, but in service to 

the will of God Himself who makes life come from death and empowers those who 

trust in Him to practice virtue in place of vice.62 

 

We must be prepared to suffer rather than to disobey a clear command of Christ. It is Christ's own 

example that encourages us to persevere even in the face of intense trial—and no one should try 

to minimize the extent of the sacrifice involved in sexual abstinence. The book of Hebrews 

repeatedly refers to the suffering and temptation by which Christ was perfected that enable him to 

be a merciful and faith high priest, a sympathetic leader of those he is bringing to glory (Heb 

2:10, 18, 4:15-16, 5:7-10). The perspective of Geerhardus Vos on these texts is highly 

illuminating. 

                                                
57 Ibid., 61. 
58 Turner, “Sex and the Single Life,” 19. 
59 Pope John Paul II, “Letter to the Bishops of the Catholic Church on the Pastoral Care of Homosexual 

Persons” (1986) in John F. Harvey, The Homosexual Person:  New Thinking in Pastoral Care (San Francisco:  

Ignatius, 1987) 235. 
60  Ibid., 236. 
61 Ibid. 
62 Ibid., 240. 
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Because Christ’s sufferings were not sufferings in general, but specifically 

temptation sufferings, sufferings which became for Him a source of temptation, 

therefore He can succor those who are in an analogous situation, i.e., tempted to 

sin by their sufferings. . . . the sufferings which He has behind Him and carries 

with Him as a past experience . . enable Him to know what force of temptation 

suffering exerts to make the sinner fall. His mercy thus grasps the sufferer in his 

moral capacity, in the very crisis where suffering threatens to issue into sin or 

actually issues into the same. And thus it becomes to Him the priestly incentive for 

propitiating the sins that have resulted from the temptation.63 

  

                                                
63 Geerhardus Vos, “The Priesthood of Christ in the Epistle to the Hebrews,” Redemptive History and Biblical 

Interpretation: The Shorter Writings of Geerhardus Vos, ed. Richard B. Gaffin, Jr. (Phillipsburg, N.J.: Presbyterian & 

Reformed, 1980). 



Appendix A: 1994 Missouri Presbytery Report    2017 Missouri Presbytery Report on Same-sex Relationships 

 
36 

ARGUMENTS:  ETHICS 

Defending the Outcast and Calling Them into Responsibility 

 

The Scriptural teaching about sin and grace that needs to inform the whole question of 

homosexual partnerships will be skewed and stifled if too much of that question is cast in terms of 

the responsibility of the church to support and defend the weak and the outcast and not be partial 

or prejudiced against them. While there is that clarion call throughout Scripture, God also warns 

against an absolutizing of it, a twisting of it that eventually demeans the disenfranchised by 

excusing them from personal responsibility. This is why Israel is warned that in judicial decisions, 

not only must witnesses resist capitulating to the pressure of the majority, but they also must not 

be indulgent with the legal claims of the poor merely because they're poor. A legal witness is not 

to neglect justice through a failure of nerve in the name of compassion: 

 

When you give testimony in a lawsuit, do not pervert justice by siding with the crowd, and 

do not show favoritism to a poor man in his lawsuit. (Exodus 23:3) 

 

An ethic that is faithful to Scripture guards against being an accomplice either to an abuse of 

power on the part of “the strong” or to an evasion of responsibility on the part of “the weak.” 

Elders must not allow the true and very sad fact that homosexual people have often been the 

objects of contempt, hatred, and violence at the hands of the heterosexual majority, to weaken 

their resolve to call homosexually-oriented brothers and sisters in Christ into the same grateful-

yet-painful obedience in the faith, the same count-the-cost loyalty to the Lord that all of us are 

called to in our own areas of great temptation and weakness. 

 

Though it will be accused of it, the church cannot be justly charged with building its whole case 

against homosexual sex on the foundation of mere heterosexual prejudice. We do not deny that 

there has been such prejudice. Too often, to its shame, the church has violated James 2 and 

allowed itself to be prejudiced against the outcast, the poor, and the marginalized, and yes, the 

homosexual. The church of Jesus Christ in our day ought to be speaking out and defending 

homosexual men and women made in the image of God against all forms of hatred and physical 

or verbal abuse. But there is a difference between blind prejudice and reasoned judgment. On any 

objective reading, defense of those regarded as socially inferior is not the only thing that God 

calls us to, nor is it the supreme, overarching, ethical grid in Scripture that governs all and 

subordinates every doctrine to itself. Calling the marginalized or the sinned-against into 

responsibility lies side by side with standing in solidarity with them. The fact that the very first 

exhortation in Jesus’ proclamation of the gospel of the Kingdom was the call to repent (metanow) 

sounds the clear note of the Bible's anthropology: human beings, however much they may be 

shaped by biological factors, environment, or the sins of others committed against them, are, first 

and foremost, those whom God addresses as significant moral agents. In spite of Adam and Eve 

having been misused and manipulated by Satan’s malicious cunning, their real human character 

as being accountable, as being more than just victims of their circumstances, is tellingly revealed 

in God's question to Adam, “Where are you?” 

 

And particularly with reference to those who struggle with homosexual desire, so many of whom 

were abused or neglected in childhood, it is our pastoral responsibility to help them hear the 

gospel of their forgiveness truly as good news by coming alongside them and enabling them to 
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face the accusations of the Law of God against them for their response to the sins of parents or 

others: their anger, rejection of a parent, their fear, self-hatred, or pride. A truly pastoral approach 

to the homosexual person will entail having the courage to say to them, as a fellow sinner: 

 

God’s love is not a pat on the head, but a refiner's fire—because he honors us in 

the freedom he bestows upon us as responsible, from the beginning of our growing 

up to the end of our final chance in this life. This means that every failure along 

the way to take a step of growing up involves us in moral default.64 

 

The various duties God gives us usually do lay side by side, and our calling is to fulfill them 

simultaneously—even when those duties seem to conflict with one another. The responsibility of 

supporting those who have been marginalized by society must be held in tension with the 

responsibility of confronting them with their obligation to obey the Lord, to the point of 

disciplining them, if need be, even though we may be accused of—and may feel like we are—

“rejecting” them. One theologian has expressed well the tensions inherent in Christian duty: 

 

. . . . the very problems which Christian duty requires us to accomplish, is the 

reconciling in our conduct opposite virtues. It is not difficult (comparatively 

speaking) to cultivate single virtues. A man takes some one partial view of his 

duty, whether severe or kindly, whether of action or of meditation: he enters into it 

with all his might, he opens his heart to its influence, and allows himself to be sent 

forward on its current. This is not difficult: there is no anxious vigilance or self-

denial in it. On the contrary, there is a pleasure often in thus sweeping along in one 

way; and especially in matters of giving and conceding. Liberality is always 

popular, whatever be the subject of it, and excites a glow of pleasure and self-

approval in the giver, even though it involves no sacrifice . . .65 

 

Such a seemingly impossible task of loving and sympathizing with a homosexual brother or sister 

in the Lord whose struggles may be far more painful than anything we have ever known, while at 

the same time exercising the “severe mercy” of church discipline toward them if they define 

themselves too much in terms of their need for sexual fulfillment and refuse to live within God’s 

boundaries, will shrivel any confidence we have in our own spiritual and moral powers, and cast 

us in desperation back on the very present power of Jesus Christ in whom holiness and mercy are 

always at peace with each other. 

  

                                                
64 “Sex and Homosexuality:  A Pastoral Statement,” Bennett J. Sims (Episcopal bishop of Atlanta), p. 11. 

(Second emphasis added.) 
65 John Henry Newman’s sermon, “Tolerance of Religious Error” in  Newman Against the Liberals, p. 197. 
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ARGUMENTS:  ETHICS 

The “Core of the Gospel” Argument 

 

 

Argument 

 

By insisting that a person who willfully and persistently remains sexually involved in a 

homosexual partnership should be subject to the remedial discipline of the church, we are, in fact, 

abandoning the hierarchy of what the Scriptures themselves teach is central and what is 

peripheral. To give this issue a status confessionis, a status that makes it a confessional dividing 

line where the very core of the gospel is judged to be at stake, is to run roughshod over the 

diversity of opinion which exists on this matter within the Christian community, to go beyond the 

written Word of God, and to foment division with the church, undermining the unity of the body 

of Christ. We should only be willing to risk dividing the body when issues at the core of the 

gospel are at stake. 

 

 

Answer 

 

 We do not judge the core of the gospel to be at stake in questions about homosexuality in 

the sense that we believe the gospel is defined by sexual fidelity or any form of behavior, for that 

matter. The “core” of the gospel is clear enough in Scripture: 

 

But when the kindness and love of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not 

because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy. He saved us 

through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit, whom he poured 

out on us generously through Jesus Christ our Savior, so that, having been justified 

by his grace, we might become heirs having the hope of eternal life. This is a 

trustworthy saying. (Titus 3:4-8a) 

 

This is the core of the gospel; always the core is the work of God, not our works. 

 

In the previous chapter of the letter to Titus, however, Paul spells out the implications that the 

gospel of the grace of God has by virtue of its core: 

 

For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men. It teaches us to 

say “No” to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright 

and godly lives in this present age, while we wait for the blessed hope--the 

glorious appearing of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ…(Titus 2:11-13) 

 

In other words, there is an intrinsic theological connection between God's work and our work: a 

genuine experience of grace will lead to works. Scripture makes clear that the response to his 

kindness God expects from us is one of gratitude-driven obedience to his will. This was as true 

under the old dispensation of law as it is under the new dispensation of grace: 
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I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery. 

You shall have no other gods before me. (Exodus 20:2-3) 

 

Preceding the stipulations of what God demanded of his people is the pronouncement of the 

gospel, the grace of God, upon which the covenant is based. Hence, the motivation for obedience 

here is clearly gratitude, thankfulness for having been rescued by God from the tyranny of pagan 

Egypt. 

 

Grace, therefore, does not exclude the idea of covenant obligations, laid upon a glad and not 

fearful heart. The keeping of the covenant obligations do not save; only the redemptive acts of 

God save. The keeping of the covenant obligations only confirms that what God has done in his 

saving acts is not merely external: he has not merely led his people through the Red Sea; he has 

also turned their hearts toward himself and toward the true meaning and order of his world. The 

goal of salvation is the restoration of a relationship, a two-way relationship of love and order 

wherein God loves and rules his people, and they in turn, love and submit to him. Hence, the 

whole of salvation can be summed up by God himself in relational terms: 

 

I will walk among you and be your God, and you will be my people. (Lev. 26:12) 

 

All this means that the biblical doctrine of grace involves coming to see not two things, but three. 

God does confront me with my own inability to do his will on my own, and then with the good 

news that in Christ he demonstrates just how much he loves me by doing for me what I cannot do 

on my own. Christ's death on my behalf secures forever my status as a son or daughter that God 

delights in. That is the core of the gospel. But to stop there would be to open ourselves up to the 

“cheap grace” perversion of the gospel, as Bonhoeffer so aptly puts the phrase. God also 

confronts me with a third reality: that the costly, tangible, and profound expression of his love 

demonstrated at the cross obligates me to surrender my whole being to him and his truth—since I 

know that the boundaries of truth he calls me to live within do not rob me of my life, but on the 

contrary, give it to me. 

 

This threefold structure of Christian self-knowledge is expressed well in the Heidelberg 

Catechism, question #2: 

 

Q. How many things must you know that you may live and die in the blessedness 

of this comfort [of salvation]? 

 

A. Three. First the greatness of my sin and wretchedness. Second, how I am freed 

from all my sins and their wretched consequences. Third. what gratitude I owe to 

God for such redemption.  

 

And the third factor is absolutely critical to grasp if we are to have any realistic and faithful 

understanding of the kindness and severity that we find intertwined in the pastoral oversight of 

New Testament congregations. 

 

The gospel is to be believed and appropriated by us in acts and dispositions of faith. And when it 

is, under the power of the Holy Spirit, it teaches us and empowers us to set a new moral direction 



Appendix A: 1994 Missouri Presbytery Report    2017 Missouri Presbytery Report on Same-sex Relationships 

 
40 

for our lives, one characterized (however imperfectly) by righteous behavior, behavior that is 

reflective of the very image of Jesus Christ (see Colossians 3:5-10) and that flows out of gratitude 

to him. 

 

 In 1 Timothy Paul sets out a list of unholy behaviors which stand “contrary” to the sound 

teaching contained in the gospel: 

 

We also know that law is made not for the righteous but for lawbreakers and 

rebels, the ungodly and sinful, the unholy and irreligious; for those who kill their 

fathers or mothers, for murderers, for adulterers and perverts, for slave traders and 

liars and perjurers--and for whatever else is contrary to the sound doctrine that 

conforms to the glorious gospel of the blessed God which he entrusted to me.  

                                                                                           (1 Timothy 1:9-11) 

 

Hence, to fail to bring forth the fruit of the gospel in our lives at the critical places where we are 

tempted not to believe its message of the sufficiency of Christ for us and instead to practice what 

the law of God forbids, is to contradict and thereby compromise the gospel. Paul himself, on 

occasion, can accuse professing Christians of contradicting the gospel with their behavior when 

they do things they ought not to do. Here one thinks of Paul's sharp rebuke of Peter for caving in 

to fear and failing to live openly the gospel's insistence that Gentiles were not under obligation to 

keep the Mosaic dietary laws: 

 

When I saw that they were not acting in line with the truth of the gospel, I said to 

Peter in front of them all . . . . (Galatians 2:14a) 

 

And in I Timothy 5 Paul specifies that if believers irresponsibly fail to provide for the financial 

needs of family members dependent upon them, this constitutes a “denial” of the gospel: 

 

If anyone does not provide for his relatives, and especially for his immediate 

family, he has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever. (1 Timothy 5:8) 

 

At the core of the gospel is the saving work of God. But behavior contrary to God’s revealed will 

compromises that gospel by contradicting its ethical imperatives. 

 

The question, then, is not, Do differences about homosexual partnerships constitute a debate 

about ‘the core of the gospel’? Our behavior is not at the core of the gospel. The question is, 

rather, “Do committed homosexual partnerships compromise the gospel by involving believers in 

willful and persistent sexual behavior which contradicts what the apostles teach is supposed to 

flow out of a genuine, personal appropriation of the gospel?” And we believe the answer is, Yes. 

 

Now, of course, all sin, being contrary to the moral norms implied in the gospel, compromises the 

gospel. In this sense, we compromise the gospel daily in thought, word, and deed. The central 

question, however, is whether we will accommodate, defend, and allow one another to regularly 

practice that which the Word teaches is a compromise of the gospel, or whether we will, in fact 

own as a compromise, renounce it for what is, repent of it in the sure and certain comfort of God's 

readiness to forgive, and then turn in a direction away from it in the choices we make. Regardless 
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of the nature of the sin, this is what the justifying grace of God calls all of us to do, whether 

homosexual in orientation or heterosexual. This is the painful “work” of sanctification, the 

obligation that the gospel lays on us. 

 

There are two places in Paul’s pastoral correspondence where the “turning away from” element in 

the doctrine of repentance is put straightforwardly to Christians in the form of a generalized 

exhortation concerning sexual temptation: 

 

The night is almost gone, and the day is at hand. Let us therefore lay aside the 

deeds of darkness and put on the armor of light. Let us behave properly as in the 

day, not in carousing and drunkenness, not in sexual promiscuity and sensuality, 

not in strife and jealousy. But put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision 

for the flesh in regard to its lusts. (Romans 13:12-14, NASB)  

 

Flee from sexual immorality.  All other sins a man commits are outside his body, 

but he who sins sexually sins against his own body.  (1 Corinthians 6:18, NIV) 

 

So far from following the apostle’s admonition and removing themselves from situations which 

tempt toward disobedience, homosexual couples who profess faith in Jesus but cultivate and 

maintain a sexual relationship with each other welcome and plan those situations in the name of 

an inevitability that sexual desire will overpower their redeemed determination to obey the Lord. 

Such an accommodation to the power of the appetites in our bodies and emotions is a de facto 

denial of Christ's victory at the cross—which was not only over the guilt of sin, but also over its 

power. Such an accommodation represents a serious compromise of the gospel. 

 

The unity of the body of Christ is never absolutized in the New Testament. The New Testament 

doctrine of the unity of the church involves the idea that our unity is a fellowship in the truth of 

Christ. And that means, practically, that Christians can never say, “We must stay together at all 

costs.” Where the apostolic theological definition of the gospel is threatened, or where the 

apostolic ethical implications of the gospel are proposed to be set aside, there the church must 

remember that she is, by definition, “the pillar and support of truth” in the world (1 Timothy 

3:15). She must remember that she jeopardizes her very life if she fails to guard that which has 

been called the first mark of a true church, “the pure preaching of the Word of God.” She must 

not sacrifice truth in the interest of unity. 

 

Not all issues of truth, to be sure, have the same importance. But there are some truths worth 

risking the unity of the body in order to protect. What those are cannot be put into simple list 

form, but the criteria will have to do with how clearly a truth is presented by Christ and his 

apostles, and with the place they themselves give to it on the scale which moves from the central 

to the peripheral in the demands of Christian obedience. The mere claim of having an alternative 

reading of apostolic doctrine or ethics is not enough to warrant protection under the umbrella 

principle, “tolerance of diversity of viewpoint for the sake of the unity of the church.” 

 

To use an analogy: despite the claim of Catholic exegesis and theological arguments, there is a 

clarity about justification by faith in the New Testament teaching. The doctrine of justification by 

faith is both clear and very much at the core of the gospel. Likewise, the main elements of the 
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norms of sexual fidelity are clear in the New Testament, and very near the center of what are 

regarded by the apostles as the ethical implications of the gospel that Christians must either 

submit to or else be found contradicting that gospel.  Everywhere in the  New Testament sexual 

fidelity—the giving of our bodies and therefore, our very selves up to the order created and the 

boundaries set for us by a faithful Father—is a central feature in the call to follow Christ and 

please him. Only if we can theologically justify a new sexual norm other than the one we have 

received in the apostolic preaching of Christ should we tolerate  diversity of viewpoint on the 

question of homosexual partnerships: and such a new norm cannot be justified from the Scriptures 

without twisting them.  
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ARGUMENTS: THEORIES OF CAUSATION 

Homosexuality - Constitution or Choice?   

A bird's eye view of the scientific evidence 

 

Last year it seemed that every few months a new paper was published which claimed to have 

found the genetic and biological roots of homosexuality. The research may be somewhat more 

modest in its claims, but from the media one might think that the constitutional nature of 

homosexuality is settled and is no longer open to debate. However the May 1994 edition of 

Scientific American acknowledged the true nature of the debate by printing two articles side by 

side, one being a summary of the latest biological research66 and the other a strong challenge to 

this evidence.67 

 

 

The Shrinking Ten Percent 

 

Before we review some of the different areas of research in this field, we need to examine the oft-

quoted “Kinsey” figure of ten percent of the population being homosexual. In fact Kinsey, in his 

1948 study, estimated that 4% of American males were exclusively homosexual, 10% had been 

practicing homosexuals for more than three years during their lives, and 27% had had some 

homosexual experience. It is now well known that many of Kinsey's subjects were prisoners, sex 

offenders and recruits from his own lectures. A number of other studies in the last 25 years show 

a much lower figure of 0.2-2% exclusively homosexual over many years.68 

 

We have come to think of homosexuality and heterosexuality as an either or situation, when in 

fact there is considerable evidence of a spectrum of sexual orientation (as Kinsey described with a 

scale) with, at one end, 0.2%-2% of the population who have never experienced a heterosexual 

desire, fantasy or dream and at the other end, the majority of the population who, apart from a 

brief phase of pubertal exploration in some, have never had more than a passing homosexual 

desire, fantasy or dream. In the middle there is a significant percentage (perhaps 10-15%) who 

have some degree of confusion over sexual identity and orientation. In this group there is growing 

evidence of a movement in and out of both homosexual and heterosexual relationships for a time.  

The percentage of homosexuality and bisexuality will probably increase with present changes in 

society. The acceptance of the teaching of homosexuality as a legitimate lifestyle will encourage 

people to experiment with it at some time in their development. With the rise of divorce, one 

parent families (especially absent fathers), and the extremes of feminism, there will almost 

certainly be more problems of sexual identity. The presence of this relatively large group of 

“bisexuals” also demonstrates that it is relatively few “homosexuals” (1-2%) who can make the 

claim to “constitutionality” in the way that it is commonly understood today, as an either 

homosexual or heterosexual judgment. As sexual orientation may be described as a spectrum 

from heterosexuality, through transitory homosexual behavior to seemingly irreversible 

homosexuality, so may we speak of degrees of constitutionality. 

  

                                                
66 LeVay S, Hamer D.  “Evidence for a Biological Influence in Male homosexuality.”  Scientific American.  

1994, May, 44-49. 
67 Byne W, “The Biological Evidence Challenged.”  Scientific American.  1994, May, 50-55. 
68 Eg:  Seattle study April 1993 1% of 3321 men surveyed considered themselves exclusively homosexual. 
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We will now look at the influences which shape sexual orientation. 

 

 

Genes 

 

In the last 8 years there have been several studies of the families of homosexuals. In 1986 Pillard 

and Weinrich found that homosexual men were four times more likely to report a homosexual 

brother than heterosexual men.69  In 1991 and 1993 Bailey and Pillard found that approximately 

52% of identical twins 22% of non-identical twins and 10% of the brothers of homosexual men 

were also homosexual. 70 For women the figures were approximately 50%, 22%, and 10% 

respectively.71  A 1992 study with a smaller number of homosexual men by King and 

McDonald72 found significantly lower rates than Bailey and Pillard. Interpretation of these studies 

is difficult because firstly, in both, the subjects were recruited through homosexually oriented 

periodicals and therefore may not be truly representative of the general homosexual population. 

Secondly, both studies assume an equal environment for identical and non-identical twins. No 

studies of twins reared together will adequately demonstrate the relative contributions of genes 

and family, of nature and nurture. Research with twins adopted at birth into different families is 

necessary to throw more light on this question. Thirdly, it is important to note the large proportion 

of identical and non-identical twins who were not homosexual, despite the same genes and 

prenatal and family environments. This suggests that other factors are just as important as any 

possible genetic predisposition. 

 

Hamer et al found similar figures to Pillard and Weinrich but also extended the research to 

demonstrate that most homosexual relatives of homosexual men are on the mother's side of the 

family.73 They also claim that this finding is explained by the fact that a part of the X 

chromosome contains a gene, of genes, which influence sexual orientation. Bailey, Hamer and 

others teamed up to see if this “hypothetical gene” affected androgen hormone synthesizer 

metabolism.74 Their results were negative, leaving for future research two other possible modes of 

action for the “hypothetical gene”: 1. Indirectly through personality or temperament, or 2. The 

influence on the development of the part of the brain which affects sexual orientation. 

 

Even with the methodological problems of such research, it should not surprise us to find that 

there is some genetic component to sexual orientation. We are biological organisms and all of our 

behavior is probably affected to some degree by our genes. This fact will no doubt be repeatedly 

brought to our attention over the next few years as the human genome is being explored and 

mapped. We need to be reminded that science, by its very nature is looking for causal 
                                                
69 Pillard RC, Weinrich JD.  “Evidence for the familial nature of male homosexuality.”  Arch Gen Psychiatry.  

1986; 43:808-812. 
70 Bailey JM, Pillard RC.  “A genetic study of male sexual orientation.”  Arch Gen Psychiatry.  1991: 48:1089-

1096. 
71 Bailey JM, Pillard RC, Neale MC, Agyei Y.  “Heritable factors influence sexual orientation in women”  

Arch Gen Psychiatry.  1993; 50:217-223. 
72 King M, McDonald E. “Homosexuals who are twins:  a study of 46 probands.” Brit J. Psychiatry. 1992; 

160:407-409. 
73 Hamer D, Hu S, Magnuson V, Hu N, Pattatucci M,. Science.  1993;l 261:321-327.  July 16. 
74 Macke J, Hu N, Hu S, Bailey MJ, King VL, Brown TR, Hamer D, Nathans J. “Sequence variation in the 

androgen receptor gene is not a common determinant of make sexual orientation.”  American Journal of Human 

Genetics. 1993; 53:4:844-852. 
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explanations and will inevitably produce a deterministic, mechanistic model of the universe and 

mankind. In fact, science describes only part of reality, and just because we can describe a 

predisposing reason for a particular thought or behavior, this does not take away the influence of 

choice and responsibility. 

 

 

Hormones 

 

Extensive research has been done in this area but no correlation has been found between adult 

sexual hormone levels and sexual orientation. The most influential studies have been those of the 

influence of prenatal hormones. In 1981 Bell and Weinberg found that female rats exposed to 

high levels of androgens (male hormone) before birth, developed masculine mating behavior 

(mounting) and male rats exposed to low levels of androgens prenatally developed feminine 

mating behavior (lordosis or receptive back arching).75 There are obvious problems with 

extrapolating from rats to humans and in equating reflex mating behavior with the complexity of 

human sexual response, but it is not impossible that prenatal hormones might influence the 

development of the brain and thus be a factor (among many) which influences sexual orientation. 

In 1984 Meyer-Bahlburg suggested that if the “prenatal hormonal hypothesis is correct, then one 

might expect to find homosexuality in a large proportion of males with syndromes involving 

prenatal androgen deficiency or insensitivity and also in females with syndromes involving 

androgen excess.”76  But no consistent results have been found in this area. 

 

 

Neuroanatomy 

 

The central contention of this research is that there is a small area of the brain (part of the 

hypothalamus) which is larger in heterosexual males than in heterosexual females and 

homosexual males. This area of the brain is associated with sexual behavior. In 1978 Gorski 

found that, in rats, one nucleus of the hypothalamus was 5-8 times larger in males than females.77 

Gorski and Allen also found a similar area of the human brain that was about three times larger in 

men than in women.78 In 1991 LeVay's study (much publicized by the media) provided evidence 

that this area of the brain was as small in homosexual men as it is in women.79 His work has been 

widely criticized for its small sample size, the inadequate sexual histories of the subjects and the 

fact that all the homosexual men had died of AIDS. The latter fact may have affected the 

appearance and size of the hypothalamic nucleus. Other claims have been made for parts of the 

brain being different in men and women but the research is not consistent enough to be reliable. 

                                                
75 Bell AP, Weinberg MS, Hammersmith SK.  Sexual Preference:  Its Development in Men and Women.  

Bloomington, Ind:  Indiana University Press; 1981. 
76 Meyer-Bahlburg HFL. “Psychoendocrine research on sexual orientation:  current status and future options.”   

Prog Brian Res. 1984;13:505-544.  Quoted from Byne W, Parsons B, “Human Sexual Orientation.”  Arch Gen 

Psychiatry.  1993; 50:228-239. 
77 Gorski RA, Gordon JH, Shryne JE, Southam AM.  “Evidence for a morphological sex difference within the 

medial preoptic area of the rat brain.”  Brain  Res. 1978; 148:333-346. 
78 Allen LS, Hines M, Shryne JE, Gorski RA.  “Two sexually dimorphic cell groups in the human brain.” J 

Neurosci.  1989; 9:497-506. 
79 LeVay S.  “A difference in hypothalamic structure between heterosexual and homosexual men.”  Science.  

1991; 253:1034-1037.  
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Replication of research in this area is vital before much significance can be attached to them. Too 

often initial enthusiastic claims have been modified in the light of later studies. 

 

 

Psychobiology 

 

It appears that one’s gender identity (boy or girl) is established by about three years largely in 

response to sex assignment and parental attitudes. A similar “critical period” for sexual 

orientation, influenced by hormones, family, peers, culture and perhaps first sexual experience, is 

puberty and early adolescence. Byne points out that learned responses at a critical period of 

development may be as hard to change as genetically shaped behavior. For example, if the white 

crowned sparrow is exposed to another bird species song at the critical period of learning, it can 

“neither unlearn that song nor acquire a new one.” He comments “Although sexual orientation is 

not a matter of mimicry, it is clear that learned behavior can nonetheless be immutable.” 

(emphasis mine).80 

 

Bell and Weinberg demonstrated an association between gender non-conformity in childhood (for 

boys—fear of injury, avoidance of physical fights, avoidance of baseball, and preference for girls 

as playmates) and later homosexual preference.81  They suggest that this points to an early 

prehomosexual predisposition. But here we enter the complexities of parent child interaction. For 

example, a child who is temperamentally more “effeminate” and “sensitive” (by cultural 

stereotypical norms) and not necessarily “prehomosexual” may be criticized, punished, teased or 

ignored by parents and peers for showing such gender nonconformity, and this may push them in 

the direction of identification with homosexuality. 

 

 

Psychodynamic and Psychosocial Factors 

 

The earlier research in this area has tended to be overshadowed by the more recent genetic and 

hormonal studies and because it does not fit the contemporary acceptable view has fallen out of 

fashion. However a number of psychological studies reported a pattern that many, perhaps a 

majority, of homosexual men reported in their families. The typical description was of a father 

who was perceived to be, to a significant degree, passive, ineffective, rejecting, hostile or absent, 

and a mother who was perceived to be too controlling, anxious, possessive and intimate.82 

 

More recently, Elizabeth Moberly has suggested that the common factor in the development of 

many homosexuals is the disruption in the attachment to the parent of the same sex, which results 

in ambivalence towards that parent with a combination of self-protective detachment and deep 

desire for what is missing.83  If such legitimate longings for love and affirmation are not met in 

normal ways, then a young person may find that desire met in a homosexual relationship with a 

peer or older person. The desire at that stage is not so much for a sexual relationship as for a 

relationship of affirmation with some one of the same sex. 

                                                
80 Byne W.  “The Biological Evidence Challenged.”  Scientific American.  1994;May:50-55. 
81 Bell AP, Weinberg MS, Hammersmith SK. op cit. 
82 Bieber et al.  Homosexuality:  A Psychoanalytical Study.  New York, NY:  Basic Books Inc; 1962. 
83 Moberly E.  Psychogenesis:  The Early Development of Gender Identity.  Methuen Press. 1985. 
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Although there has not been much formal research on these factors it would seem obvious that 

parental example and attitude to relationships and sexuality, first sexual experiences (especially 

for someone with doubts about their identity) and experiences of sexual abuse will all shape the 

direction of sexual orientation. 

 

The combination of being sinned against by one's parents, whether deliberately or by accident or 

through ignorance, together with the natural self-centeredness, pride, lust and rebellion of the 

sinful human heart, and then the cycles of self hatred, shame and guilt, produces a heady cocktail 

of thoughts, emotions, choices and behavior. 

 

An Interactionist Model 

 

Any reductionist model of human behavior which reduces us to mere products of our genes or 

biochemistry does not do justice to the many factors we have discussed. It is clear that with the 

present state of scientific knowledge in this area that a model which allows for the interaction of 

many forces is the most appropriate. In one person the genetic and biological factors may be 

much stronger than in another for whom the family influences are more strategic. For many it is a 

subtle interweaving of biological, psychological and social influences combined with thousands 

of small choices made in response to circumstances and inner thoughts and feelings from day to 

day that shapes sexual orientation and identity. 

 

An example is the young man with a (presumably to some degree genetic) strong musical gift and 

keen aesthetic sensitivity who was a profound disappointment to his father who always dreamed 

of having a son who would be a great football player. His father called him a sissy and gave him 

little except negative attention. In the American South, 15 years ago, this young man was teased 

by his peers and eventually found affirmation and “love” in a relationship with a slightly older 

homosexual musician. What might have happened to this young man’s “predisposition” if he had 

had a father who really enjoyed his son’s wonderful gifts and who was able to express his 

approval and affection openly? What might have happened if he had found a good group of 

heterosexual friends who did not love sport and appreciated music and art? 

 

 

Is Change Possible? 

 

Most people in the gay community believe that change from a homosexual to a heterosexual 

orientation is impossible. They claim that homosexuality is as natural as left handedness. They 

would say that when we present to a constitutional homosexual the false hope that he can be 

changed we are lying. As we have seen the big question is the significance of the word 

constitutional. For those in the 1-2% who are on the exclusively homosexual end of the spectrum, 

change may be very difficult and well nigh impossible, but how we view the possibility of change 

is, as we will see, critical There are a number of experts in the field, who believe that change is 

possible. John Money, a noted researcher on sexual orientation believes that some people do 

change their orientation and that there is absolutely no harm in trying. Masters and Johnson, 

experienced sex therapists, claim to have achieved a 60-70% success rate in helping people to 

change. And there are numerous anecdotal stories from Christian ministries to homosexuals 
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describing such changes. It seems, from the research and the stories, that change is certainly 

difficult but is easier if four factors are present: 1) Strong motivation to change, 2) Minimal 

involvement in homosexual practice, 3) Some successful heterosexual experience (or at least 

some heterosexual desires, fantasies and dreams at some time) and 4) Youth. It is probably true 

that if many predisposing and causative factors are present then change will be more difficult. 

  

One study of this process, published in the American Journal of Psychiatry, describes a pattern 

which seems to emerge from the stories from other Christian ministries. Psychiatrist E. Mansell 

Pattison and his wife E. Myrna Loy Pattison, write... 

 

When homosexuality is defined as an immutable fixed condition that must be 

accepted, the potential for change seems slim. In our study, however, when 

homosexuality was defined as a changeable condition, it appears that change was 

possible.84 

 

The study documented the claimed change in sexual orientation of eleven white males from 

exclusive homosexuality to exclusive heterosexuality through participation in a Pentecostal 

Church fellowship. Out of the thirty subjects who claimed change, eleven were interviewed in 

detail and their information correlated well with information from the staff of the church crisis 

center through which they had made original contact with the church. 

 

The eleven white men were aged between 21 and 35 years (mean 27). All had developed 

homosexual tendencies before the age of 15 and most changed to heterosexual orientation by the 

time they were 22 years old. Nine of the subjects had a Kinsey Rating of 6 (the highest, indicating 

exclusively homosexual physical and psychical responses before change. Six out of the eleven 

were happily married at the time of the study. The length of time they had been married varied 

between two and seven years (mean four years). The change was gradual for all subjects, with 

homosexual fantasies, dreams and impulses fading slowly over months and years and as their 

marital relationships developed. The Pattisons describe the process of change very succinctly: 

 

When our subjects came in contact with the church’s crisis service for 

homosexuals, they found a welcome reception as homosexuals. No attempt was 

made to make them change their homosexuality. Rather they were presented with 

the invitation to commit their life to Christ and the church. All subjects had an 

explicit Christian conversion or dedication. They were then invited into small 

church fellowship groups where they studied the Bible and learned expected 

Biblical patterns of mature lifestyles. 

 

All of our subjects soon became aware that they were psychologically immature 

and had poor interpersonal relationships...They were surprised to experience 

acceptance, non-judgmental evaluation, and non-erotic love from both men and 

women. These were new relationships. As a result they began to identify with 

those they considered “mature Christian men and women” and to experience and 

practise non-erotic relationships with Christian women in the church... (There was 

                                                
84 Pattison EM, Pattison ML.  “Ex-gays:  Religiously Mediated Change in Homosexuals.”  Am J Psychiatry. 1980; 

137:12:1553-1562. 
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no) immediate change in their homosexual dreams, fantasies, impulses or 

orientation; rather a gradual maturation into a secure and satisfying identity as a 

male with high self acceptance...They began to experience non-threatening and 

satisfying interpersonal relationships with women (resulting in) a steady 

diminution in their homosexual feelings and a steady increase in their heterosexual 

feelings. 

 

The process of change was not magical, spontaneous or dramatic. Change was 

embedded in an accepting, evaluative, and loving, non-erotic social milieu that 

provided expectations, ideology, and actual interpersonal experiences and thus 

promoted what they saw as personal growth into heterosexuality.85 

 

From this study (and from the reports of many others who have changed) we can see that it is a 

combination of commitment to Christ, teaching, counseling, prayer, fellowship with members of 

the same sex, accountability, self-discipline, the work of the Holy Spirit, membership of an 

alternative family and community, and time which eventually produces the depth of change that is 

necessary. 

 

Individual counseling will involve dealing with a number of issues which can only be listed here 

to give a sense of the process (and pain). It may involve uncovering and owning legitimate 

longings for love and affection, grieving and owning anger (often a mixture of righteous and 

unrighteous) over inadequate and/or destructive relationships in the past, uncovering sinful 

strategies for meeting needs in the past and present and repenting of these sins as well as the sins 

of self-centeredness, pride and lust. It will involve accepting God's gracious love and forgiveness, 

learning to forgive others and leaving the ultimate justice of having been sinned against in God's 

hands. It will involve learning to accept and be thankful for one’s God-given masculinity or 

femininity, breaking old habits of thought and behavior, and possibly, for some, it will involve 

coming to terms with celibacy. 

 

If loving homosexual relationships are accepted within the church as good, or even as the lesser of 

two evils, then the motive for change is much reduced and the acceptance of celibacy is made 

much more difficult. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The scientific evidence which we have briefly examined is not necessarily in conflict with the 

Biblical data about homosexuality. The genetic and biological research does not affect the 

morality of the situation. What is does not always tell us what ought to be. We cannot tell from 

the genes, anatomy or chemistry whether this was part of the Creator’s original intention or a 

“bentness” as a result of the fall. If there is a genetic predisposition to alcoholism or violence, and 

many scientists believe there is, we do not assume that this is a good thing or that people with this 

propensity should not or cannot be, at least to some degree, held responsible for their behavior. 

The morality is certainly not decided on the basis of the genes, but the presence of a strong 

genetic or psychological predisposition does have a very practical consequence in that it should 
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increase the amount of compassion and patience we exhibit towards those homosexuals for whom 

the homosexual orientation seems to run deep within their being. 

 

The scientific studies give us a clearer understanding of the many ways we are affected by the fall 

and the factors which influence the possibility of change. These do not take away our 

responsibility but help us to see that, in this fallen world, some have a harder time working 

against sinful tendencies than others. We are responsible, not for the ways in which we have been 

sinned against, but for our reactions to those sins in the present. In an age where science and 

psychology consistently find reasons for us to claim sympathy for being victims of our genes, 

biology and other people's sins we need to recognize some truth in the ways we are shaped by 

these forces, but at the same time affirm the biblical view of men and women who are made in the 

image of God with the dignity, significance and responsibility of being choice makers who to 

some degree shape our destiny within the limits of God’s sovereignty. Salvation is both a state 

and a process. Justification sets us in a right relationship with God, but sanctification involves a 

process of the Holy Spirit working in us to change us, little by little to be more like Christ. He 

needs our cooperation and active obedience in working against all of our fallen and sinful 

tendencies whether in relation to greed, temper or homosexual desires. In some people, for many 

reasons, these tendencies have deep roots and they need our special love, patience, encouragement 

and exhortation. 

 

For an excellent and much more extensive review and critique of this research, see “Human 

Sexual Orientation - The Biologic Theories Reappraised” by William Byne MD, PhD, and Bruce 

Parsons MD, PhD, in Archives of General Psychiatry, Vol 50, March 1993 and the two articles in 

Scientific American referred to above. 
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ARGUMENTS: PASTORAL CARE  

Besetting Sins 

 

The Puritans particularly contribute to our understanding of the problem of besetting sins. 

Sometimes they refer to these sins as “bosom sins” because they are often the most cherished 

practices or dispositions and therefore that much more difficult to part with. The call to a 

Christian to battle his or her homosexuality is no different from the call to another Christian to 

battle his alcoholism, pride, or temper. Every Christian is called to stand against their besetting 

sin out of love and loyalty to the Savior. 

 

The irritable English pastor in Cambridge, Charles Simeon (1759-1836), struggled with the 

besetting sins of pride and anger for most of his life. However, he found regular victory over these 

evils through the grace of friends who were willing to confront and correct him. As a young vicar 

at Holy Trinity in Cambridge, he wrote to one such friend, Thomas Lloyd, who was five years his 

junior, saying that whatever is a man’s “besetting sin in a state of nature will most generally 

remain so when he is in a state of grace; with this difference only, that in the former case it has 

the entire ascendancy over him—in the latter it meets with continual checks and is not suffered to 

have dominion.”86 

 

Thomas Boston documented his struggle with an undisclosed besetting sin in his Memoirs. 

Several passages are useful for our purposes. One shows us both the torment it was for his soul 

and his resolve to keep going back to the Lord with it: 

 

The struggle with my own will was most dreadful, so that I was like to sink under 

it, and say, There is no hope, while it lay on me as a giant bearing down on a little 

child. I laid down my resolution however always to go to God with it again, as it 

renewed its desperate attacks on me; and so I did, and found some ease that way; 

though sometimes both heart and hand were taken from me in this combat, and I 

was almost swallowed up in despair. I felt the power of the bands of wickedness. 

The first ease I got was, that it was suggested to me in prayer, that it might be God 

was letting me fall so low before the victory, that I might see it, when it came, 

entirely due to his grace.87 

 

Boston found particular solace in the Lord's Supper. Seeing the blood of Christ pictured, freed his 

heart to obey. He found greater resolve to battle his sin--not make concessions to it.88 

 

Boston never overcame his besetting sin. He searched his conscience on his deathbed to see if it 

would disqualify him for heaven. He found five reasons why it would not: 1) he sincerely desired 

to quit it for Christ; 2) he had sometimes overcome it through spiritual exercise; 3) his loathing of 

it drove him to Christ; 4) he sincerely desired a “cross of Christ’s choosing” over a “crown of his 

own choosing”; and 5) he loved God in Christ more than his besetting sin.89 

 

                                                
86 Hopkins, Hugh Evans.  Charles Simeon of Cambridge (London:  Hodder and Stoughton, 1977) 100. 
87 Samuel M’Millan.  The Complete Works of Thomas Boston.  Vol. 12 (Richard Owen Roberts, 1980) 222, 23. 
88 M’Millan 226, 245. 
89 M’Millan 399. 
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Perhaps Boston’s besetting sin was something sexual, perhaps not. Whatever is was, though, it 

appears that resisting it was enormously difficult for him—maybe the hardest thing he ever had to 

do by faith. 

 

Such testimonies from the Puritans should have at least two effects on us. First, it should humble 

every Christian for not doing more serious battle with sins that are not regarded with as much 

seriousness as homosexual sins are, and yet also are called “abominations” by God, like “haughty 

eyes and a lying tongue” (Prov. 6:16-19). And then secondly, it should encourage Christians 

struggling to resist homosexual temptation to believe that the species of sin is less important than 

that they are fighting against it as something evil. 
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ARGUMENTS: PASTORAL CARE  

Practical Steps for Pastoral Care 

 

How can the local church communicate loving acceptance of homosexual people without 

condoning their sin? The church needs to acknowledge that homoerotic sex is sin, but then also 

minister to offenders on both the corporate and personal levels. 

 

Corporate. I use this term to describe the formal and informal ministry of the church community 

to those caught up in homosexual behavior. The church must minister to homosexual people from 

the pulpit by carefully and compassionately interpreting the Word. Two former members of the 

Metropolitan Community Church, one a former transvestite and another who lived in a 

“committed relationship” describe their feelings of hope when they heard clear Scriptural teaching 

for the first time that homosexual behavior is a sin and that there is hope for the homosexual 

person.90 

 

The preaching of the church must be clear in its denunciation of homosexuality so that those 

committing homosexual sin will be convicted of their disobedience and seek repentance (Col. 

1:28; 2 Tim. 2:25). But it must also communicate compassion to the degree that those struggling 

with homosexuality will feel invited to seek help from the leadership of the church. That attitude 

among the leadership will be fostered by their honest acknowledgment of their own sinfulness 

(Gal. 6:1). If the preaching and teaching of the church does not communicate this kind of 

compassion along with its clear exposition of the biblical call to obedience, the homosexual 

Christian in the pew may spiral deeper into sin. However, when the church presents this faithful 

balance, the testimony of many former homosexuals is that it gives them hope for escape from 

desires and a lifestyle that they really do not want.91 

 

[Caution: the following story has limited value in 2017 as John Paulk reclaimed his gay life and 

now celebrates it] John Paulk, a former transvestite, gives one negative and one positive example 

of how the church can exercise its prophetic role. In 1986, he was riding in a Gay Pride parade in 

Columbus, Ohio, as a drag queen. Along the way, he encountered a group of people waving 

Bibles over their head and yelling “God hates fags” and “Turn or burn.” John's thought was, 

“Who would want to follow a God like the one they’re displaying?” However, six months later, a 

minister who had befriended John at the print shop where he worked, invited himself to John’s 

apartment to “talk about God.” At the end of the evening, in response to the gracious ministry of 

the pastor, John received Christ.92 

 

 

Brad Grammer tells a similar story. He grew up in an evangelical church but struggled with 

homosexuality from grade school to college. Finally, he worked up enough nerve to talk with the 

youth pastor of his church. The minister empathized with his struggle of not fitting into “the 

                                                
90 Sy Rogers, “The Man in the Mirror,” (The Last Days Newsletter, Keith Green Ministries) 14,15 and Jami 

Breedlove, “Once Gay, Always Gay?” (Focus on the Family, March 1994)  3. 
91 Dr. Joseph Nicolosi, author of Reparative Therapy of Male Homosexuality—A New Clinical Approach and 

Healing the Homosexual (Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson, Inc. 1991 and 1994(?].) in an interview with James Dobson, 

Focus on the Family Radio, April 1994. 
92 Bob Davies. “Homosexuals and the Church” (Moody Monthly, May 1994) 13, 14. 
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typical male role.”  Then he shared the Gospel with Brad and Brad understood, he says, for the 

first time “what it meant to be saved by grace.” The youth minister that succeeded the first one 

also demonstrated God's grace to Brad and disciple him as a new believer. Today Brad Grammer 

is the director of Face-to-Face, a ministry to homosexuals in Chicago.93 

 

Bob Burns, Minister of Pastoral Care at Perimeter Presbyterian Church in Atlanta, says, “the 

church is called to hold up a standard of justice and holiness while loving the sinner. In other 

words, we must love as we disagree . . . or as Francis Schaeffer used to say, ‘We must speak the 

truth with tears.’”94 

 

Not only must the church preach clearly and compassionately, it must offer viable alternatives to 

the homosexual lifestyle. Joe Dallas, director of Genesis Counseling Services in Orange, 

California, says that the church must learn the same lesson in ministry to homosexuals that it has 

learned in the anti-abortion movement—offer alternatives.95  If the church cannot start its own 

counseling ministry or support groups, it must develop a reference file for local and national 

ministries. John Freeman of Harvest, a ministry to homosexuals in Philadelphia, says, “Preaching 

the gospel entails also helping people find friends, a living place, etc.”96 

 

 

Personal. The church must also minister individually to the homosexual believer. The common 

denominator in most testimonies of homosexuals who have begun to be healed in Christ is that 

they were looking for unconditional love--and only found it in the Lord through the Lord’s 

people.97 

 

Individuals within a local church can have a powerful ministry to homosexuals without any 

special training. Brad Grammer says that anyone can invite someone to dinner and share the 

Gospel with them. 

 

Ken Korver, associate pastor of Emmanuel Reformed Church in Paramount California, preached 

a sermon on 1 Corinthians 6:9-11 showing that homosexuality was a sin that could be forgiven. 

Then he invited anyone struggling with the sin to contact a member of the pastoral staff who 

would walk through the process of healing with them. He then organized a mentoring program for 

the homosexuals in his congregation. He held a three hour training session for straight men that 

wanted to understand homosexuality better. Some 50 men “graduated” from this program. Their 

names were then given to those who had come out of a homosexual lifestyle for contact if they 

wanted one of the mentors to be an accountability partner.98 

 

The 100 member Church of the Open Door in San Rafael, California, offers a two year 

discipleship program for people from all over the world, many of whom have never found support 

in their local churches. At the beginning of each program, participants are introduced to the 

church during an evening service. Members of the congregation are invited to come forward and 
                                                
93 Karen Beattie.  “The Silent Struggle” (Moody Monthly, May 1994) 15. 
94 Phone conversation, May 25, 1994. 
95 Davies 14, 15. 
96 William S. Barker.  “Reaching Homosexuals in Philadelphia” (Presbyterian Journal, February 25, 1987) 9. 
97 Davies 14. 
98 Davies 17. 
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pray for one or more of the once-practicing homosexual Christians. Prayer cards giving specific 

suggestions are distributed to the volunteers: “Send the participant a birthday card, invite him to 

your house for dinner, phone him periodically to offer encouragement, include him on a family 

outing, have him bring a potluck item to your house for a holiday meal.” 

 

Same-gender small groups are helpful for positive gender identification. Discovery Church in 

Orlando which provides such groups, and Dr. Joseph Nicolosi who prescribes such interaction for 

his counselees, both affirm that this is successful.99 

 

Davies’ article in Moody Monthly lists several reasons churches have not been successful in 

reaching homosexuals. First, is the general hardness of heart that exists in conservative churches 

toward homosexually-inclined people. Churches must recognize that even though Paul teaches us 

that homosexual sex is a form of immorality “contrary to nature,” nevertheless it is not held up in 

Scripture as a sin worse than every other kind of immorality. Secondly, church members are 

concerned about the risk of getting AIDS by casual contact despite assurances from health 

experts. Churches must be given the facts about the transmission of the AIDS virus: there is no 

evidence that it can be transmitted by casual contact. Heterosexual Christians must be exhorted to 

live not in fear, but with the kind of self-sacrificing love and acceptance that Jesus showed toward 

those regarded as social inferiors. Thirdly, parents are concerned that the homosexual person will 

molest their children. However, Chuck Therrien, director of ReCreation Ministries in Manchester, 

N.H., says that most homosexuals are drawn to adults, not children.  He also reasons that if they 

are coming to the church for help, “Why would they recruit someone into a lifestyle they despise 

and are desperately trying to overcome?” Furthermore, churches should already have safeguards 

in place to protect against such abuse.100 

  

The Church has something to offer the world that no other society or institution has-the genuine, 

unconditional love of Christ ministered through his people. Homosexual men, women, and youth 

who are being granted repentance by the Spirit should find in the Church the visible 

demonstration of true love. John Paulk, the former female impersonator, says about the Church of 

the Open Door, “They loved me into wholeness.” [But see the 2017 cautionary note regarding 

John Paulk two pages previous to this one.]  

  

                                                
99 Davies 18 and Focus on the Family, April 1994. 
100 Davies 18. 
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ARGUMENTS:  PASTORAL CARE 

The Question of Homosexual Sin  

and the Westminster Standards 

 

In any discussion of pastoral care and church discipline, the question soon becomes, Which sins 

are censurable, and why? And a related question is, At what point in a process of pastoral counsel 

with someone caught up in a certain sin does censure become warranted, and why? 

 

While the Westminster Standards don't neatly answer all the practical questions we put to them, 

they do lay out for us, in their general teaching on sin, some principles that are relevant to the 

issue at hand. 

 

I.  The Westminster Standards and Homoerotic Sex (We use the terms homosexual and 

homoerotic interchangeably.) 

 

The Westminster Standards clearly regard homoerotic sex as a violation of the 7th 

commandment—a commandment which, in forbidding heterosexual adultery, codified for Israel 

God's law of sexual boundary. In its exposition of the 7th commandment, the Westminster Larger 

Catechism (Question 139) includes the phrase "sodomy, and all unnatural lusts" in its list of 

things prohibited by the 7th commandment. The Scriptural warrant for this is said to be Romans 

1:24, 26, 27 and Leviticus 20:15-16. These prooftexts, like all the prooftexts for the Standards, 

were debated and formally adopted by the Westminster Assembly and appended to the 

Confession and Catechisms. 

 

There cannot be any serious dispute what “sodomy” means in the 17th century. In the words of 

one, William Hitchen, Under-Marshal of London in the early 1700s and himself given to 

homosexual attachments, “sodomites” are “such as deal with their own sex as well as females.”101  

The Oxford English Dictionary gives clear citations for this sense of the word clear back to the 

early 1600s. 

 

Clearly then, the [Westminster] Standards condemn same-sex sexual involvement. Whether, in 

fact, Romans 1 and Leviticus 20 can be legitimately be used to rule out all homosexual behavior 

is a question we have dealt with elsewhere. We are here only trying to establish what the 

Standards teach, and there can be no doubt that question 139 affirms that homoerotic behavior is a 

violation of the divine command. 

 

 

II.  The Seriousness of Homosexual Sin According to the Westminster Standards 

 

But do the Standards shed any light on the question as to whether all sins should be treated alike 

or whether some are worse than others? And specifically, do the Standards say or imply anything 

about the relative seriousness of homosexual sin? 

                                                
101 Cited in “The Birth of the Queen:  Sodomy and the Emergence of Gender Equality in Modern Culture:  

1660-1750,” Randolph Trumback, in Hidden from History:  Reclaiming the Gay and Lesbian Past, ed. Martin 

Duberman & Martha Vicinus (New York: Penguin Books, 1980), p. 137. 
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Sin is defined by the Standards as “any want of conformity unto, or transgression of, any law of 

God . . . .” (WLC #24). The Confession concludes that “every sin . . . doth, in its own nature, 

bring guilt upon the sinner” and renders us condemned under the divine wrath (WCF 6.6). This 

means that in the court of divine justice, gossip is as damnable as sodomy. In fact, the Confession 

makes a point of saying that the “small” sins are damnable while the “big” sins are forgivable—

when repentance follows them (WCF 15.4). And in its exposition of justification by faith, the 

Confession makes it clear that any that are justified before God are justified only by the merits of 

Christ and not by their moral track record (WCF 11.1-3). The clear implication is that, before 

God’s holiness, we are equally humbled, having become, together, the objects of his grace. The 

Larger Catechism reminds us that one of the reasons we are to keep the pure law of God ever 

before us is so that, in our awareness of how far short of it we fall, we might learn humility. 

(WLC, Question 95) 

 

Nevertheless, while our Standards are concerned to defend the biblical teaching that the whole 

human race stands in solidarity under divine judgment, they do not stop there and simplistically 

reduce all that the Bible says about sin to this “equality-in-guilt.” Question 150 (WLC) puts this 

question: 

 

Are all transgressions of the law of God equally heinous in themselves, and in the 

sight of God? 

 

The answer they give is, "No." 

 

A. All transgressions of the law of God are not equally heinous; but some sins 

in themselves, and by reason of several aggravations, are more heinous in 

the sight of God. 

 

And then, in Question 151, there follows a long list of what aggravations make some sins a more 

serious offense against God.  All the aggravations are listed under four headings: 1) the 

characteristics of the person doing the offending; 2) the characteristic of those offended—whether 

God or people; 3) the nature and character of the offense itself; and 4) circumstances of time and 

place surrounding the offense. 

 

Category #3, the nature and character of the offense, is germane to the question of homosexual 

sin. The following things render a sin more serious: 

 

a) If it is against the light of nature.  

 

Here, Romans 1:26-27 is cited again. This shows that the Assembly regarded homoerotic 

sex as a more flagrant violation of the will of God because it violates not only the decrees 

of special revelation (Leviticus 20:15-16; Romans 1:26-27) given to the people of God, 

but it goes against even the moral insight given by God in creation and in the conscience 

to all people.   

 

b) If it is against the explicit letter of the law.  
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If any of the relevant biblical texts on homosexuality (Leviticus 18:22 & 20:15-16; 

Romans 1:24-27; 1 Corinthians 6:9; I Timothy 1:10) do, in fact, expressly identify 

homoerotic behavior as a violation of New Covenant commandments, then to disregard 

this express command of God renders the sin more serious (that is, more serious because 

more brazen) than if the command was not so explicit but more general. We might well 

judge that the contemporary practice of gambling is, in fact, a species of the sin of greed. 

But this is a judgment based on theological inference not on an explicit letter of biblical 

law. On the other hand, the Old Testament background of the New Testament prohibitions 

against homosexual behavior is, quite clearly, the Levitical passages with their explicit 

rejection of homoerotic genital intercourse. Without convincing evidence to the contrary, 

it would be hard to argue that the New Testament prohibitions represent anything other 

than a re-promulgation of the explicit letter of the sexual law in Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13. 

 

c) If it is not only conceived in the heart, but then is carried out in words in actions.  

 

The central question for the church must be, Is homoerotic behavior regarded by the 

Scriptures as disobedience to the divine commands? Because if it is not, then WLC 

Question 151 is completely irrelevant to the discussion. But if the biblical testimony 

compels us to answer in the affirmative, then Question 151 teaches us to counsel those 

with homosexual desire to resist their inner inclinations, since to follow those inclinations, 

to self-consciously act them out, renders the sin more offensive because what began as a 

root, a mere inclination of the heart, was allowed to grow without restraint and mature into 

an overt act. 

 

d) If it is done deliberately, willfully…frequently…with delight. and with continuance… 

 

Here again, if the verdict is that the Scripture regards homosexual behavior as a breaking 

of the commandments, then two Christians of the same sex who do not try to resist sexual 

temptation, but on the contrary "make their peace" with sexual involvement with each 

other on the grounds that they can do no better in a fallen world, actually aggravate their 

moral culpability before God in each sexual encounter because these sexual encounters 

will be entered into quite deliberately and willfully, and usually will also be frequent and 

pursued continually (i.e., regularly, as time goes on) as that which brings pleasure and 

delight. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

If the Standards are wrong, and sodomy, or homoerotic sex, does not intrinsically (regardless of 

the social context) constitute an act of disobedience to God, then the rest of what the Catechism 

says about gradations of seriousness in our sins is irrelevant to the questions your Session has 

posed to Presbytery. 

 

But if the Standards are not wrong about homoerotic sex and, in fact, give us a faithful rendering 

of the law of Christ on the matter, the law which is to govern believers on this side of the cross, 
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then they clearly imply a course of pastoral care to the believer with homosexual desires: elders 

must do everything they can to dissuade that brother or sister from acting out that impulse. Not to 

do this—if we may now draw some implications from Question 151—involves the elders in 

encouraging (or tacitly accepting) that which they should, for love’s sake, be discouraging and 

opposing: a deeper and deeper aggravation of that person's sin and rebellion against God. And 

that sin which elders do not oppose as sin will come, eventually, to be no longer regarded by the 

flock as sin. 

 

On the other hand, it should be clear from our exposition of the WLC that our pastoral duty to 

shepherd God’s flock involves not only helping and warning people away from making their 

peace with homosexual sin, but doing the very same thing for heterosexual sin, indeed, for any 

sin. All sins that violate a specific command of God and are committed deliberately, willfully, 

frequently, and continually, call for the same pastoral response: warning, and a humble but firm 

resistance to the person's acquiescence in the sin. 
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ARGUMENTS: CHURCH DISCIPLINE  

 

Argument 

 

Excluding people who are in committed gay relationships from the Lord’s Supper will only drive 

them away from the church and away from Christ, and back into the arms of the liberal church or 

of the radical gay movement. If we accept them and regard their profession of faith as credible, on 

the grounds that there is evidence of the Holy Spirit’s work in other areas of their lives, then in 

due time they may become persuaded by the Lord that heterosexual marriage is God’s ideal and 

begin to pursue that, or at least break off their sexual relationship. Just as we are to be patient and 

do not always formally discipline people for their sins, but hope for the Spirit to do his convicting 

work if they are caught up in besetting sins of one kind or another (gossip, having a critical spirit, 

laziness, greed, lack of commitment to the body of Christ, etc.) so we should take the same 

approach with homosexual couples who profess an evangelical faith in Christ. 

 

Answer 

 

We are encouraged and challenged by the example your church has been in reaching out to 

homosexual men and women, and we recognize that God’s Word must be given time to bear its 

fruit in the hearts of those whom he calls to the gospel. Yet, we believe that Scripture calls us to 

the practice of discipline as a means of grace to bring about the growth in obedience to God 

which is the calling of every Christian. Discipline is, of course, chastisement, and is therefore 

painful, yet, by the power of the Spirit, discipline too is God's ordained instrument to produce the 

peaceable fruit of righteousness in believers who fall into grievous sin, be it homosexual acts, or 

any of the other offenses for which the Scriptural teaching demands the practice of discipline. 

 

 

1. The Lack of Discipline in our Churches. 

 

We begin this section of our response with the acknowledgment that biblical discipline is either 

very rarely or very inconsistently or very poorly practiced by late twentieth century American 

churches, and we also note with sorrow that this includes our own denomination and our own 

presbytery. 

 

The reasons for this are clear: the centrality of the individual in the nation’s life; the unbridled 

pursuit of a freedom that is defined for oneself; the demand for personal happiness as an absolute 

right; the sense of need to be true to one's own inner longings and what is perceived as one's own 

nature. This cultural context militates against the practice of discipline. 

 

An additional factor in the decline of discipline is the lack of stable community in our churches. 

Discipline, as we shall see, requires community; that is, for truly Biblical discipline to be in place, 

there must be a context of loving involvement in one another's lives from day to day. Where 

“church” consists of Sunday worship and occasional meetings without the reality of a deeper 

corporate life, the practice of discipline loses its force. The social mobility of our culture increases 

the problem. If our members have little sense of rootedness in a city, and minimal loyalty to a 
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particular congregation, then again discipline loses its' edge with Christians moving from church 

to church so easily. 

 

 

 

2. The “Culture War.” 

 

Along with these problems many believers who are sensitive to the need for their churches to be 

involved in reaching out to the “sinners” in our cities are wary of the constant denunciations by 

notable Christian leaders of various groups involved in the “culture war” of our times: gays and 

lesbians, drug addicts, AIDS sufferers, prostitutes, husbandless women, fatherless children, 

teenagers attracted to crime and gang warfare. They feel that these public declarations of hostility 

toward particular sins and sinners in the name of God do little to serve the cause of the gospel of 

Christ and the salvation of the guilty people that Jesus died to save. 

 

Consequently, those churches which welcome sinners of every kind to their services may have an 

additional factor of reluctance to practice discipline. “How can the gospel be preached,” they ask, 

“if we start disciplining the people who need the gospel most?” 

 

There is also a widespread feeling that certain sins are “unacceptable” and will lead to the cry for 

discipline: sins such as homosexual practice or drug addiction, and that other sins are 

“acceptable” and will rarely bring a call for discipline: sins such as dishonest business practice or 

malicious gossip. Along with this sense of unfair discrimination a further question is asked: 

“Which of these sins are more widely present in our churches, and therefore more obviously in 

need of discipline?” 

 

 

3. The Calling of the Church. 

 

Jesus calls his church into existence to glorify and enjoy the Father with him, to serve fellow 

believers in love, and to bring his message of salvation to a wicked and desperately needy world. 

 

This calling of the church to the world means that we are forbidden by Christ to curse, revile and 

insult sinners. Rather we are commanded to pray for them, to bless them and to love them even if 

they hate us and make themselves our enemies. 

 

A church, therefore is not to be a gathering where only the righteous feel welcome, but rather a 

fellowship of sinners saved by grace, who welcome other sinners, a gathering of believers who, 

like Jesus himself, eat and drink with sinners and are servants of sinners. A proper humility before 

God will always lead to such an attitude and lifestyle. If this humility is not present we will bring 

on ourselves the denunciation that Jesus spoke to the Pharisee (Luke 18:914). This man was 

actually congratulating himself that he was not sinful like other men—he just put it in the form of 

a prayer. 

 

A church ought to be a body among whom sinners of every kind are welcomed to hear the 

proclamation of the gospel; a community where those seeking God are given time to repent of 
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their sins; and a fellowship of supplication where there is urgent and persistent prayer for the 

Spirit to call sinful men and women to the obedience of Christ and to an increasingly righteous 

life. 

 

This should not mean that the clear teaching of Scripture announcing the holiness of God is to be 

muted, nor that the denunciation of sin is to be restrained, nor that there will be no passionate 

calls to repentance. However, time needs to be given for this message of repentance to take root in 

a sinner's heart as faith begins to grow there and as the Spirit softens the conscience through the 

Word. 

 

 

4. The Purpose of Discipline 

 

Why should there be church discipline? A simple and sufficient answer is that the Lord of the 

church demands it. It is however appropriate for us to ask what purposes he has in mind in 

commanding us. 

 

The first reason for discipline is the honor of Christ and of his name before the watching world. 

The church is called both in its teaching and in its life to uphold the holiness of God before the 

world. God dwells in unapproachable light, and our Savior was entirely without sin in his life on 

earth. It is only fitting therefore that the church that bears his name dedicates herself to a life of 

purity. This is why the Reformers regarded church discipline as one of the marks of the true and 

apostolic church—whether they distinguished it as the third of the three marks, like Bucer and 

Knox, or understood it as implied in the first mark, the pure preaching of the Word, like Calvin. 

 

  

The second reason for discipline is the sanctification and salvation of the sinner. We are to 

discipline in order to bring a brother or sister in the Lord to repentance; and so that the spirit of 

the disobedient Christian may be saved on the day of the Lord Jesus. 

 

The third reason for discipline is to prevent the spread of evil in the church if open sin is not dealt 

with in obedience to God's Word. A little yeast of undisciplined sin will corrupt a whole church 

by pervading the life of other believers. If the sin of one is tolerated it will discourage others who 

may have been struggling faithfully against that same sin. In addition the acceptance of one sin in 

the body is likely to lead to the expectation of tolerance for other disciplinable sins; for the clear 

teaching of God's Word and the understanding of that Word by generations of believers will have 

been cast aside. 

 

 

5. The Lord's Intervention. 

 

This demand for discipline which is sounded so clearly by Scripture can be ignored only at our 

peril, for judgment must begin with the household of God. 

 

If we fail to discipline, we can expect that God himself will bring swift judgment on us. He not 

only demanded the practice of discipline in his teaching, but also gave us the terrible example of 
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the deaths of Ananias and Sapphira to demonstrate that he will not tolerate the covering up of 

serious sin in the life of his church. 

 

In the church at Corinth the Lord disciplined some in the congregation with sickness and death. 

These believers had openly destroyed the unity of the body which ought to have been celebrated 

in the Lord’s Supper. Another example comes from the church in Thyatira where sexual 

immorality was publicly taught and therefore practiced by members of the church. Again, Christ 

threatened sickness and intense suffering if the church itself would not deal with the sin. 

 

We ought to expect sickness, suffering and death in our churches if we teach that it is acceptable 

to God to practice sin, or if we fail to discipline flagrant sins. This warning from God's Word 

ought to cause trembling, holy fear and a desire for repentance in every church of this presbytery. 

 

 

6. Disputable Matters. 

 

We are commanded by the Lord to allow freedom of conscience in disputable matters. In Romans 

14 and 15, in 1 Corinthians 8 and in Colossians 2, the apostle Paul tells us to be careful not to 

judge one another (let alone practice discipline) where there are disagreements among believers 

over issues of conscience. 

 

The argument has been made that homosexuality should be considered a disputable matter. How 

homosexual behavior is regarded in Scripture is dealt with elsewhere in this study; suffice it to 

say here that in Romans 13, the chapter before his discussion of disputable matters, Paul 

summarizes the second table of the Law as that which is indisputable in governing our 

relationships of love toward one another. As we will see under section 8 below, sins which are to 

be disciplined are those which involve actions or teaching which offend against the Decalogue.  

These fundamental moral laws are indisputable matters and homosexual practice is an offense 

against them. 

 

What then are disputable matters? The apostle refers to the observance of one day as special, to 

the dietary practices of believers, to the eating of meat sacrificed to idols. We are not to develop 

an evangelical Talmud or Mishnah of rules and regulations for the life of believers. This was one 

of the reasons for Jesus' stringent criticism of the Pharisees. Beyond this, we are to allow freedom 

of conscience to believers even in some matters where God's Word has been made known. The 

apostle tells us that he knew what was right in regard to the disputable matters under discussion in 

Rome and Corinth, and yet, he insists on the withholding of judgment in these matters which do 

not entail flagrant sin. (See Romans 14:1 - 15:3; 1 Corinthians 8:1-13.) 

 

First he argues that God alone is Lord of the conscience, and is the one Judge over us all. and that 

therefore we must give one another freedom to answer to God. 

 

Second, he calls us to humility with regard to what we know, or what we think we know. 

Knowledge, even right knowledge, can very easily lead us to the more serious sin of pride. 
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Third, once we understand the need for humility about our opinions, we will pursue love for our 

fellow believers who differ from us on these less than central issues. Who am 1, Paul challenges 

me, to judge my brother or sister for whom Christ died? Ought I not rather to love them as Christ 

did and give myself up for them? 

 

Fourth, he urges us not to cause believers with a weak conscience to stumble, by practicing before 

them behavior which they regard as sinful even though their conscience may be misinformed. I 

must not cause others to sin against their own conscience by leading them into actions that they 

regard as sin. This is not to be construed as a license for a few legalists to control the life of the 

church. That would be to violate Paul's prohibition against judgmentally imposing man-made 

rules on one another. 

 

 

7. The Context of Discipline. 

 

The church is described by Scripture as a household, as the family of God. The mark of the true 

church is therefore love: love for God and love for one another. And yet, in the case of the man in 

Corinth who fell into serious sexual sin, Paul is emphatic that judgment is one of the functions of 

the love that is to characterize the church of Jesus Christ: 

 

What business is it of mine to judge those outside the church? Are you not to judge 

those inside? God will judge those outside. “Expel the wicked man from among 

you.” (1 Corinthians 5:12-13) 

 

But how are we to exercise this responsibility of judgment within the church? Once we begin to 

talk about discipline we are driven to acknowledge the need to be discerning about the doctrine 

and life of a congregation and of its members. So, what framework can we establish for mutual 

judgment? 

 

The basic context will be provided by the faithful teaching of God’s Word. As sound doctrine and 

Christian obedience are proclaimed, the people of God will be given a standard by which to judge 

their own faith and life, and then the faith and life of their brothers and sisters in the Lord. But, 

when we judge one another how should this be done? 

 

First, when we see a fellow believer sinning, we are to ask ourselves if we are doing the same or 

even worse than the one we want to set straight. Judgment must begin with ourselves. 

 

Second, we are to ask whether this is a sin that we should forbear and forgive rather than confront 

the person. If we deal with every sin in the life of a family or church we would never be silent. 

Rather, we would bite, devour and consume each other. 

 

Third, we are to look into our own hearts to discover the motivation behind our judging. Is our 

motivation spiritual? Do we desire to restore this fellow believer in love, to build up, or to tear 

down? Do we go in humility as sinner to a fellow sinner, or do we stand on a pedestal of self 

righteousness to denounce our brother or sister? Do we pray for them in the longing that the 

sinner will be turned from their wicked way? 
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Fourth, we have to ask if we have earned the right to go and talk to someone about their sin. Have 

I indeed been spiritual in my relationship with them up to the present time? Has there been some 

reality of brotherly love between us? Or would this person be right to say: “You have shown no 

concern for me before. How come now that you think I am sinning there is this sudden desire to 

be involved in my life?” 

 

Fifth, is there solid evidence for this sin I want to confront, or are my fears based on gossip, in 

itself a sin which deserves discipline? 

 

Sixth, I must be prepared to go directly to the person myself to confront and persuade my brother 

or sister with regard to their sinful behavior. 

 

Seventh, will I help the sinner to bear the load of their sin? This is the context of Paul's command 

to bear one another's burdens. Am I interested only in exposing sin, or will I follow the example 

of Christ and devote myself to helping the sinner overcome their sin? This will mean the giving of 

myself in prayer, in time, in hospitality, in energy, in self-sacrifice. 

 

In the New Testament, church discipline presupposes being involved in each other's lives to a 

great degree. It presupposes a high level of love, of patience, and tolerance of each other, of 

sharing one another’s burdens. In other words, it presupposes a high level of community within 

the congregation. In churches not characterized by this kind of living out of the gospel, very often 

there will be little discipline exercised since within people do not take risks or do very much that 

truly costs them something in their relationships with the body anyway. Or, if discipline is 

attempted, it can easily become self-righteous and destructive because the “weight” of discipline 

will be more than weak relationships can bear, and because a spirit of censoriousness rather than 

grief and humility will tend to pervade the process. 

 

 

8. Matters which Require Discipline. 

 

There appear to be three areas for discipline in the New Testament church, with an ascending 

order of seriousness. 

 

There are practical matters of disobedience which bring discredit on the church, like the refusal to 

work. Paul tells us that we are not to share our food with an idle brother, that we are to command 

such a one to settle down and work, that we are not to associate with him so that he might be 

shamed into action, and yet that we are to warn him as a brother rather than to regard him as an 

enemy (2 Thessalonians 3:6-15). 

 

There is the issue of divisiveness in the church, where legalists bring havoc to the unity of the 

church by seeking to impose their own views on all other believers. Such men, says Paul, are 

always arguing about the law and raising controversies. If we are plagued by such in our 

churches, we are to warn them once, warn them a second time, and then have nothing to do with 

them. They are to be silenced. 
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Then, there are flagrant doctrinal and moral issues which call for full discipline. In the doctrinal 

area we are commanded to discipline those who are false teachers with regard to the central tenets 

of the faith once delivered to the saints: The existence, nature and character of God; the person of 

Christ, his Messiahship, his divinity and his humanity; the work of Christ, his substitutionary 

death and bodily resurrection from the dead; justification through faith alone. Scripture also gives 

us grounds for disciplining those who teach that participation in idolatry or the practice of sexual 

immorality is compatible with a profession of loyalty to Jesus Christ, or who teach that marriage, 

in principle, is to be rejected by Christians (see Revelation 2:14-16; 1 Timothy 1:3, 4:1). 

 

In the moral area the New Testament appears to follow the Decalogue: The protection of the glory 

of God (therefore the rejection of idolatry). The protection of the honor of parents (therefore the 

rejection of disobedience to parents and of slaying one's father or mother). The sanctity of human 

life and the protection of the physical body (therefore the rejection of drunkenness as well as 

murder and slave-trading). The sanctity of the marriage bond (therefore the rejection of sexual 

immorality: fornication, adultery, incest and homosexual practice). The protection of property 

(therefore the rejection of theft, of withholding just compensation for wages, and other forms of 

dishonest business practice). The protection of reputation (therefore the rejection of malicious 

gossip and perjury). 

 

We are not suggesting that this is an exhaustive list of disciplinable sins; it is rather, an attempt to 

spell out what kinds of offenses merit formal—and, if need be, full—church discipline. 

 

 

9. The Steps of Discipline. 

 

The first step is to go to the individual one on one, within the guidelines of what was said above 

about the context of discipline: in humility, out of love, as a caring and already committed brother 

or sister in the Lord, with clear evidence, in prayer, with a desire to provide personal, practical 

and pastoral help. The purpose of such a visit is to win the person over, to restore the person to 

righteousness, to call them from the error of their ways. 

 

This step should be taken by someone who truly has been a “brother.” Therefore we would 

suggest that as it will be part of an ongoing relationship, there should be a second personal visit to 

see if there is repentance. In other words, time must be given for the Word, for the Spirit, for the 

love demonstrated by the “visitor” to work in the heart. 

 

If there is no response but rather a refusal to listen, then we have to move to step two. We are to 

go to our brother or sister who is unrepentant with one or two others. Again, these ought to be 

members of the church who know the individual well, who have been close to them, who are 

spiritually mature, and who will go in love, in concern, in prayer. We suggest that again, time be 

given for God to do his work in the heart. 

 

If there is still no sign of repentance, but rather a stubborn hardening of the heart, then the third 

step must be taken. The Session should give the individual a formal warning that their behavior is 

unacceptable in one who professes to be a believer in the Lord Jesus Christ. 
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It is precisely because there has been a profession of faith which the church has regarded as 

genuine that discipline is to be practiced. We do not discipline unbelievers. Nor do we conclude 

that a professed believer who has strayed into flagrant sin must therefore not be a genuine 

Christian. Rather, for the honor of Christ, for the sake of the church, and for their own spiritual 

well-being we take their faith and their sin seriously and institute formal discipline. Again, we 

suggest that time be given for conviction of sin to come, with perhaps a date set for response. 

 

If there should still be refusal to respond then discipline must proceed to its most serious level. 

The New Testament expresses this in various ways: “treat him as you would a pagan or a tax 

collector” (Man. 18:17); “do not associate with such a person do not even eat with them” (I Cor. 

5:11); “expel the wicked man from among you” (I Cor. 5:13); “put him out of your fellowship” (I 

Cor. 5:2); “hand this man over to Satan” (I Cor. 5:5; I Tim. 1:20). 

 

These are hard statements and their practice will cause much grief to the church, but the church 

ought, says the apostle, to be already grieving because it finds the sin that needs the discipline so 

distressing. This “disfellowshipping” will begin with the exclusion of the unrepentant believer 

from the Lord’s Supper. Hopefully, this will be enough to wake the person up and they will come 

to their spiritual senses. But if not, it must proceed to the withdrawal of hospitality by members of 

the church and to exclusion from the communal love and life of the local body—the umbrella of 

blessing the church lives under by virtue of being the dwelling place of God. However, the 

offender must never be treated with disdain or contempt in these actions, but instead must be 

encouraged to come to public worship where they, like the rest of the congregation, will be under 

the ministry of the illuminating, convicting, and comforting Word. 

 

The church must believe that God will be at work in all of this, if it is done according to his 

instructions, and that he will exercise whatever discipline he wills, including perhaps the hiding of 

his face of love and protection, as the discipline involves the handing of the member over to Satan 

“for the destruction of the flesh.” (Paul may have in mind with this phrase the power that God 

gives to Satan to wreak havoc in a person's life. But even such an extreme action will be a 

manifestation of God’s grace because his purpose is to use Satan to bring the offender to his 

senses.) 

 

In conclusion, to institute this kind of discipline will mean involving the whole church in the 

process. We suggest that the Session should, among them, visit every member or family in the 

congregation personally to talk with them about the discipline and what it involves (perhaps via 

the church's small group structure, if there is one). This must not become a gossip session where 

the details of sin are spelled out or talked through. Rather such conversations must take place in 

an atmosphere of confidentiality and of trust in the wisdom of the Session as they seek to obey the 

call of Scripture. In most cases, of course, flagrant sin is common knowledge, but even if it is not 

there should be confidentiality wherever possible. 

 

Our advice would be that while the discipline endures one member of the Session (the man with 

the closest relationship to the person wider discipline), and perhaps one other spiritually mature 

member of the congregation who is close to the person, should be encouraged to keep up regular 

contact with the individual to urge them to repentance and to assure them that there is a way back 

and a warm welcome awaiting their restoration. 
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If at any time a genuinely repentant spirit is shown, every effort must be made to reincorporate 

the offender into the full life of the congregation. And then the church must defend them and 

admonish any members unwilling to forgive. It is very easy for a disciplined person to be 

overwhelmed with sorrow, just as with a child who has been disciplined by loving parents and 

who has realized the need to apologize and to change their behavior. 

 

This whole process of discipline needs to be surrounded and undergirded by the faithful prayers 

of the church, that the Lord might be pleased to bring his healing quickly to the unrepentant one 

and to the grieving congregation. 
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ARGUMENTS:  CHURCH DISCIPLINE 

The Spiritual Psychology of Church Discipline 

 

The question has been asked, What are we really trying to accomplish in church discipline? Our 

Book of Church Order makes clear that church discipline is for, among other things, “the keeping 

and reclaiming of disobedient sinners” (BCO 27-3). The next paragraph goes on to say this: 

 

The power which Christ has given the church is for building up, and not for 

destruction. It is to be exercised under a dispensation of mercy and not of wrath. As 

in the preaching of the Word the wicked are doctrinally separated from the good, so 

by discipline the church authoritatively separates between the holy and the profane. 

In this it acts the part of a tender mother, correcting her children for their good, that 

every one of them may be presented faultless in the day of the Lord Jesus. (BCO 

27-4) 

 

But if church discipline is designed to effect change in the person caught in sin and not only to 

separate off the impure from the pure, how does it do this? How does it work? When it fails to 

produce repentance and a determination to walk in a different direction, why does it fail? When it 

succeeds, why does it succeed? The ultimate answer to this last question is, of course, that God 

grants repentance to some (see 2 Timothy 2:25). But God uses means. And it is church discipline 

as a means, as a human process, in the hand of God that we want to explore. 

 

Church discipline is concerned with the roots of sin. The goal is not merely the ceasing of some 

action, but a correction in the bent of the soul at a deeper-than-surface level. Fundamentally, 

church discipline seeks a change in the attitude of heart, in the believing soul's vision of God and 

what is good. It can be protective in the sense that the honor of Christ and the integrity of his 

body, the church, may need to be vindicated, but it is never only protective. It is always remedial 

or reformative in that it seeks to rework or recreate something at the deep level of moral vision in 

the person out of which all behavior flows. Even in l Corinthians 5, where Paul instructs a rather 

swift excommunication for the sake of the spiritual integrity of the congregation, his salvation is 

still in view. 

 

In almost all situations where church discipline is exercised, there is an immediate—and 

sometimes sustained—negative reaction on the part of the offender to the discipline. They feel 

betrayed, looked down upon, and self-righteously judged by other Christians. They feel discipline 

and interpret it only as punishment, vindictiveness, and the hostility of the majority against an 

easy-target minority. 

 

Now since we never act in perfect purity and humility, it may be true that some of what the 

offender feels is hurtful and sinful self-righteousness on the part of the majority. But it is essential 

to understand that vindictiveness in those administering discipline is not the most basic cause of 

anger or hurt and a sense of rejection in the person being disciplined. The most basic dynamic at 

work in New Testament church discipline is the "cause pain to prevent pain" principle set out in 

Old Testament wisdom literature in two well known proverbs: 
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Better is open rebuke than hidden love. Wounds from a friend can he trusted, but an 

enemy multiplies kisses. (Proverbs 27:5-6) 

This principle of “hurting in order to heal” we find God practicing toward his people during the 

age of the Old Testament prophets. The “wounds” that God inflicts as Israel’s faithful friend 

come in the form of providential afflictions: 

 

Mourn like a virgin in sackcloth grieving for the husband of her youth. Grain 

offerings and drink offerings are cut off from the house of the LORD. The priests 

are in mourning, those who minister before the LORD. The fields are ruined, the 

ground is dried up; the grain is destroyed, the new wine is dried up, the oil fails. 

Despair, you farmers, wail, you vine growers; grieve for the wheat and the barley, 

because the harvest of the field is destroyed. The vine is dried up and the fig tree is 

withered; the pomegranate, the palm and the apple tree—all the trees of the field—

are dried up. Surely the joy of mankind is withered away. Put on sackcloth, O 

priests, and mourn; wail, you who minister before the altar. Come, spend the night 

in sackcloth, you who minister before my God; for the grain offerings and drink 

offerings are withheld from the house of your God.  (Joel 1:8-13) 

 

“Even now,” declares the LORD, “return to me with all your heart, with fasting and 

weeping and mourning. Rend your heart and not your garments. Return to the 

LORD your God, for he is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and 

abounding m love, and he relents from sending calamity.”  (Joel 2:12-13) 

 

“Now give careful thought to this from this day on—consider how things were 

before one stone was laid on another in the LORD’S temple. When anyone came to 

a heap of twenty measures, there were only ten. When anyone went to a wine vat to 

draw fifty measures, there were only twenty. I struck all the work of your hands 

with blight, mildew and hail, yet you did not turn to me,” declares the LORD. 

“From this day on, from this twenty-fourth day of the ninth month, give careful 

thought to the day when the foundation of the LORD’S temple was laid. Give 

careful thought: Is there yet any seed left in the barn? Until now, the vine and the 

fig tree, the pomegranate and the olive tree have not borne fruit.” 

 

From this day on 1 will bless you. (Haggai 2:15-19) 

 

“I have surely heard Ephraim’s moaning: ‘You disciplined me like an unruly calf, and I 

have been disciplined. Restore me, and I will return, because you are the LORD my God. 

After I strayed, I repented; after I came to understand, I beat my breast. I was ashamed and 

humiliated because I bore the disgrace of my youth.’ Is not Ephraim my dear son, the child 

in whom I delight? Though I often speak against him, I still remember him. Therefore my 

heart yearns for him; I have great compassion for him," declares the LORD. (Jeremiah 

31:18-20) 

 

They loathed all food and drew near the gates of death. Then they cried to the LORD in 

their trouble, and he saved them from their distress. He sent forth his word and healed 

them; he rescued them from the grave. Let them give thanks to the LORD for his unfailing 
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love and his wonderful deeds for men. Let them sacrifice thank offerings and tell of his 

works with songs of joy. (Psalm 107:18-22) 

 

Two things are apparent in such passages—passages which could easily be multiplied: 1) the 

motivation in the “confrontation” is love, and 2) what that love does is truly painful to the person 

on the receiving end of the confrontation. 

 

Now the “wounds of a friend” may be faithful, but nevertheless they are wounds. They hurt. 

These wounds are words or actions that come in the form of judgment and criticism designed to 

break up and challenge the security of the self so that the web of rationalization and blindness will 

not be able to envelop it without a fight—even a fight waged by those outside the soul on behalf 

of it. 

 

Church discipline is one form of thus wounding a friend for their good. But as all of us shrink 

from pain, we should not be surprised that the brother or sister does not welcome the discipline at 

first as something helpful; in fact, discipline will usually incite them to take offense. 

 

But the primary reason the offender takes offense at the discipline and feels it as nothing other 

than hostility and rejection is because they have persuaded themselves that they are not guilty of 

anything so serious as what they have been accused of. They do not believe they have 

compromised themselves or their brothers and sisters in the Lord, or Christ himself. The end or 

goal of the process is to get them to change their mind about this, but we should have no illusions 

about what will commonly happen at the beginning of the process, and should not let ourselves be 

intimidated when we are accused by the offender of playing God, being loveless, or acting 

hypocritically. Part of the very redemptive character of discipline is this jarring antagonism set up 

between the offender’s moral vision and the church's. All of us do only whatever our will decides 

is good. Therefore, when an offender is confronted, their judgment of what is good is, in fact, 

being attacked as evil. We would expect such an attack to be fought off and castigated as loveless 

since the offender sees it as nothing less than an attack on their person, their very being, because 

we are rejecting something they have judged to be good and made their own. The aim of church 

discipline is to restore moral judgment and to energize the will to follow that judgment. But this 

comes precisely through the painful conflict between the offender’s and the church’s judgment of 

what is good. All of us experience mental pain, anguish, and a kind of personal vulnerability 

when ideas and convictions are criticized and rejected by others—especially by those close to us. 

But in discipline situations we must realize that this pain and profound sense of personal crisis—

maybe even a sense of impending destruction of the self—is part of the trauma that God intends 

to use to break up something in the offender: the consolidation of the will, emotions, and intellect 

in the determination to call evil good. 

 

Hence, our goal in discipline cannot be to spare the offender all pain, and at all costs to avoid 

jeopardizing the very fragile sense of self and the self s security that all fallen people live with. 

Church discipline is the willingness, for love's sake, to cause pain, in order to free the person from 

the potentially far greater pain of a deeper and deeper entrenchment in what is false. It rejects—

not the person, but the person's moral judgments—in order that in due time we may again 

embrace. 
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When church discipline fails, if it is not on account of self-righteousness, arrogance, or 

carelessness on the part of the church, it will be on account of the offender's hardness of heart and 

moral blindness. They will be persuaded by what is wrong, and will continue to choose it as their 

own. This should be cause for tears and sadness within the church. But the church must be careful 

not to take responsibility for that which God will hold the offender responsible. 

  

But where church discipline succeeds, it will be because God has taken up the pain and trauma of 

confrontation as a tool in his hand by which he ploughs the soil of a hard heart. And the happy 

result will be a new sense in the offender of the loyalty of God, and a new confidence that his 

laws are the boundaries within which we find ourselves: 

 

I know, O LORD, that your laws are righteous, and in faithfulness you have 

afflicted me. May your unfailing love be my comfort, according to your promise to 

your servant. Let your compassion come to me that I may live, for your law is my 

delight. (Psalm 119:75-77) 

 

But where church discipline succeeds, it will be because God has taken up the pain and trauma of 

confrontation as a tool in his hand by which he ploughs the soil of a hard heart. And the happy 

result will be a new sense in the offender of the loyalty of God, and a new confidence that his 

laws are the boundaries within which we find ourselves: 

 

I know, O LORD, that your laws are righteous, and in faithfulness you have 

afflicted me. May your unfailing love be my comfort, according to your promise to 

your servant. Let your compassion come to me that I may live, for your law is my 

delight.   (Psalm 119:75-77) 
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FAITHFULNESS TO GOD'S STANDARDS:  

THE LORD'S CALLING TO HOMOSEXUALLY-INCLINED CHRISTIANS 

 

 

Part 3: Appendices 
 

On June 20, 1994, at a specially called meeting, the Missouri Presbytery of the Presbyterian 

Church in America adopted: a recommendation “to commend to the Session the Appendices 

[attached to this report] as useful information for their consideration.” 
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APPENDIX 1 

THE ANALOGY OF FAITH AND SLAVERY 
 

1. BOTH TESTAMENTS CONDEMN THE SLAVE TRADE. 
 

Exodus 21:16.  "And he who kidnaps a man, whether he sells him or he is found in his 
possession, shall surely be put to death." 

1 Tim 1:10. andrapodistes  In property catalogues animals are tetrapoda (four-footed) 

and slaves are andrapoda (human-footed). 

Rev 18:11-13.  The merchants of the earth will weep and mourn over [Babylon] because no 

one buys their cargoes any more—cargoes of... cattle and sheep; horses and carriages; 

bodies and human souls." 

2. THE OT PROHIBITED THE ENSLAVEMENT OF ISRAELITES; THE NT 

AFFIRMS THE SAME PRINCIPLES OF JUSTICE AND LIBERTY. 
 

Lev 25:39-43.  "If one of your countrymen of yours becomes poor among you and he sells 
himself to you, do not make him work as a slave. He is to be treated as a hired worker 
or a temporary resident among you; he is to work for you until the Year of Jubilee. 
Then he and his children are to be released, and he will go back to his own clan and to 
the property of his forefathers.  Because the Israelites are my servants, whom I brought 
out of Egypt, they must not be sold as slaves. Do not rule over them ruthlessly, but fear 
your God." See also Exod 21:2-l 1 and Deut 15:12-18. 

Lev 25:47-55.  "If an alien or a temporary resident among you becomes rich and one of your 
countrymen becomes poor and sells himself to the alien living among you or to a 
member of the alien's clan, he retains the right of redemption after he has sold 
himself….Even if he is not redeemed in any of these ways, he and his children are to 
be released in the Year of Jubilee, for the Israelites belong to me as servants. They are 
my servants, whom I brought out of Egypt.  I am the LORD your God." 

Col 4:1.  "Masters, provide your slaves with what is right and fair, because you know that you 
also have a Master in heaven." 

1 Cor 7:23 "You were bought with a price; do not become slaves of human masters." 
 

3. THE OT PROVIDED HAVEN FOR ESCAPED SLAVES; THE NT IS LIKEWISE 

"SUBVERSIVE." 
 

Deut 23:15-16. "If a slave has taken refuge with you, do not hand him over to his master. Let 
him live among you wherever he likes and in whatever town he chooses. Do not 
oppress him." 

Philemon 12-16. 
 

4. THE OT PERMITTED THE PURCHASE OF FOREIGN SLAVES DUE TO GOD’S 

SPECIFIC CALLING OF ISRAEL IN REDEMPTION HISTORY; THE NT 

REMOVES THE RATIONALE. 
 

Lev 25:44-46.  "Your male and female slaves are to come from the nations around you; from 
them you may buy slaves.  You may also buy some of the temporary residents living 
among you and members of their clans born in your country, and they will become 
your property. You can will them to your children as inherited property and can make 
them slaves for life, but you must not rule over your fellow Israelites ruthlessly." 

Gal 3:28.  "There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one 
in Christ Jesus. 
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APPENDIX 2 
 

CALVIN'S ECCLESIASTICAL ADVICE 
 

Calvin's advice to congregations and individuals regarding theology, ethics, worship, politics, 

economics, and church practices has been collected by Mary Beaty and Benjamin Farley into a work 

called Calvin's Ecclesiastical Advice.1 Our interest here is in his practical advice regarding 

excommunication. His theology of communion is of course finely worked out in the Institutes of the 

Christian Religion, but his theology in practice is found in his letters. 

In one letter to a pastor who had been accused of "excessive zeal" in his attempts to reform the com-

munion practices of his church, Calvin urges him to steer a careful course between "excessive strictness" 

and "inexcusable permissiveness." Calvin demonstrates a pastoral sensitivity to the life situation of a 

church.  He urges balance, not legalism; balance, not antinomianism.  In his letter, Calvin alludes to 

Augustine's opinion that though drunkenness was rampant in Africa, "flexible remedies" should be 

applied rather than excommunication which "weakens the whole church." Calvin does not agree with 

him, but he sympathized with Augustine's premium being placed on the health of the church and not on 

developing a law. In sum, Calvin counsels a gradual progression toward obedience and then assures 

"God will find a remedy for those incurable evils" (87-89). 

Calvin's principle is applicable to a church dealing with homosexuality. Clearly the sin must be 

confronted. And just because all sins are not being confronted consistently does not mean that all efforts 

to discipline the obvious ones should cease. At the same time, great care must be taken while moving 

toward greater consistency to maintain, as much as possible, the health of the church. 

In another letter, Calvin articulates the purposes of excommunication:  "to remove scandalous behavior, 

restrain evil, and correct wrong action" (111).  Later, he adds, "The safety of the church rests on nothing 

but the power of excommunication to cleanse it, to restrain evil desires, to remove shameful behavior, 

and to correct wrong ways of acting. Anyone who does not accept a moderate use of excommunication, 

especially when he has been admonished, shows that he is not of Christ's flock" (112). 

In other words, the only power the church has been given is spiritual. Therefore, the only action it can 

take to turn a member from sin and restrain its spread is spiritual.  And the ultimate spiritual power 

that Christ has given the church is the right to warn a member persistently practicing what is wrong 

that they are excluded from  the blessings and privileges of the visible church (except from public 

preaching of the Word) until they return to the Lord with repentant hearts. Calvin implies, however, 

that such excommunication will result in the repentance of a Christian and expose the non-Christian. So 

the power is great. 

On the question of what to do when someone returns to sinful practices ("idolatries") after participating 

in the Lord's Supper, Calvin proposes an "orderly procedure." His pastor's heart is revealed when he 

says, "we do not want to be so strict as to discourage the weak." Therefore, he proposed denying the 

Supper for the first offense and then increase the severity for the second or third in order not to nurture 

evil or condone their activity and mock the name of God (153). 

Here we see his balance again. But we also see a realism. He wants to be faithful to God's Word, but he 

also wants to avoid driving away the weak Christian. So he thinks in terms of stages, which also 

acknowledges that someone can fall into the same sin a number of times. Discipline is a lifelong 

commitment by both the Session, and the members. 

                                                
1 John Calvin. Calvin's Ecclesiastical  Advice. Trans. Mary Beaty and Benjamin W. Farley (Louisville: 

Westminster, 1991). 
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APPENDIX 3 

 

HOMOSEXUALITY AND THE BIBLICAL DISTINCTION 

BETWEEN LAW AND GOSPEL 

 

A recent article in Lutheran Quarterly entitled, “The Bible and Sexual Boundaries,” discusses the debate 

about homosexual partnerships taking place within the Lutheran churches. It says the following under the 

heading, “Law and Gospel:” 

Discussion of sexual boundaries is skewed when law and gospel are equated with condemnation 

and acceptance. This can leave the mistaken impression that we have two options: either to 

condemn people and what they do, or to accept people and what they do. Yet reducing the gospel 

to the notion of acceptance obscures its saving and transforming power, the power of the God 

who found human bondage to sin unacceptable, and who sent his Son to free women and men 

from its grasp. Moreover, construing law only as condemnation overlooks its role in establishing 

structures necessary for community life. Faith in the gospel brings freedom, but it does not 

immunize Christians against sin and its effects. Christian life is lived where the power of God 

battles with the power of sin, at the point where the gospel brings liberation and sin seeks to re-

enslave. The weak in our communities need protection against the strong, and everyone needs 

protection against the effects of their own sin and the sins of others. Since sin remains a force to 

be reckoned with, we need the law to bring about restraint as well as repentance, and community 

life requires structures and boundaries for its life and well-being.1 

We concur with this conclusion, and find it a most important point, that we simplistically distort Scripture 

if we equate law and gospel with condemnation and acceptance. It is, as the article points out, a mistaken 

impression that we only have two options: “either to condemn people and what they do, or to accept 

people and what they do.” 

Lutheran pastor, Bruce Foster, in criticizing the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America report “The 

Church and Human Sexuality,” (abbreviated as CHS) faults the report for confusing law and gospel, for 

attempting to base a biblical sex ethic on the gospel rather than on the law of God. After citing the report's 

statement, “When God's purposes are not being served, boundaries and structures may need to be 

reinterpreted or changed,” Foster says, 

The sum of this argument is that “the Gospel” removes the fixed nature of “legalistic” moral codes 

and replaces them with a general command to love. Jesus’ own ministry gives us an example of 

how boundaries are redefined for the sake of neighbor. And CHS then feels free to go and do 

likewise, especially, as we shall see, with regards to the boundary of marriage as the only context 

for sexual expression. 

At the most fundamental level CHS doesn’t know what the Gospel is, or at least has forgotten the 

confessional concern for distinguishing between law and gospel. Melanchthon’s classic definition 

of the Gospel is this: “The Gospel is, strictly speaking, the promise of forgiveness of sin and 

justification because of Christ” (Apology, IV, 43). 

It's very hard to see how the Gospel as sheer promise can be the basis of a specifically Christian 

sexual ethic . . . .  Even supposing homosexuality is morally acceptable, the Gospel wouldn’t tell 

us that but the Law. The Gospel doesn’t make moral judgments; the Gospel announces the 

forgiveness of sins.2 

                                                
1 Lutheran Quarterly 7 (1993), pp. 376-77 
2 “You Know Neither the Scriptures Nor the Power of God” Bruce Foster, Lutheren Forum, February, 1994,  

pp. 45-46. 
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The Scriptures do not teach that the general “law of love” preached by Jesus and expressed so well by Paul 

in Romans 13 is given to us in the interest of relativizing specific commandments. Paul says there, 

Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another, for he who loves 

his fellowman has fulfilled the law. The commandments, “Do not commit adultery,” “Do not 

murder,” “Do not steal,” “Do not covet,” and whatever other commandment there may be, are 

summed up in this one rule: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” Love does no harm to its neighbor. 

Therefore love is the fulfillment of the law. (Romans 13:8-10) 

But as Foster rightly argues and the NIV rightly interprets in the above translation, 

Paul is not substituting “love of neighbor” for moral laws. Rather he is telling us that the 

comprehensive principle which leads to (rather than relativizes) these commands is the law, “love 

your neighbor as yourself.”3 

Martin Luther, the great champion of the doctrine of grace who was continually insisting 

that Christians are called to live in the happy freedom of the gospel, no longer under the 

condemnation of the law and no longer seeking refuge in their own moral purity, also 

became concerned that his emphasis on the grace of the gospel over against a legalistic 

interpretation of Christian existence was leading believers to moral laxity. He became 

concerned that Christians not neglect the law as that which—even after coming to 

Christ—has a rightful place in striking fear into our hearts in order to drive us to the 

gospel, into the waiting arms of a Savior who is eager to receive and forgive again and 

again the repentant who are filled with sorrow that they have displeased their heavenly 

Father. 

The historical setting of Luther's defense of the law for Christian life is the so-called “Antinomian 

Controversies” that disturbed the Reformation movement from 1527 on, especially in Wittenberg. A 

summary of the disputes and parties can be found in Luther's Works. Vol. 47,  pp. 101ff. 

In 1538, defending himself against the charge that he was abandoning his earlier emphasis on the gospel 

and relying too much on the law, Luther wrote: 

True it is that at the early stage of this movement we began strenuously to teach the gospel and 

made use of these words which the Antinomians now quote. But the circumstances of that time 

were very different from those of the present day. Then the world was terrorized enough when 

the pope or the visage of a single priest shook the whole of Olympus, not to mention earth and 

hell, overall which that man of sin had usurped the power to himself. To the consciences of 

men so oppressed, terrified, miserable, anxious, and afflicted, there was no need to inculcate 

the law. The clamant need then was to present the other part of the teaching of Christ in which 

he commands us to preach the remission of sin in his name, so that those who were already 

sufficiently terrified might learn not to despair, but to take refuge in the grace and mercy 

offered in Christ. Now, however, when the times are very dissimilar from those under the pope, 

our Antinomians— those suave theologians—retain our words, our doctrine, the joyful tidings 

concerning Christ, and wish to preach this alone, not observing that men are other than they 

were under that hangman, the pope, and have become secure, froward, wicked violators—yea, 

Epicureans who neither fear God nor men. Such men they confirm and comfort by their 

doctrine. In those days we were terrorized so that we trembled even at the fall of a leaf. . . . But 

now our softly singing Antinomians, paying no attention to the change of the times, make men 

secure who are of themselves already so secure that they fall away from grace. . . . Our view 

hitherto has been and ought to be this salutary one— if you see the afflicted and contrite, 

preach grace as much as you can. But not to the secure, the slothful, the harlots, adulterers, and 

blasphemers. 4 

 

                                                
3 “You Know Neither the Scriptures . . . .”, p. 46. 
4 Luther’s Works, American Edition, vol. 47, pp.104-105 
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Later in 1538 Luther wrote Against the Antinomians, setting out the ongoing importance of the law of God 

for Christian life. Below are some important quotes from it: 

To be sure, I did teach, and still teach, that sinners shall be stirred to repentance through 

the preaching or the contemplation of the passion of Christ, so that they might see the 

enormity of God’s wrath over sin, and learn that there is no other remedy for this than the 

death of God’s Son. This doctrine is not mine, but St. Bernard’s. What am I saying? St. 

Bernard’s? It is the message of all of Christendom, of all the prophets and apostles. But 

how can you deduce from this that the law is to be cast aside? I cannot find such a 

deduction in my logic textbook. I should like to see or hear the master who could 

demonstrate it. 

The devil knows very well too that it is impossible to remove the law from the heart. In 

Romans 2 [: 14-15] St. Paul testifies that the Gentiles who did not receive the law from 

Moses and thus have no law are nevertheless a law to themselves, being obliged to witness 

that what the law requires is written in their hearts, etc. But the devil devotes himself to 

making men secure, teaching them to heed neither law nor sin, so that if sometime they are 

suddenly overtaken by death or by a bad conscience, they have grown so accustomed to 

nothing but sweet security that they sink helplessly into hell. For they have learned to 

perceive nothing in Christ but sweet security. Therefore such terror must be a sure sign 

that Christ (whom they understand as sheer sweetness) has rejected and forsaken them. 

That is what the devil strives for, and that is what he would like to see. 

Preach that sinners must be roused to repentance not only by the sweet grace and suffering 

of Christ, by the message that he died for us, but also by the terrors of the law. For they are 

wrong in maintaining that one must follow only one method of preaching repentance, 

namely, to point to Christ's suffering on our behalf, claiming as they do that Christendom 

might otherwise become confused and be at a loss to know which is the true and only way. 

No, one must preach in all sorts of ways—God’s threats, his promises, his punishment, his 

help, and anything else—in order that we may be brought to repentance, that is, to a 

knowledge of sin and the law through the use of all the examples in the Scriptures. This is 

in accord with all the prophets and the apostles and St. Paul, who writes in Romans 2 [:4]: 

“Do you not know that God’s kindness is meant to lead you to repentance?” 

Dear God, should it be unbearable that the holy church confesses itself a sinner, believes 

in the forgiveness of sins, and asks for remission of sin in the Lord’s Prayer? How can one 

know what sin is without the law and conscience? And how will we learn what Christ is, 

what he did for us, if we do not know what the law is that he fulfilled for us and what sin 

is, for which he made satisfaction? And even if we did not require the law for ourselves, or 

if we could tear it out of our hearts (which is impossible), we would have to preach it for 

Christ’s sake, as is done and as has to be done, so that we might know what he did and 

what he suffered for us. For who could know what and why Christ suffered for us without 

knowing what sin or law is? Therefore the law must be preached wherever Christ is to be 

preached, even if the word “law” is not mentioned, so that the conscience is nevertheless 

frightened by the law when it hears that Christ had to fulfill the law for us at so great a 

price. Why, then, should one wish to abolish the law, which cannot be abolished, yes, 

which is only intensified by such an attempt? For the law terrifies me more when I hear 

that Christ, the Son of God, had to fulfill it for me than it would were it preached to me 

without the mention of Christ and of such great torment suffered by God’s Son, but were 

accompanied only by threats. For in the Son of God I behold the wrath of God in action, 

while the law of God shows it to me with words and with lesser deeds. 5 

 

_________________________ 

5
Luther's Works, vol. 47, pp 101-113. 
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If one studies Luther's commentaries on the biblical texts that touch on homosexuality, it becomes 

quite clear that the great defender of grace and enemy of self-righteousness simply cannot be 

enlisted in the effort to make homoerotic sex—even in the framework of a committed 

relationship—compatible with loyalty to Jesus Christ and his gospel. In his Genesis commentary 

on the story of Lot and his visitors, Luther makes it quite clear what he objects to in homoerotic 

relations: not merely rape or violence or even promiscuity, but rather the perversion of 

heterosexual desire into homosexual desire. This ethical distortion is the result of spiritual 

apostasy: 
The heinous conduct of the people of Sodom is extraordinary, inasmuch as they departed from the 

natural passion and longing of the male for the female, which was implanted into nature by God, 

and desired what is altogether contrary to nature. Whence comes this perversity? Undoubtedly from 

Satan, who, after people have once turned away from the fear of God, so powerfully suppresses 

nature that he blots out the natural desire and stirs up a desire that is contrary to nature.5 

Nothing could be clearer from Luther's great treatise, “The Freedom of a Christian,” that 

the note of freedom from sin, death, the devil (as well as the demands of other people) 

sounded in the good news of the unconditional love of God, obligates a believer to a 

lifelong battle—in the name of the gospel!—of subduing and restraining bodily appetites 

and desires. That “work” of sanctification proceeds out of the believer’s desire to please 

God in gratitude for having been rescued from all failure to please him. Luther sums up 

the sometimes-slippery relationship between justification and sanctification in this little 

sentence: 

The commandments must be fulfilled before any works can be done, and the works proceed from the 

fulfillment of the commandments….6 

What Luther means here by “the fulfillment of the commandments” is the New Testament 

doctrine that Christ in his life and death has himself fulfilled the law on our behalf. That sets our 

guilty consciences free, and motivates us to lay hold of the Spirit’s power, and to work with 

energy—even with pain—to bring forth the deeds of righteousness God calls us to in his Word. 

A finer exposition of law and gospel and of the relationship between justification and sanctification than 

the one Luther sets out in the following words could hardly be found: 

Although, as I have said, a man is abundantly and sufficiently justified by faith inwardly, in his 

spirit, and so has all that he needs, except insofar as this faith and these riches must grow from day 

to day even to the future life; yet he remains in this mortal life on earth. In this life he must control 

his own body and have dealings with men. Here the works begin; here a man cannot enjoy leisure; 

here he must indeed take care to discipline his body by fastings, watchings, labors, and other 

reasonable discipline and to subject it to the Spirit so that it will obey and conform to the inner man 

and faith and not revolt against faith and hinder the inner man, as it is the nature of the body to do if 

it is not held in check. The inner man, who by faith is created in the image of God, is both joyful 

and happy because of Christ in whom so many benefits are conferred upon him; and therefore it is 

his one occupation to serve God joyfully and without thought of gain, in love that is not 

constrained. 

While he is doing this, behold, he meets a contrary will in his own flesh which strives to serve the 

world and seeks its own advantage. This the spirit of faith cannot tolerate, but with joyful zeal it 

attempts to put the body under control and hold it in check, as Paul says in Rom. 7 [:22-23], “For I 

delight in the law of God, in my inmost self, but I see in my members another law at war with the 

law of my mind and making me captive to the law of sin,” and in another place, “But I pommel  

 

                                                
5 Luther’s Works, vol. 3, p.255. 
6 Luther’s Works, vol. 31, p. 353 
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my body and subdue it, lest after preaching to others I myself should be disqualified” [I Cor. 9:27], 

and in Galatians [5:24], “And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its 

passions and desires.” 

In doing these works, however, we must not think that a man is justified before God by them, for 

faith, which alone is righteousness before God, cannot endure that erroneous opinion. We must, 

however, realize that these works reduce the body to subjection and purify it of its evil lusts, and 

our whole purpose is to be directed only toward the driving out of lusts. Since by faith the soul is 

cleansed and made to love God, it desires that all things, and especially its own body, shall be 

purified so that all things may join with it in loving and praising God. Hence a man cannot be idle, 

for the need of his body drives him and he is compelled to do many good works to reduce it to 

subjection. Nevertheless the works themselves do not justify him before God, but he does the works 

out of spontaneous love in obedience to God and considers nothing except the approval of God, 

whom he would most scrupulously obey in all things. 

In this way everyone will easily be able to learn for himself the limit and discretion, as they say, of 

his bodily castigations, for he will fast, watch, and labor as much as he finds sufficient to repress 

the lasciviousness and lust of his body.7 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
7 Luther’s Works, vol. 31, pp. 358-59 
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APPENDIX 4 

Awaiting the Redemption of Our Bodies: 

The Witness of Scripture Concerning Homosexuality 

By Richard B. Hays, Professor of New Testament, Duke University Divinity School, 

in Homosexuality in the Church, ed. Jeffrey Siker, John Knox Press (1994) 

 

SPEAKING THE TRUTH IN LOVE 

Gary came to New Haven in the summer of 1989 to say a proper farewell. My best friend from 

undergraduate years at Yale, he was dying of AIDS. While he was still able to travel, my family and I 

invited him to come visit us one more time.  

 

During the week he stayed with us, we went to films together (Field of Dreams and Dead Poets Society), 

we drank wine and laughed, we had long sober talks about politics and literature and the gospel and sex 

and such. Above all, we listened to music. Some of it was nostalgic music: the record of our college 

singing group, which Gary had directed with passionate precision; music of the '60s, recalling the years 

when we marched together against the Vietnam War—Beatles, Byrds, Bob Dylan, Joni Mitchell. Some of 

it was music more recently discovered: I introduced him to R.E.M. and the Indigo Girls; he introduced me 

to Johannes Ockeghem's Requiem (Missa pro defunctis). As always, his aesthetic sense was fine and 

austere; as always, he was determined to face the truth, even in the shadow of death.  

 

We prayed together often that week, and we talked theology. It became clear that Gary had come not only 

to say goodbye but also to think hard, before God, about the relation between his homosexuality and his 

Christian faith. He was angry at the self-affirming gay Christian groups, because he regarded his own 

condition as more complex and tragic than their apologetic stance could acknowledge. He also worried that 

the gay subculture encouraged homosexual believers to “draw their identity from their sexuality” and thus 

to shift the ground of their identity subtly and idolatrously away from God.  

 

For more than twenty years, Gary had grappled with his homosexuality, experiencing it as a compulsion 

and an affliction. Now, as he faced death, he wanted to talk it all through again from the beginning, 

because he knew my love for him and trusted me to speak without dissembling. For Gary, there was no 

time to dance around the hard questions. As Dylan had urged, “Let us not talk falsely now; the hour is 

getting late.” In particular, Gary wanted to discuss the biblical passages that deal with homosexual acts. 

Among Gary's many gifts was his skill as a reader of texts. After leaving Yale and helping to found a 

community-based Christian theater group in Toronto, he had eventually completed a master’s degree in 

French literature. Though he was not trained as a biblical exegete, he knew the difference between 

sensitive readings and tendentious ones. He had read hopefully through the standard bibliography of the 

burgeoning movement advocating the acceptance of homosexuality in the church: John J. McNeill, The 

Church and the Homosexual; James B. Nelson, Embodiment; Letha Dawson Scanzoni and Virginia Ramey 

Mollenkott, Is the Homosexual My Neighbor?; John Boswell, Christianity, Social Tolerance, and 

Homosexuality. In the end, he came away disappointed, believing that these authors, despite their good 

intentions, had imposed a wishful interpretation on the biblical passages. However much he wanted to 

believe that the Bible did not condemn homosexuality, he would not violate his own stubborn intellectual 

integrity by pretending to find their arguments persuasive.  

 

The more we talked, the more we found our perspectives interlocking. Both of us had serious misgivings 

about the mounting pressure for the church to recognize homosexuality as a legitimate Christian lifestyle. 

As a New Testament scholar, I was concerned about certain questionable exegetical and theological 

strategies of the gay apologists. Gary, as a homosexual Christian, believed that their writings did justice 
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neither to the biblical texts nor to the depressing reality of the gay subculture that he had moved in and out 

of for twenty years.  

 

We concluded that our witnesses were complementary and that we had a word to speak to the churches. 

The public discussion of this matter has been dominated by insistently ideological voices: on one side, gay 

rights activists demanding the church's unqualified acceptance of homosexuality; on the other, unqualified 

homophobic condemnation of homosexual Christians. Gary and I agreed that we should try to encourage a 

more nuanced discourse within the community of faith. He was going to write an article about his own 

experience, reflecting on his struggle to live as a faithful Christian wracked by a sexual orientation that he 

believed to be incommensurate with the teaching of scripture, and I agreed to write a response to it.  

 

Tragically, Gary soon became too sick to carry out his intention. His last letter to me was an effort to get 

some of his thoughts on paper while he was still able to write. By May of 1990 he was dead.  

  

This article, then, is an act of keeping covenant with a beloved brother in Christ who will not speak again 

on this side of the resurrection. I commit it to print sorrowfully aware that it will outrage some. At the 

same time, I commit it to print praying that it will encourage others as Gary was encouraged and that it 

will foster compassionate and carefully reasoned theological reflection within the community of faith.  

 

WHAT DOES THE BIBLE SAY? 

A theological discussion of homosexuality must proceed through a series of widening circles. Beginning at 

the center, we must consider the biblical texts that explicitly say something about homosexuality. Then we 

must consider how these texts are to be assessed within a wider biblical framework and in relation to other 

factors (scientific evidence, changing social realities, etc.). Finally, we must ask what the church should do 

in light of scripture and in response to the issues confronting us.  

 

The Bible hardly ever discusses homosexual behavior. There are perhaps half a dozen brief references to it 

in all of scripture. In terms of emphasis, it is a minor concern, in contrast, for example, to economic 

injustice. What the Bible does say should be heeded carefully, but any ethic that intends to be biblical will 

seek to get the accents in the right places. (Would that the passion presently being expended in the church 

over the question of homosexuality were devoted instead to urging the wealthy to share with the poor! 

Some of the most urgent champions of "biblical morality" on sexual matters become strangely equivocal 

when the discussion turns to the New Testament's teachings about possessions.) 

  

Genesis 19:1-29  

The notorious story of Sodom and Gomorrah—often cited in connection with homosexuality—is actually 

irrelevant to the topic. The “men of Sodom” come pounding on Lot's door, apparently with the intention of 

gang-raping Lot's two visitors, who, as we readers know, are actually angels. The angels rescue Lot and his 

family and pronounce destruction on the city. The gang-rape scenario exemplifies the wickedness of the 

city, but there is nothing in the passage pertinent to a judgment about the morality of consensual 

homosexual intercourse. Indeed, there is nothing in the rest of the biblical tradition, save an obscure 

reference in Jude 7, to suggest that the sin of Sodom was particularly identified with sexual misconduct of 

any kind. In fact, the clearest statement about the sin of Sodom is to be found in an oracle of the prophet 

Ezekiel: “This was the guilt of your sister Sodom: She and her daughters had pride, excess of food, and 

prosperous ease, but did not aid the poor and needy” (Ezekiel 16:49).  

 

Leviticus 18:22; 20: 13  

The few biblical texts that do address the topic of homosexual behavior, however, are unambiguously and 

unremittingly negative in their judgment. The Holiness Code in Leviticus explicitly prohibits male 

homosexual intercourse: “You shall not lie with a male as with a woman; it is an abomination” (Leviticus 

18:22). In Leviticus 20: 10-16, the same act is listed as one of a series of sexual offenses—along with 
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adultery, incest, and bestiality—that are punishable by death. It is worth noting that the act of “lying with a 

male as with a woman” is categorically proscribed: motives for the act are not treated as a morally 

significant factor. Quoting a law from Leviticus, of course, does not settle the question for Christian ethics. 

The Old Testament contains many prohibitions and commandments that have, ever since the first century, 

generally been disregarded or deemed obsolete by the church, most notably rules concerning circumcision 

and dietary practices. Some ethicists have argued that the prohibition of homosexuality is similarly 

superseded for Christians; it is merely part of the Old Testament's ritual “purity rules” and therefore 

morally irrelevant today.  

 

The Old Testament, however, makes no systematic distinction between ritual law and moral law. The same 

section of the Holiness Code also contains, for instance, the prohibition of incest (Leviticus 18:6-18). Is 

that a purity law or a moral law? Leviticus makes no distinction in principle. In each case, the church is 

faced with the task of discerning whether Israel's traditional norms remain in force for the new community 

of Jesus' followers.  

 

1 Corinthians 6:9; 1 Timothy 1:10  

The early church did, in fact, consistently adopt the Old Testament's teaching on matters of sexual morality 

and on homosexual acts in particular, in 1 Corinthians 6:9 and 1 Timothy 1:10, we find homosexuals 

included in lists of persons who do things unacceptable to God.  

 

In 1 Corinthians 6, Paul, exasperated with the Corinthians—some of whom apparently believe themselves 

to have entered a spiritually exalted state in which the moral rules of their old existence no longer apply to 

them (cf. 1 Corinthians 4:8, 5:1-2, 8:1-9)—confronts them with a blunt rhetorical question: “Do you not 

know that wrongdoers will not inherit the kingdom of God?” He then gives an illustrative list of the sorts 

of persons he means: “fornicators, idolaters, adulterers, malakoi, arsenokoitai, thieves, the greedy, 

drunkards, revilers, robbers.”  

 

I have left the terms pertinent to the present issue untranslated, because their translation has been disputed 

recently by Boswell and others. The word malakoi is not a technical term meaning “homosexuals” (no 

such term existed either in Greek or in Hebrew), but it appears often in Hellenistic Greek as pejorative 

slang to describe the “passive” partners—often young boys—in homosexual activity.  

 

The other word, arsenokoitai, is not found in any extant Greek text earlier than 1 Corinthians. Some 

scholars have suggested that its meaning is uncertain, but Robin Scroggs1 has shown that the word is a 

translation of the Hebrew mishkav zakur (“lying with a male”), derived directly from Leviticus 18:22 and 

20:13 and used in rabbinic texts to refer to homosexual intercourse. The Septuagint (Greek Old Testament) 

of Leviticus 20:13 reads, “Whoever lies with a man as with a woman (meta arsenos koiten gynaikos), they 

have both done an abomination.” This is almost certainly the idiom from which the noun arsenokoitai was 

coined. Thus, Paul’s use of the term presupposes and reaffirms the Holiness Code’s condemnation of 

homosexual acts.  

 

In 1 Corinthians 6:11, Paul asserts that the sinful behaviors catalogued in the vice list were formerly 

practiced by some of the Corinthians. Now, however, since they have been transferred into the sphere of 

Christ's lordship, they ought to have left these practices behind: “This is what some of you used to be. But 

you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and in the 

Spirit of our God.” The remainder of the chapter (1 Corinthians 6: 12-20) counsels the Corinthians to 

glorify God in their bodies because they belong now to God and no longer to themselves.  
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The 1 Timothy passage includes arsenokoitai in a list of “the lawless and disobedient,” whose behavior is 

specified in a vice list that includes everything from lying to murdering one's parents, under the rubric of 

actions “contrary to sound teaching according to the glorious gospel.” Here again, the Old Testament 

prohibition is presupposed, but the context offers little discussion of sexual morality as such.  

 

 

Romans 1:18-32  

The most crucial text for Christian ethics concerning homosexuality remains Romans 1, because this is the 

only passage in the New Testament that places the condemnation of homosexual behavior in an explicitly 

theological context.  

 

 

Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the degrading of their bodies among 

themselves, because they exchanged the truth about God for a lie and worshiped and served the creature 

rather than the Creator.. . . For this reason God gave them up to degrading passions. Their women 

exchanged natural intercourse for unnatural, and in the same way also the men, giving up natural inter- 

course with women, were consumed with passion for one another. Men committed shameless acts with men 

and received in their own persons the due penalty for their own error (Romans 1:24-27).  

 

(This is, incidentally, the only passage in the Bible that refers to lesbian sexual relations.)  

 

Because the passage is often cited and frequently misunderstood, an examination of its place in Paul’s 

argument is necessary. The aim of Romans 1 is not to teach a code of sexual ethics; nor is the passage a 

warning of God's judgment against those who are guilty of particular sins. Rather, Paul is offering a 

diagnosis of the disordered human condition: he adduces the fact of widespread homosexual behavior as 

evidence that human beings are indeed in rebellion against their creator. The fundamental human sin is the 

refusal to honor God and give God thanks (1:21); consequently, God’s wrath takes the form of letting 

human idolatry run its own self-destructive course. Homosexuality, then, is not a provocation of “the wrath 

of God” (Romans 1:18); rather, it is a consequence of God's decision to “give up” rebellious creatures to 

follow their own futile thinking and desires. The unrighteous behavior catalogued in Romans I :26-31 is a 

list of symptoms: the underlying sickness of humanity as a whole, Jews and Greeks alike, is that they have 

turned away from God and fallen under the power of sin (cf. Romans 3:9). When this context is kept 

clearly in view, several important observations follow:  

 

1. Paul is not describing the individual life histories of pagan sinners; not every pagan has first known the 

true God of Israel and then chosen to turn away into idolatry. When Paul writes, “they exchanged the truth 

about God for a lie,” he is giving a global account of the universal fall of humanity. This fall is manifested 

continually in the various ungodly behaviors listed in vv. 24-31.  

 

2. Paul singles out homosexual intercourse for special attention because he regards it as providing a 

particularly graphic image of the way in which human fallenness distorts God's created order. God the 

creator made man and woman for each other, to cleave together, to be fruitful and multiply. When human 

beings engage in homosexual activity, they enact an outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual 

reality: the rejection of the Creator’s design. They embody the spiritual condition of those who have 

“exchanged the truth about God for a lie.”  

 

3. Homosexual acts are not, however, specially reprehensible sins; they are no worse than any of the other 

manifestations of human un-righteousness listed in the passage (vv. 29-31), no worse in principle than 

covetousness or gossip or disrespect for parents.  
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4. Homosexual activity will not incur God's punishment: it is its own punishment, an “anti-reward.” Paul 

here simply echoes a traditional Jewish idea. The Wisdom of Solomon, an intertestamental writing that has 

surely influenced Paul's thinking in Romans 1, puts it like this: “Therefore those who in folly of life lived 

unrighteously [God] tormented through their own abominations” (Wisdom of Solomon 12:1).  

 

Repeated again and again in recent debate is the claim that Paul condemns only homosexual acts 

committed promiscuously by heterosexual persons—because they “exchanged natural intercourse for 

unnatural.” Paul's negative judgment, so the argument goes, does not apply to persons who are “naturally” 

of homosexual orientation. This interpretation, however, is untenable. The “exchange” is not a matter of 

individual life-decisions; rather, it is Paul's characterization of the fallen condition of the pagan world. In 

any case, neither Paul nor anyone else in antiquity had a concept of “sexual orientation.” To introduce this 

concept into the passage (by suggesting that Paul disapproves only of those who act contrary to their 

individual sexual orientations) is to lapse into an anachronism.2 The fact is that Paul treats all homosexual 

activity as prima facie evidence of humanity's tragic confusion and alienation from God the Creator.  

 

One more thing must be said: Romans 1:18-32 performs a homiletical sting operation. The passage builds 

a crescendo of condemnation, declaring God's wrath upon human unrighteousness, using rhetoric 

characteristic of Jewish polemic against Gentile immorality. It whips the reader into a frenzy of 

indignation against others: those unbelievers, those idol worshipers, those immoral enemies of God. But 

then, in Romans 2:1, the sting strikes: “Therefore you have no excuse, whoever you are, when you judge 

others; for in passing judgment on another you condemn yourself, because you, the judge, are doing the 

very same things.”  

 

We all stand without excuse under God's judgment. Self-righteous judgment of homosexuality is just as 

sinful as the homosexual behavior itself. That does not mean that Paul is disingenuous in his rejection of 

homosexual acts and all the other sinful activities mentioned in Romans 1; all the evils listed there remain 

evils. But no one should presume to be above God's judgment; all of us stand in radical need of God's 

mercy. That warning must temper the tone of our debate about homosexuality.  

 

THE WIDER BIBLICAL FRAMEWORK  

Though only a few biblical texts speak of homoerotic activity, all of them express unqualified disapproval. 

In this respect, the issue of homosexuality differs significantly from matters such as slavery or the 

subordination of women, concerning which the Bible contains internal tensions and counterposed 

witnesses. No theological consideration of homosexuality can rest content, however, with a short list of 

passages that treat the matter explicitly. We must consider how Scripture frames the discussion more 

broadly. To place the prohibition of homosexual activity in a canonical context, we should keep in mind at 

least the following factors in the biblical portrayal of human existence before God. 

 

I. God’s creative intention for human sexuality. From Genesis 1 onwards, scripture affirms repeatedly that 

God has made man and woman for one another and that our sexual desires rightly find fulfillment within 

heterosexual marriage (see, for instance, Mark 10:2-9; I Thessalonians 4:3-8; I Corinthians 7:1-9; 

Ephesians 5:21-33; Hebrews 13:4). This picture of marriage provides the positive backdrop against which 

the Bible's few emphatic negations of homosexuality must be read.  

 

2. The fallen human condition. The biblical analysis of the human predicament, most sharply expressed in 

Pauline theology, offers a subtle account of human bondage to sin. As great-grandchildren of the 

Enlightenment, we like to think of ourselves as free moral agents, choosing rationally among possible 

actions, but Scripture unmasks that cheerful illusion and teaches us that we are deeply infected by the 

tendency to self-deception. Romans 1 depicts humanity in a state of self-affirming confusion: “They 

became futile in their thinking, and their senseless minds were darkened. Claiming to be wise, they became 

fools. . . . They know God's decree, that those who practice such things deserve to die- yet they not only do 
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them but applaud others who practice them” (Romans 1:21-22, 32). Once in the fallen state, we are not 

free not to sin; we are “slaves of sin” (Rom. 6: 17), which distorts our perceptions, over- powers our will, 

and renders us incapable of obedience (Romans 7). Redemption (a word that means “being emancipated 

from slavery”) is God’s act of liberation, setting us free from the power of sin and placing us within the 

sphere of God's transforming power for righteousness (Romans 6:20-22, 8:1-11, cf. 12:1-2).  

 

Thus we must reject the apparently common-sense assumption that only freely chosen acts are morally 

culpable. Quite the reverse: The very nature of sin is that it is not freely chosen. That is what it means to 

live “in the flesh” in a fallen creation. We are in bondage to sin but still accountable to God's righteous 

judgment of our actions. In light of this theological anthropology, it cannot be maintained that a 

homosexual orientation is morally neutral because it is involuntary.  

 

3. The eschatological character of Christian existence. The Christian community lives in a time of tension 

between “already” and “not yet.” Already we have the joy of the Holy Spirit; already we experience the 

transforming grace of God. But at the same time, we do not yet experience the fullness of redemption: we 

walk by faith, not by sight. The creation groans in pain and bondage, “and not only the creation, but we 

ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly while we wait for adoption, the 

redemption of our bodies” (Romans 8:23). This means, among other things, that Christians, set free from 

the power of sin through Christ’s death, must continue to struggle to live faithfully in the present time. The 

“redemption of our bodies” remains a future hope; final transformation of our fallen physical state awaits 

the resurrection. Consequently, in the interim some may find disciplined abstinence the only viable 

alternative to disordered sexuality.  

 

4. Demythologizing the idolatry of sex. The Bible undercuts our cultural obsession with sexual fulfillment. 

Scripture, along with many subsequent generations of faithful Christians, bears witness that lives of 

freedom, joy, and service are possible without sexual relations. Indeed, however odd it may seem to 

contemporary sensibilities, some New Testament passages (Matthew 19:10-12; I Corinthians 7) clearly 

commend the celibate life as a way of faithfulness.  

 

BIBLICAL AUTHORITY AND OTHER VOICES  

But what about the authority of the Bible? Are Leviticus and Paul the apostle trustworthy guides on sexual 

ethics? We must still consider how the Bible's teaching is to be weighted in relation to other sources of 

moral wisdom. An adequate discussion of this problem would be very long indeed. For the present, I offer 

only some brief reflections as places to start the discussion.  

 

1. The Christian tradition. Far more emphatically than scripture itself, the moral teaching tradition of the 

Christian church has for more than nineteen hundred years declared homosexual behavior to be contrary to 

the will of God. Only within the past twenty years has any serious question been raised about the church's 

universal prohibition of such conduct. If anything, a passage like Romans 1 might serve to moderate the 

tradition's harsh judgments. (John Chrysostom, for example, a brilliant and influential theologian of the 

fourth century, declared that homosexual intercourse was a sin worse than fornication, worse even than 

murder. Surely the biblical passages give no support to such a claim.) In any case, it is impossible to 

construct an argument for acceptance of homosexuality by juxtaposing the authority of tradition to the 

authority of Scripture. The result of the juxtaposition is to strengthen the Bible’s prohibitions.  

 

2. Reason and scientific evidence. Here the picture is cloudy. Some studies have claimed that as much as 

10 percent of the population is inclined to same-sex erotic preference, and some theorists hold that 

homosexual orientation is innate (or formed by a very early age) and unchangeable. This is the opinion 

espoused by most advocates of full acceptance of homosexuality in the church: If homosexual orientation 

is a genetically determined trait, so the argument goes, then any disapproval of it is a form of 

discrimination analogous to racism.  
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Others, however, regard homosexual orientation as a form of developmental maladjustment or “symbolic 

confusion.” Some therapists claim significant clinical success rates in helping homosexual persons develop 

a heterosexual orientation; others challenge such claims. A major cross-cultural study recently published 

by David F. Greenberg3, professor of sociology at New York University, contends that homosexual 

identity is socially constructed rather than inborn. According to Greenberg, the “essentialist” view of 

sexual orientation is a fallacy.  

 

In one sense, however, the etiology of homosexual orientation is not a significant factor for the formation 

of normative Christian ethics. We need not take sides in the debate of nature versus culture. Even if it 

could be shown that same-sex preference is somehow genetically programmed, that would not necessarily 

make homosexual behavior morally appropriate. Surely Christian ethics does not want to hold that all 

inborn traits are good and desirable. The analogy of alcoholism, while only an analogy, is perhaps helpful: 

A considerable body of evidence suggests that some people are born with a predisposition to alcoholism. 

Once exposed to alcohol, they experience an attraction so powerful that it can be counteracted only by 

careful counseling, community support, and total abstinence. We now conventionally speak of alcoholism 

as a disease and carefully distinguish our disapproval of the behavior associated with it from our loving 

support of the person afflicted by it. Perhaps homoerotic attraction should be treated similarly.  

 

The argument from statistical incidence of homosexual behavior is even less useful in normative ethical 

deliberation. Even if 10 percent of the people in the United States should declare themselves to be of 

homosexual orientation (and that figure is a doubtful one), that would not settle the normative issue; it is 

impossible to argue simply from an “is” to an “ought.” If Paul were shown the poll results, he would reply 

sadly, “Indeed, the power of sin is rampant in the world.”  

 

3. The experience of the community of faith. This is the place where the advocates of homosexuality in the 

church have their most serious case. Scroggs argues that the New Testament's condemnation of 

homosexuality applies only to a certain “model” of exploitative pederasty that was common in Hellenistic 

culture; hence, it is not applicable to the modern world's experience of mutual, loving homosexual 

relationships. I think that Scroggs’s position fails to reckon adequately with Romans 1, where the relations 

are not described as pederastic and where Paul's disapproval has nothing to do with exploitation.  

 

But the fact remains that there are numerous homosexual Christians—like my friend Gary and some of my 

ablest students at Yale—whose lives show signs of the presence of God, whose work in ministry is 

genuine and effective. How is such experiential evidence to be assessed? Should we, like the earliest 

Jewish Christians who hesitated to accept “unclean” Gentiles into the community of faith, acknowledge 

the work of the Spirit and say, “Who are we to stand in the way of what God is doing” (cf. Acts 10:1-11: 

l8)? Or should we see this as one more instance of a truth that all of us in ministry know sadly about 

ourselves: “We have this treasure in earthen vessels?” God gives the Spirit to broken people and ministers 

grace even through us sinners, without thereby endorsing our sin.  

 

In view of the considerable uncertainty surrounding the scientific and experiential evidence, in view of our 

culture's present swirling confusion about gender roles, in view of our propensity for self-deception, I think 

it prudent and necessary to let the univocal testimony of Scripture and the Christian tradition order the life 

of the church on this painfully controversial matter. We must affirm that the New Testament tells us the 

truth about ourselves as sinners and as God's sexual creatures: Marriage between man and woman is the 

normative form for human sexual fulfillment, and homosexuality is one among many tragic signs that we 

are a broken people, alienated from God’s loving purpose.  
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PRACTICAL CONSEQUENCES: LIVING UNDER THE CROSS  

How then shall we respond in the church to the pastoral and political realities of our time? Having said that 

we cannot condone homosexual behavior, we still find ourselves confronted by complex problems that 

demand rigorous and compassionate solutions. Those who uphold the biblical teaching against 

homosexuality must remember Paul's warning in Romans 2:1-3: We are all “without excuse;” we all stand 

or fall under God's judgment and mercy. The second thing to be said—as a presupposition for all that 

follows—is that the church is called to be a fellowship of committed believers, knowing itself to have an 

identity and vocation distinct from the world.  

 

In what follows, I pose several key issues and venture some discernments. These opinions—based on the 

exegesis and theological reflections already set forth in this essay—should be taken as proposals offered to 

the community of faith, to be judged in light of Scripture and the community's prayerful corporate wisdom.  

 

1. Should the church support civil rights for homosexuals? Yes. Any judgment about the church’s effort to 

influence Caesar's social policies requires complex reasoning. There is no reason, however, for the church 

to single out homosexual persons for malicious discriminatory treatment. Insofar as Christians have done 

so in the past, we must repent and seek instead to live out the gospel of reconciliation.  

 

2. Can homosexual persons be members of the Christian church? This is rather like asking, “Can envious 

persons be members of the church?” (cf. Romans I:29) or “Can alcoholics be members of the church?” 

Unless we think that the church is a community of sinless perfection, we will have to acknowledge that 

persons of homosexual orientation (granting, as I am willing to do, that there is such a thing) are welcome 

along with other sinners in the company of those who trust in the God who justifies the ungodly (Romans 

4:5). If they are not welcome, I will have to walk out the door along with them, leaving in the sanctuary 

only those entitled to cast the first stone.  

 

3. Is it Christianly appropriate for homosexual Christians to maintain a homosexual lifestyle? No. The 

only one who was entitled to cast a stone instead charged the recipient of his mercy to “go and sin no 

more.” It is no more appropriate for homosexual Christians to persist in a homosexual lifestyle than it 

would be for heterosexual Christians to maintain a lifestyle of fornication or adultery. (Insofar as the 

church fails to teach clearly about heterosexual chastity outside of marriage, its disapproval of homosexual 

coupling will appear arbitrary and biased.) Unless they are able to change their orientation and enter a 

heterosexual marriage relationship, homosexual Christians should seek to live lives of disciplined sexual 

abstinence.  

 

Despite the smooth illusions perpetrated by American mass culture, sexual gratification is not a sacred 

right, and celibacy is not a fate worse than death. Here the Catholic tradition has something to teach those 

of us raised in Protestant communities. While mandatory priestly celibacy is unbiblical, a life of sexual 

abstinence can promote “good order and unhindered devotion to the Lord” (I Corinthians 7:35). It is worth 

noting that I Corinthians 7:8-9, 25-40 commends celibacy as an option for everyone, not just for a special 

caste of ordained leaders. Within the church, we should work diligently to recover the dignity and value of 

the single life.  

 

My friend Gary, in his final letter to me, wrote urgently of the imperatives of discipleship: “Are 

homosexuals to be excluded from the community of faith? Certainly not. But anyone who joins such a 

community should know that it is a place of transformation, of discipline, of learning, and not merely a 

place to be comforted or indulged.” The community demands that its members pursue holiness, while it 

also sustains the challenging process of character formation that is necessary for Jesus' disciples. The 

church must be a community whose life together provides true friendship and emotional support for 

persons seeking an alternative to the gay subculture, as well as for heterosexually oriented single per- sons. 
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In this respect, as in so many others, the church can fulfill its vocation only by living as a counter 

community in the world.  

 

4. Should the church sanction and bless homosexual unions? No. The church should continue to teach—as 

it always has—that there are two possible ways for God’s human sexual creatures to live well-ordered 

lives of faithful discipleship: heterosexual marriage and sexual abstinence.  

 

5. Should homosexual Christians expect to change their orientation? This tough question must be 

answered in the critical framework of New Testament eschatology. On the one hand, the transforming 

power of the Spirit really is present in our midst; the testimonies of those who claim to have been healed 

and transformed into a heterosexual orientation should be taken seriously. “He breaks the power of 

canceled sin; he sets the prisoner free.” If we do not continue to live with that hope, we may be hoping for 

too little from God. On the other hand, the “not yet” looms large; the testimonies of those like Gary who 

pray and struggle in Christian community and seek healing unsuccessfully for years must be taken with no 

less seriousness. Perhaps for many the best outcome attainable in this time between the times will be a life 

of disciplined abstinence, free from obsessive lust. (Exactly the same standard would apply for unmarried 

persons of heterosexual orientation.) That seems to be the spiritual condition Gary reached near the end of 

his life: “Since All Saints Day I have felt myself being transformed. I no longer consider myself 

homosexual. Many would say, big deal, you’re 42. . . and are dying of AIDS. Big sacrifice. No, I didn't do 

this of my will, of an effort to improve myself, to make myself acceptable to God. No, he did this for me. I 

feel a great weight has been lifted off me. I have not turned ‘straight.’ I guess I'm like St. Paul’s phrase, a 

eunuch for Christ.” 4 

 

6. Should homosexuals be ordained? I save this question deliberately for last, where it belongs. It is 

unfortunate that the battle line has been drawn in the denominations at the question of ordination of 

homosexuals. The ensuing struggle has had the horrible effect of reinforcing a double standard for “clergy” 

and “lay” morality; it would be far better to articulate a single set of moral norms that apply to all Jesus’ 

followers. Strictures against homosexuality belong in the church’s moral catechesis, not in its ordination 

requirements. It is arbitrary to single out homosexuality as a special sin that precludes ordination. 

(Certainly the New Testament does not do this.) The church has no analogous special rules to exclude from 

ordination the greedy or the self-righteous. Such matters are left to the discernment of the bodies charged 

with examining candidates for ordination; these bodies must determine whether the individual candidate 

has the gifts and graces requisite for ministry. In any event, a person of homosexual orientation seeking to 

live a life of disciplined abstinence would clearly be an appropriate candidate for ordination.  

 

We live, then, as a community that embraces sinners as Jesus did, without waiving God’s righteousness. 

We live confessing that God’s grace claims us out of confusion and alienation and sets about making us 

whole. We live knowing that wholeness remains a hope rather than an attainment in this life. The 

homosexual Christians in our midst may teach us something about our true condition as people living 

between the cross and the final redemption of our bodies.  

 

In the midst of a culture that worships self-gratification and a church that preaches a false Jesus who 

panders to our desires, those who seek the narrow way of obedience have a powerful word to speak. Just as 

Paul saw in pagan homosexuality a symbol of human fallenness, so I saw conversely in Gary, as I have 

seen in other homosexual friends and colleagues, a symbol of God's power made perfect in weakness (2 

Corinthians 12:9). Gary knew through experience the bitter power of sin in a twisted world, and he trusted 

in God's love anyway. Thus he embodied the “sufferings of this present time” of which Paul speaks in 

Romans 8: living in the joyful freedom of the “first fruits of the Spirit,” even while groaning along with a 

creation in bondage to decay.  
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NOTES  

1. Robin Scroggs, The New Testament and Homosexuality (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), 106-08.  

2. The expression para physin (“contrary to nature”), used here by Paul, is the standard terminology in 

dozens of ancient texts for referring to homoerotic acts. Readers interested in technical details and citations 

of pertinent ancient sources should see my article “Relations Natural and Unnatural: A Response to John 

Boswell’s Exegesis of Romans 1,” in the Journal of Religious Ethics 14/1 (Spring 1986): 184-215.  

3. David F. Greenberg, The Construction of Homosexuality (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989).  

4. Actually, Gary’s phrase rather elegantly conflates 1 Corinthians 4:10 with Matthew 19:12. 
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APPENDIX 5 

 

Minutes of the 158th General Synod of the RPCES held at Seattle Pacific University, Seattle, 

Washington, July 4-10, 1980. 

 

Report of the Study Committee on Homosexuality 

 

The Rev. Egon Middelmann presented the following report as amended by synod  

(see ACTION taken below, p. 7) 

 

PASTORAL CARE FOR THE REPENTANT HOMOSEXUAL 

Fathers and brethren: 

The study committee on homosexuality is pleased to report to the 158th General Synod. As I had indicated 

in my letter to the 157th General Synod, the committee was concerned to provide aid to our denomination 

in the area of pastoral care for those struggling in the area of homosexuality in and outside of our 

congregations. We have purposefully restricted our discussion of the biblical data. There are many good 

books and articles dealing with the pertinent biblical texts and there seems little dispute within our 

denominations. 

I.   Theological Considerations 

(For your own study on the subject of homosexuality you might consult the following passages: Gen. 

1:26ff, Gen. 18:20, 19:4f, Lev. 18:22, 20:13, 1 Sam. 18:3f and 20:41, Rom. 1:26f, I Cor. 6:9ff, I Tim. 

1:8ff). 

A.   Some Theological Reflections on Romans 1:18-32: 

In any discussion of the issue of homosexuality, the first chapter of Paul’s letter to the Romans will be 

important as a guideline for our thinking and acting. Paul reminds us that mankind stands under the wrath 

of God due to the theological chaos caused by man’s unwillingness to acknowledge “God’s invisible 

qualities” and man’s desire “to suppress the truth by their wickedness.” Man responds to the wrath of God 

in self-pity in that finite man creates his own gods (22f). By falling down before them, man tries to come 

to grips with who he perceives himself to be justifying his fallen existence with regret. We frequently see 

sinful man sadly admitting to himself and to others that he is who he thinks he has to be. 

At the end of the chapter, v. 32, we see man’s response to the wrath of God take a different form, that of 

defiance and pride. “They not only condone to do these very things but also approve of those who practice 

them.” In this context fallen man will seek to justify his behavior by calling upon psychology, situation 

ethics, and sociology in an attempt to assert not merely the inevitability but also the beauty of his lifestyle. 

Into this climate of self-pity and defiance the church has to speak about the work of propitiation and 

expiation in Jesus Christ. Only if we trust that the wrath of God is borne by Jesus Christ we are able to call 

man out of his response of despair and hardness of heart. On the basis of the gospel of the atoning work of 

Jesus Christ, sinful man can learn to define himself again in terms of his creator. This concern Jesus 

expressed in Matthew 19:4ff. Jesus wanted the Pharisees to return to the original intent of God’s creation. 

“Moses permitted you to divorce your wives because your hearts were hard. But it was not this way from 

the beginning” (19:8). In light of man’s renewed confidence in God, he can see himself as created as “male 
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and female,” reflecting the image of God. Scripture sees in the polarity and correspondence of male and 

female, the original image of God. 

Jesus can also speak of other forms of human existence, “for some are eunuchs because they were born 

that way; others were made that way by man; and others have renounced marriage because of the kingdom 

of heaven” (19:12). There can be significant and beautiful relationships between members of the same sex 

(1 Sam. 18:3ff and 20:41) or members of the opposite sex. But Scripture does not perceive these to find 

their fulfillment in sexual union. It is at this point where homosexuals misunderstand their own identity. 

They have to be challenged to grow and to define themselves again according to their creator. 

B.   Theological Chaos Leads to Ethical Chaos 

Having stated the reasons for the wrath of God being poured out on all mankind, Paul points to the ethical 

outworkings of man’s rebellion. In verses 24, 26, 28 of Romans 1, Paul reveals the judgment of God 

manifesting itself in His giving man over to his sinful desires. We find a progression in the text from a 

generalized indictment of the Gentile world all the way to a total ethical chaos. Having “exchanged the 

truth of God for a lie” they are handed over “to sexual impurity” (25). 

Romans 1:26ff zeroes in on homosexual practices as a major manifestation of sinful man’s attempt to 

distort the creator’s intent. But homosexuality is not singled out as the worst of all manifestations of sin as 

we can see in Jesus’ indictment against the unbelief of Capernaum (Matt. 11:23). 

Finally, in Romans 1 :28ff we see the ultimate outcome as total breakdown of ethical norms. Paul reminds 

us that whenever man bows before the imaginations of his heart, he inevitably ends up in a chaotic ethics. 

It is important to note that sinful man does not necessarily consciously conspire the ethical chaos. He 

might well perceive his ethical choices as inevitable and logical outgrowth of being “human.” But Paul 

uncovers this “inevitability” as the judgment of God calling to repentance. 

C.  Call to Repentance 

Paul’s reasoning in Romans 1 points to man’s responsibility and God’s desire for man to return 

(metanoia). As we relate to sinners in general and to homosexuals in particular it is important to remember 

that God, even after the Fall, relates to us as those who are able to respond to him, as responsible people. 

While psychological insight will be helpful to understand, care for, and help the homosexual, it must not 

lead us to deny his responsibility for his “unnatural” desires and actions. Psychologists, and many 

Christian psychologists would agree, believe that the homosexual inclination is a response to very early 

learning experiences. It would be misleading, therefore, to think of the homosexual as necessarily having 

made “conscious choices” in favor of the homosexual inclination. But the gospel reminds us that God 

addresses man as responsible human beings not merely on the level of “conscious choices.” David, in his 

heterosexual promiscuity, is an encouraging example in that he not merely confesses his responsibility for 

his conscious choice as far as Bathsheba is concerned. He takes full responsibility for himself, even for his 

sinfulness “from the time my mother conceived me” (Psalm 51:5). Instead of excusing his sin on the basis 

of the predisposition from the time of birth, he responds to the mercy of God by accepting his whole 

existence as his own. Only if the homosexual can understand the vast mercy of God can he discover the 

responsibility for his total life. The mercy of God will allow him not to seek refuge in self-pity of [sic or?] 

defiance, but in the renewing grace of God. In sanctification we want to see healing in our misdirected 

desires as well as actions. But as with other sins, like heterosexual promiscuity, coveting and greed, the 

homosexual cannot be expected to see his desires changed immediately or totally. Along with the 

homosexual we all will recognize ourselves in the words of Paul: “What a wretched man I am! Who will 

rescue me from this body of death? Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord.” 
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D.   Call to Obedience 

The repentant homosexual brother or sister has to be encouraged to join the rest of us to follow Jesus who 

“though he was a son, learned obedience from what he suffered” (Hebrews 5:8) and to realize that even 

Jesus learned obedience by offering up “prayers and petitions with loud cries and tears to the one who 

could save him from death” (Hebrews 5:7). Obedience is essential to our growth. It will begin with 

refraining from acting out our desires. It will not rest until ultimately even our sinful desires are 

transformed into restored humanity at Christ’s return.  In the meanwhile we and our brothers and sisters 

will encourage one another in exploring the depth of the promise “In all things God works for the good of 

those who love Him” (Romans 8:28). 

II.  The Repentant Homosexual Brother-and-Sister in our Congregation 

A. Our sensitivity to the holiness of God can easily become a problem to us if it overshadows our relating 

to one another as sinners saved by grace. It will be important to be aware of the danger of creating an 

atmosphere in which the individual member finds it more and more difficult to reveal himself as one in 

need of the grace of sanctification. A helpful balance is struck in our confession as it speaks of 

sanctification: 

1.   . . . “having a new heart and a new spirit created in them, [they] are further sanctified, really and 

personally, through the virtue of Christ’s death and resurrection, by his Word and Spirit dwelling in them; 

the dominion of the whole body of sin is destroyed, and the several lusts thereof are more and more 

weakened and mortified, and they are more and more quickened and strengthened, in all saving graces, to 

the practice of true holiness, without which no man shall see the Lord.” 

2.  “This sanctification is throughout in the whole man, yet imperfect in this life; there abideth still some 

remnants of corruption in every part . . .”  (WCF, XIII, 1 and 2). 

Our congregations have to be encouraged to grow in the grace of God by accepting themselves as those 

needy of daily repentance and of a “continual supply of strength from the sanctifying Spirit of Christ” 

(WCF, XIII, 3). In the context of our concern for the homosexual in our congregation this emphasis on 

growing in grace is all the more important as we frequently neglected setting before him a realistic hope, 

solidarity in sanctification, and promise of acceptance. In the political/ethical climate of our time, our 

congregations have at times acted more out of fear and lack of compassion than offering long term 

friendship, care, and openness, necessary for encouragement of those who struggle along with the rest of 

us in this long and never-ending path of sanctification. 

B.   Problems the Homosexual Faces 

In order to be helpful to our churches and to their ministry towards the homosexual it might be helpful to 

be aware of the following difficulties our brothers and sisters are facing. 

1. Loneliness: to the extent that sexuality is a primary aspect of humanness, there can easily be a feeling 

that an important aspect of oneself has been “cut out” of one’s life. As God’s image is reflected in the 

male/female correlation, the deepest human relationship seems “denied” to the homosexual. The isolation 

is also accentuated by feeling unable to share the problem and therefore being locked up in a central area 

of one’s life. 

2. Fear: as a result of the loneliness and the prevalent climate as perceived by the homosexual an 

oppressive sense of fear can manifest itself: the fear of “coming out” or being “found out,” the fear of loss 
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of job, reputation, the fear of any close relationship with those of the opposite sex caused by a sense of 

“inevitable” failure, the fear of developing close friendships with persons of the same sex. 

3. Bitterness: a sense of frustration towards God as God’s commands are frequently perceived as being 

arbitrary. 

4. Confusion: even if a brother or sister is growing in sanctification, it is not clear to him how he or she can 

be used in our congregation. 

C.  How Our Congregations Might Be of Help 

(Apart from or in addition to professional resources) 

1. “Jesus is not ashamed to call them brothers” (Hebrews 2:11). We have to learn to accept one another as 

sinners saved by grace. It will not be helpful to focus primarily on the particular manifestation of sin in our 

brother or sister. We have to persistently help him to rediscover himself from God’s perspective. We all 

are responsible for our desires and actions. At the same time God loves us on the basis of the free, 

inexhaustible, and all-embracing sacrifice of Jesus Christ. The lack of appreciation of the core of the good 

news of Jesus Christ is the root of our lack of faith, hope and therefore joyful obedience. 

2. As our sins reflect actual and/or perceived unfulfilled desires and hurts we have to encourage our 

brothers and sisters in the grace and power of the sanctifying Spirit. Those who have opportunity to be of 

help have to identify as those who are on the same road of sanctification. He who knows that he 

transgressed the 10th commandment will want to live in a solidarity of sanctification with him who 

transgressed the 7th commandment: 

Do not cast me from your presence or take your Holy Spirit from me.   

Restore to me the joy of your salvation 

and grant me a willing spirit, to sustain me. 

Then I will teach transgressors your ways. (Psalm 5 1:11-13) 

3. We cannot presume to know in what way God is going to help our brother and sister grow in grace. But 

we do have the confidence that God desires our growth in grace and holiness. We should not, therefore 

have fixed ideas in what way sanctification will express itself in any particular person. Change from 

homosexual desires to heterosexual attraction is only one possible expression of sanctification. 2 

Corinthians 12:9 indicates one other way in which God might show his strength in our weakness (cf. also 

Matthew 19:12 and the promise of Isaiah 56:3-5). 

4. We have to understand sexuality in the broader context of agape and eros and not exclusively in the 

context of the sex act itself. The homosexual brother and sister has to learn how to relate with individuals 

of the same sex (friendship) and the opposite sex. In both cases he has to learn how to relate with agape 

and eros and therefore as a total human being. He has to learn that the sex act is not a necessary expression 

of humanness. Jesus’ relationship to Mary Magdalene (John 11:2, 12:3) and David’s to Jonathan (1 Sam. 

20:41) are positive role models of affectionate and loving relationships. 

5. We have to help him or her who might easily feel excluded from God and the fellowship of Christians to 

be a regular part of our congregation. Our brothers and sisters need friendship, trust, and discipline. 
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Only with prayer, fasting and the means of grace of word and sacrament can they with the rest of us grow 

into a more and more obedient and fulfilled life. Friendship is all the more important as we will frequently 

have to ask our brothers and sisters to separate themselves not only from a certain pattern of behavior but 

from a total and all-determining lifestyle. 

6. If he who once was involved in homosexuality is growing in grace to such an extent that he can “walk 

with exemplary piety before the flock” there ought not be any reason for a generalized exclusion from 

church office. Judgment must be made in individual cases by the session and/or presbytery, keeping in 

mind those aggravations that make some sins more heinous then others (cf. LC 151 as quoted by the 152nd 

General Synod in its report on divorce and remarriage as it applies to church office, p. 136.) 

7. We have to publicly and privately protect those struggling with homosexuality in and outside of our 

congregations “in such an effectual manner as that no person be suffered, . . . to offer any indignity, 

violence, abuse, or injury to any other person whatsoever” (WCF XIII,3). 

Especially, misconceptions and distortions about the supposed impact of homosexuals on our society, 

however popular they might be, have to be corrected by us who try to be representatives of the God of 

Truth. 

III.   Thoughts on Political Issues Concerning Homosexuality 

Over the last few years the gay rights movement as well as several conservative political action groups 

have focused on the “political/legal rights” of the homosexual. In order to help sessions and congregations 

to think through their possible involvement in these questions, this study wants to provide three different 

ways of approaching the subject. 

Model A. The Christian should not get involved in this particular political question in order not to prejudice 

his active personal evangelistic and friendship outreach to the gay community. 

Model B. Christian moral values are God-given and true and since Christians are committed to that truth 

and have an obligation to be the salt of the earth in a corporate sense, Christians should attempt whenever 

possible to have their ethical system established in the legal structure of society. Since homosexuality is 

clearly wrong it must be legislated against. 

Model C. Christian morals are God-given and true and Christians do have a corporate obligation to be 

involved in social and political action and cannot simply retreat into an individualistic witness approach 

(contra Model A). But at the same time Christians should make a distinction between public law in its 

concern for limiting the results of the Fall and the holiness of God as represented in the biblical teaching. 

(cf. the relationship of God’s stance against divorce and the public law in the Old Testament permitting 

and regulating divorce, Matt. l9:19:1ff). 

Those who would think along the lines of Model B will have to ask themselves why they would strive to 

impose biblical morality on the activity of homosexuals and not pursue with even greater vigor the much 

more prevalent immorality of divorce, child abuse, wife beating, etc. Should political expediency be a 

major motivating force, then Christians would be open to the charge that they only legally pursue those 

who are a minority. 

Those thinking along the lines of Model C would have to be concerned to find ways to assure the freedom 

for the public teaching and living of biblical norms while they, at the same time, would be committed to 

protecting the homosexual from harassment in the area of his political, economic and social life. 
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IV.   Resources 

A. Bibliography (this is deliberately only a very select list of books. If one is interested in further study one 

might want to consult the bibliographies in most of the books mentioned). 

Davidson, Alex, The Return of Love, London: Inter-Varsity Press; 1970. Helpful insights into the 

emotional life of Christians struggling with homosexuality. 

Lovelace, Richard, Homosexuality and the Church, Old Tappan, N.J.: F. H. Revell, 1978. A very helpful 

book written by the floorleader of the biblical view on homosexuality in the UPCUSA debate on this issue. 

McNeil, Father John, The Church and the Homosexual, Kansas City: Sheed Andrews McMeel, Inc., 1976 

(also paperback). An insightful presentation of a gay activist position with extensive discussion of the 

biblical material. 

Schonauer, Betty, et at. Healing for the Homosexual, Oklahoma City, Presbyterian Charismatic 

Communion, Inc., 63 p., 1978. 

Thielicke, Helmut, The Ethics of Sex, New York: Harper and Row Publishers, 1964 (also paperback). 

Weltge, Ralph W., “The Paradox of Man and Woman”, in The Same Sex: An Appraisal of Homosexuality, 

Philadelphia: Pilgrim Press, 1969. 

White, John, Eros Defiled: The Christian and Sexual Sin, Inter-Varsity Press, Downers Grove, III., 1977. 

Not merely concerned with homosexuality. 

B. Articles 

Christianity in Crisis, “Homosexuality and the Christian Tradition,” No. 34, August 1974. 

Consultation on Homosexuality, An Evangelical Perspective, Presbyterians United for Biblical Concerns, 

50 Buckwalter Road, Spring City, PA. 

Eternity, “A Christian View of Homosexuality,” August, 1972. 

Healing for the Homosexual, Presbyterian Charismatic Communion, Inc., Oklahoma City, OK 73112, 

1978. 

HIS, Monthly Magazine of Inter-Varsity Christian Fellowship, February, 1978, Vol. 38, No. 5. 

Joy! A Homosexual Search for Fulfillment, Correspondence between Barbara Evans (the subject) and Pat 

Boone. Carol Stream, Ill: Creation House, 499 Gunderson Drive, 60187. 

The Bulletin, Publication of the Christian Association for Psychological Studies, Livonia, MI., Vol. 4, 

1978. 

The Other Side, A Magazine of Christian Discipleship. “The Gay Person’s Lonely Search for Answers,” 

Issue 81, June, 1978. 

The Reformed Journal, Vol. 28, Issues I and 5. 

C. Organizations  

Exodus International 

P.O. Box 4272 

Minneapolis, MN 

55414 

Coordinates local ministries by ex-gays to the gay community.  

The organization is willing to be of help to local congregations  

in their attempt to reach homosexuals. 
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Members of the study committee have had contact with the following local ministries: 

King's Ministries  

Bill Pruessing 

30 West Bayaud   

Denver, CO 80223 

Jesus Outreach 

704 Country Club Rd. 

Fairmont, WV 26554 

Outpost 

P.O. Box 4222 

Minneapolis, MM 55414 

 

Spatula 

Barbara Johnson 

2230 Lake Forest Circle 

LaHabra, CA 90631 

(SPATULA ministers to parents and loved ones of gays). 

Theophilus 

P.O. Box 592 

Las Vegas, NV 89101 

 

Come Out and Live (COAL)                 

c/o New Life Evangelistic Center 

1411 Locust 

St. Louis, MO   

 

AID Ministries 

P.O. Box 135 

Fairfield, OH 45014 

(513) 721-5755 

  

V. RECOMMENDATION: That Synod commend the above study to our sessions and congregations as an 

aid for their ministry to those struggling with homosexuality. 

I would like to thank the other members of the study committee, Dr. Robert Reymond, Dr. Gene Holeman, 

and Dr. Jack Van Der Silk, who gave me good advice both in writing and in person.  I was encouraged by 

helpful letters and comments written by members of several of our presbyteries and congregations. 

  
Respectfully submitted, 

Egon A. Middelmann, Chairman 

 

The orders of the day were called for and the meeting was recessed at 12:15 with prayer by the Rev. 

Robert Auffarth. The afternoon meeting was called to order by the moderator at 1:30 p.m. and opened with 

prayer by the Rev. Paul Doepke. 

 

ACTION: 

After several motions to refer or to table the report, the recommendation was adopted, as amended, to read 

“that the synod commend the above study, entitled ‘Pastoral Care for the Repentant Homosexual,’ with the 

deletion of Section III, to our sessions and congregations as an aid for their ministry to those struggling 

with homosexuality.” 

The assembly sang the hymn, “We’ve a Story to Tell to the Nations,” and was led in prayer by the Rev. Al 

Lutz. 

 
 
 
This is the end of the 1994 report.  
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2017 REPORT 
 

APPENDIX B  

Suggested Reading 
 

 

           The books and print/Internet articles listed here do not all hold the traditional views defended in 

this report, but are passed on as useful for anyone trying to understand the various viewpoints 

engaged in the contemporary debates and conversations about sexuality and about marriage. All 

are listed under these headings, in sequence:  Homosexuality and Pastoral Care; Homosexuality in 

Biblical Teaching and in the Church; Homosexuality: Bearing Witness to Truth and Love; 

Christian Sex Ethics: General; Traditional Marriage/Gay Marriage; Pornography Compulsion; and 

Gender Identity. These works are not listed alphabetically by author or title. 

 

 

Homosexuality and Pastoral Care 

 

Hays, Richard B. “Awaiting the Redemption of Our Bodies: The Witness of Scripture Concerning 

Homosexuality,” in Homosexuality in the Church, ed. Jeffrey Siker. Louisville, KY: Westminster 

John Knox Press, 1994. Print. Pastorally sensitive,  concise and powerful, this article makes a fine 

introduction to how the message of the gospel can impact the lives of those who live with 

homoerotic desire—as first class, not second class, citizens of the Kingdom.  

 

Hill, Wesley. Washed and Waiting: Reflections on Christian Faithfulness and Homosexuality. 

Grand Rapids, MI:  Zondervan, 2010. Print. Part memoir, and part theological reflection on life by 

a believer in Jesus Christ who lives with same-sex desire but believes in the traditional ethical 

teaching of the church and remains celibate. 

 

Hill, Wesley. Spiritual Friendship: Finding Love in the Church as a Celibate Gay Christian.  

Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2015. Print.  An overview of the theme of friendship throughout  

church history,  and a challenge to the contemporary evangelical and orthodox church to reclaim a  

high view of friendship as a way to support single people, whether straight or same-sex-attracted. 

 

Harvey, John F. The Homosexual Person: New Thinking in Pastoral Care. San Francisco, CA: 

Ignatius Press, 1987. Print. A classic text, written by a Catholic priest from a pastoral perspective 

when few Christian pastors were thinking seriously—with both loyalty to the Word of God and 

compassion for people—about how to care for homoerotically-inclined men and women. 

 

Harvey, John F. The Truth About Homosexuality: The Cry of the Faithful. San Francisco, CA: 

Ignatius Press, 1996. Print. Harvey’s “comprehensive view of the issues involved in 

homosexuality,” written as the gay rights movement gained momentum in the culture. Harvey 

interacts with some of the more popular revisionist writers whose numbers were increasing at the 
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time. There is much here that is still helpful. Harvey was more positive in 1996 than many 

caregivers are today about the possibility of orientation change, but he was also more cautious and 

realistic than were some of the Protestant proponents of orientation change in the 1990s.   

 

Yarhouse, Mark. Homosexuality and the Christian. Bloomington, MN: Bethany House Publishers, 

2010. Print. An introduction to the issue by a leading Christian psychologist in the field. It 

discusses etiology of homosexuality (i.e., its causal origins) helping teenagers who are wrestling 

with sexual identity and mixed-orientation marriages. Probably his most helpful proposal is a 

distinction among these three categories: homosexual attractions, orientation, and identity.  

 

            Yarhouse, Mark. Understanding Sexual Identity. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2013. Print.  

            Similar to Homosexuality and the Christian but aimed primarily at youth pastors.  Helpful in   

             regards to understanding the various nuances in meaning of the phrase, “gay Christian.”  

 

             Allberry, Sam. Is God Anti-Gay? United Kingdom: The Good Book Company, 2013. Print. 

A short book with a basic outline of the traditional Christian teaching that homoerotic inclinations 

are not the core of a person’s identity, and therefore can be resisted and one’s energy and needs 

redirected out of a desire to love and obey God, and take up one’s place in the life of Christ’s 

church. Written by a British pastor with a gay sexual orientation who lives singly and chastely for 

the sake of the Kingdom of God.  

 

Butterfield, Rosaria Champagne. The Secret Thoughts of an Unlikely Convert. Pittsburgh, PA:  

Crown and Covenant Publications, 2012. Print. Compelling testimony of a former left-leaning 

lesbian professor who came to Christ in the 1990s. 

 

Butterfield, Rosaria Champagne. Openness Unhindered: Further Thoughts of an Unlikely Convert 

on Sexual Identity and Union with Christ. Pittsburgh, PA: Crown & Covenant Publications,  2015. 

Print. Further elaborates themes in her first book, stressing the centrality of union with Christ in 

the shaping or reshaping of a believer’s identity—rather than one’s sexual orientation.  

 

Lee, Justin. Torn: Rescuing the Gospel from the Gays vs. Christians Debate. Manhattan, NY:  

Jericho Books, 2012. Print. From the founder of the Gay Christian Network, the largest growing  

program for gay evangelicals, this is a memoir and apologetic for revising the traditional Christian  

ethic to allow for gay coupling. 

 

Paris, Jennell William. The End of Sexual Identity: Why Sex is Too Important to Define Who We 

Are. Downer’s Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press, 2011. Print. A Christian sociologist explores how 

orientation has formed social identity markers and argues for moving beyond using “sexual 

identity” language. 

 

Wilson, Ken. A Letter to My Congregation. Ann Arbor, MI: David Crumm Media, 2014. Print. A 

Vineyard Pastor chronicles his change of views regarding gay coupling. He embraces gay  

marriage and argues that Christians should view the debate about homosexual coupling as a  
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“disputable matter,” similar to Paul’s “both-sides-are-right” approach to the eating of meats and  

other foods set out in Romans 14.  

 

 

Homosexuality in Biblical Teaching and in the Church 

 

Gagnon, Robert.  The Bible and Homosexual Practice: Texts and Hermeneutics. Nashville, TN:  

Abingdon Press, 2001.  Print. Probably the most thorough all-in-one-volume defense of the  

church’s traditional interpretation of Holy Scripture on the subject of homosexuality. His treatment  

of the biblical texts and the principles of interpretation involved in bringing them into a coherent  

whole are detailed and thorough. 

 

Schreiner, Thomas R. “New Trajectories and Old Patterns: Hermeneutics and Same-Sex  

Advocacy.” Journal of Global Christianity. Feb 1, 2016. Print and web. A good critique of the  

book, Sex, Gender, Bible (2013) written by revisionist biblical scholar, James Brownson.  

 

Fortson, S. Donald III & Grams, Rollin G. Unchanging Witness: The Consistent Christian  

Teaching on Homosexuality in Scripture and Tradition. Nashville, TN: B & H Academic, 2016. 

Print. A recent, comprehensive, and useful work defending the Christian Church’s traditional  

interpretation of the Bible’s teaching on homosexual sexual relationships. Fortson is professor of  

church history and practical theology at Reformed Theological Seminary, and Grams is professor  

of New Testament at Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary.     

 

DeYoung, Kevin. What Does the Bible Really Teach about Homosexuality? Wheaton, IL:  

Crossway, 2015. Print. A defense of the orthodox view of homosexuality written with the 

Millenial Generation in view. For “the skeptic and seeker, the certain and the confused.”  

 

Pronk, Pim. Against Nature? Types of Moral Argumentation regarding Homosexuality. Grand 

Rapids, MI: 1993. Print. An older revisionist interpretation of the biblical material that focuses on 

the meaning of Paul’s teaching in Romans 1 that homosexual acts are “against nature.” By an 

author who writes from the perspective of biology, ethics, and theology. This book had a huge 

impact in the 1990s. The view is similar to that of the contemporary scholar of sexuality in the 

ancient world, William Loader: the Bible clearly teaches that homosexual sexual relationships are 

immoral, but that cannot settle the question for modern Christians.  

 

Brownson, James. Bible, Gender, and Sexuality. Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Erdmans 

Publishing, 2013. Print. A revisionist defense of accepting same-sex marriage argued by a NT 

scholar on the faculty at Western Theological Seminary in Holland, Michigan. 

 

Crompton, Louis.  Homosexuality and Civilization. Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of the Harvard 

University Press, 2003.  Print. Perhaps the most thorough general overview of homosexuality in 

world history; and the most thorough overview of how the Christian church has dealt with 

homosexually-inclined people in the past. Author writes as a historian in defense of gay love, but 
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despite his lop-sidedly negative treatment of the Apostle Paul, he seems generally measured, fair 

and objective. Contains a wealth of primary source material. 

 

Vines, Matthew. God and the Gay Christian. New York, NY: Convergent Books, 2014. Print.  

A popular level apologetic from a young, lay professing gay Christian arguing that the Bible does 

not condemn committed same-sex relationships.   

 

Homosexuality: Bearing Witness to Truth and Love 

 

Sprinkle, Preston. People to Be Loved: Why Homosexuality is Not Just an Issue. Grand Rapids, 

MI: Zondervan, 2015. Print. An overview of the wider cultural debate about homosexual 

relationships, and a winsome challenge to people on all sides in the debate to return to the 

Scriptures and ground our understanding of the issue in the Word of God. Defends the traditional 

view, but wants to move evangelicals toward a deeper understanding of people who live with 

same-sex desire and a greater respect for them. 

 

Adam Barr and Ron Citlau. Compassion without Compromise: How the Gospel Frees Us to Love 

Our Gay Friends Without Losing the Truth. Bloomington, MN: Bethany House, 2014. Print. 

Written by two RPCA pastors who are concerned about the rise of revisionist teachers in their 

denomination, this book lays out in a lay-friendly manner the traditional position on homosexual 

relationships. One of the most helpful things about this book is their list of common pastoral 

situations with easily accessible advice, (e.g., how to respond to a gay couple who seeks 

membership in your church; what might be said when other Christians ask you for advice as to 

whether they ought to attend their gay friends’ wedding, etc.)  

 

Harper, Brad and Harper, Drew. Space at the Table: Conversations Between An Evangelical 

Theologian and His Gay Son. Portland, OR: Zeal Books, 2016. Print. By telling their story, this 

father and son will help Christian families better respond when a child comes out as gay. Whereas 

many other evangelical books present things in a black and white way, this book retains the 

ambiguity and emotional conflict that is more real to life.  This is a model for a positive father son 

relationship even in the midst of deep disagreement. 

 

Dallas, Joe. Speaking of Homosexuality: Discussing the Issues with Kindness and Clarity. Baker 

Books, 2016. Print. A helpful book by an older believer who came to Christ out of living a gay 

life, has been in ministry to people wrestling with same-sex attraction issues for many years, and 

has written numerous, helpful books on this issue. Joe is good at stressing the combination of truth 

and love, always cataloging lots of well-researched facts but modeling an irenic tone, and calling 

on Christians to show humility and care. This book has many practical suggestions about how to 

converse well with people who reject the church’s historic teaching on gay sexual relationships.     

 

Hambrick, Brad. Do Ask, Do Tell, Let’s Talk: Why and How Christians Should Have Gay Friends. 

Hudson, OH: Cruciform Press, 2016. Print. A simple book with some helpful advice for a 

Christian who is just beginning to interact with gay people in a positive manner.  
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Christian Sex Ethics: General 

 

Keyes, Dick. Beyond Identity: Finding Your Self in the Image and Character of God. Eugene, OR: 

Wipf & Stock Publishers, 1998. Print. Written by a long-time L’Abri member/worker, this book 

does not deal directly with sexual identity issues, and was written well before the debate between 

Wes Hill and Rosaria Butterfield on the question of whether some sort of (lesser) “gay identity” 

can be claimed for celibate, Christ-confessing Christians. In fact, Keyes leans here against the 

modern preoccupation with all the smaller things that we claim as defining us, the “lesser 

identities” we use to answer the question, “Who am I?” While Keyes does not go into sexual 

ethics, the principles he enunciates are relevant to those committed to bringing their sexuality 

under the lordship of Christ. While not denying that lesser identities have a place in the way we 

think of ourselves, Keyes challenges Christians to ground their sense of who they are in this: who 

they are as image-bearers of the living God, and who they are as those reconciled to God through 

faith, objects of his love, and united forever to Christ in his death and resurrection.  

 

Naugle Jr., David K. Reordered Love, Reordered Lives: Learning the Deep Meaning of 

Happiness. Grand Rapids, MI: W. B. Erdmans Publishing, 2008. Print. Written by a Reformed 

Baptist and the head of the philosophy department at Dallas Baptist University. This is not a book 

about sexual ethics per se, but it lays a theological foundation for all ethical considerations. It 

explores an Augustinian theme that touches a great deal of sexual sin and dysfunction in 21st 

century America. Augustine argued that all people seek happiness, but we do not find it because 

our loves are “disordered;” that is, we do not love God above all things and then all created things 

“in God.” If we allow God to re-order our loves, including our romantic/sexual attachments, then 

we are on the path not only to obedience to the good law of God, but to true, personal happiness. 

The  book is “packed with select quotes and references to popular music, literature, and other 

media....[and] presents classic theological ideas in a conversational and edgy fashion.”  

 

Pruss, Alexander.  One Body: An Essay in Christian Sexual Ethics. Notre Dame, IN: University of 

Notre Dame Press, 2013. Print. A more philosophical analysis of biblical sexual ethics that 

defends the traditional teaching on homosexuality. Robert George, professor at Princeton 

University and one of the most widely respected defenders of the traditional view of marriage as 

being between a man and a woman, said of this book, “It is quite simply the best work on 

Christian sexual ethics that I have seen.” 

 

Felker Jones, Beth. Faithful: A Theology of Sex. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2015. A good 

overview of the biblical teaching on sex, stressing the Scriptures’ positive assessment of sexual 

experience within the framework of marriage. 

 

Balswick, Judith and Jack. Authentic Human Sexuality. 2nd ed. Downer’s Grove, IL: Intervarsity          

Press, 2008. Print. One of the most comprehensive evangelical texts on sexual ethics. 

 

Guroian, Vigen & Wilson, William. “Sex and Danger at UVA.” First Things. May 2015. Web 

Article by a tenured UVA professor sharply critical of his university’s complicity in the  
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glorification of alcohol-drenched partying and recreational sex that reigns on campus. Presents 

compelling evidence that college youth are experiencing not the glory of such cheapening of  

sexual experience, but its destructiveness, especially in its affect on young women. 

 

Allender, Dan B, and Longman, Tremper III. God Loves Sex: An Honest Conversation About 

Sexual Desire and Holiness. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2014. Print. A classic evangelical 

exposition of sex as a positive gift from God, defending the idea that sexual ecstasy and spiritual 

holiness are not incompatible things.  

 

Grant, Jonathan. Divine Sex: A Compelling Vision for Christian Relationships in a 

Hypersexualized Age. Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2015. Print. A general study of biblical 

teaching on sex and the purposes for which God made it.  Seems to be aimed, particularly, at the 

Millenial Generation. It interacts with the modern, secular view of sex—not merely to bash it, but 

to understand it and show its destructiveness to human wellbeing. 

 

Dennis Hollinger. The Meaning of Sex: Christian Ethics and the Moral Life. Grand Rapids, MI: 

Baker Academic, 2009. Print. One of many useful texts on the basics of the Bible’s teaching on 

sex and sexuality by a respected evangelical. 

 

McMinn, Lisa. Sexuality and Holy Longing: Embracing Intimacy in a Broken World. Hoboken, 

NJ: Wiley, 2014. Print. An evangelical book on Christian sexual ethics.  Good discussion of living 

faithfully with our sexuality in community. 

 

Smith, Joseph W. III. Sex and Violence in the Bible: A Survey of Explicit Content in the Holy 

Book. Phillipsburg, NJ: P & R Publishing, 2014. Print. Written for a lay audience by a Reformed 

Christian who teaches high school English. Helpful insights on biblical texts and stories that deal 

explicitly with love-making, nudity, and sexual perversities such as rape and other forms of sexual 

violence.  

 

 

Traditional Marriage/Gay Marriage 

 

           Anderson, Ryan, Robert George, and Sherif Girgis. What is Marriage? Man and Woman: A 

Defense. New York, NY: Encounter Books, 2012. Print. A concise and helpful defense of the 

traditional definition of marriage, and an exploration of what’s at stake culturally with the 

redefinition of marriage that was then, in 2012, seeking legal sanction in the push for gay 

marriage. 

 

Gallagher, Maggie. A long-time advocate for conjugal marriage (the currently accepted term for 

marriage between a man and a woman), has written a helpful “hypothetical letter to a gay friend,” 

explaining why she could not attend such an event, thereby providing a good model—a sensitive 

combination of love and truth—for those whose consciences would be compromised by entering 

into this kind of celebration. Not all believers feel thus constrained by their conscience, but for 

those who do, this is an exemplary way to bear witness to both truth and love. Read it at: 
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            http://www.nationalreview.com/article/417062/why-i-unlike-senator-rubio-would-not-attend-gay-

wedding-maggie-gallagher 

 

             First Things magazine online symposium on June 27, 2015, published right after the Supreme 

Court decision mandating the legal acceptance of gay marriage across the United States. Various 

viewpoints represented as far as how to interpret the decision’s implications for the Christian 

church’s understanding of how marriage relates to state and church. Find at:  

             http://www.firstthings.com/web-exclusives/2015/06/after-obergefell-a-first-things-symposium 

 

Guroian, Vigen.  Of One Flesh, Oxford University Press, forthcoming. Print. Guroian is professor 

at University of Virginia and sketches here the history of Christian marriage and the understanding 

of it in Eastern Orthodoxy, as well as a proposed prescription for Christian churches in light of  

current American culture and law. And for a response to the Supreme Court decision enshrining 

gay marriage rights in American law in 2015, see Guroian’s article at: http://www.aoiusa.org/if-

love-has-won-has-marriage-lost-an-orthodox-response-to obergefell-v-hodges1/ 

 

McDowell, Sean, and John Stonestreet. Same-Sex Marriage: A Thoughtful Approach to God’s    

Design for Marriage. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Publishing Group, 2013. Print. A popular level   

exposition of many of the same ideas in Robert George’s book, What is Marriage? 

 

             Southern Baptist Convention.  Statement on the definition of marriage by a coalition of evangelical   

             leaders assembled by the Ethics and Religious Liberty Commission (Southern Baptist Convention)    

             released on June 26th, 2015 in response to the Supreme Court ruling on legalizing same-sex   

             marriage. Find here: http://erlc.com/erlc/herewestand 

 

            Gushee, David. Changing our Minds. 2nd ed. Ann Arbor, MI: Read the Spirit Books, 2015. Print.  

           Evangelical ethicist argues that we ought to embrace same-sex marriage now.   

 

 

Pornography Compulsion 

 

           Carnes, Patrick. Out of the Shadows: Understanding Sexual Addiction, 3rd Ed., Center City, MI: 

Hazelden, 2001. Print. Written by a former addict reflecting on his codependent relationship.  

Identifies the danger signs, explains the dynamics, and describes the consequences of sexual 

addiction and codependency. 

 

           Carnes, Stephanie. Mending a Shattered Heart: A Guide for Partners of Sex Addicts, 2nd Ed., 

Carefree, AZ: Gentle Path Press, 2011. Print. Written from a wife’s perspective to women who 

more often than not are the traumatized and offended party in relationships damaged by sexual 

immorality. The book evaluates practical considerations and options that must be viewed in light 

of a woman’s need for boundaries and self-care.   

 

http://www.nationalreview.com/article/417062/why-i-unlike-senator-rubio-would-not-attend-gay-wedding-maggie-gallagher
http://www.nationalreview.com/article/417062/why-i-unlike-senator-rubio-would-not-attend-gay-wedding-maggie-gallagher
http://www.firstthings.com/web-exclusives/2015/06/after-obergefell-a-first-things-symposium
http://www.aoiusa.org/if-love-has-won-has-marriage-lost-an-orthodox-response-to%20obergefell-v-hodges1/
http://www.aoiusa.org/if-love-has-won-has-marriage-lost-an-orthodox-response-to%20obergefell-v-hodges1/
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            Laaser, Mark. Healing the Wounds of Sexual Addiction. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2004. 

Print. Although dated and lacking modern insights in brain chemistry and relational harm, this 

book still lays out well for Christians some fundamental principles for sexual recovery. 

 

           Means, Marsha, and Barbara Steffens. Your Sexually Addicted Spouse. Corner, NJ: New Horizons 

Press, 2009. Print. An examination of the emotional harm done to spouses when confronted with 

the sexual betrayal of husbands, whether through virtual (cyber-sex) or actual affairs. 

 

           Struthers, William. Wired for Intimacy. Downer’s Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press, 2009. Print. A 

Christian neuropsychologist looks at recent developments in brain chemistry in relation to 

pornography use in men.  He sets recovery in a thoughtful framework of progressive 

sanctification. 

 

 

Gender Identity 

 

Winter, Richard. “Understanding Transgender Issues.” Web. Psychiatrist and former Director of 

Covenant Seminary’s counseling program who has done this webinar on gender dysphoria 

(clinical name for gender confusion). See it at: 

http://foclonline.org/webinar-recording/understanding-transgender-issues 

 

Yarhouse, Mark. Understanding Gender Dysphoria. Downer’s Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press, 2015. 

Print. A helpful primer on the complexities around gender identity uncertainty and what those 

need who are navigating those waters.  

 

Yarhouse, Mark. Print and web.  “How Should Christians Respond to the Transgender 

Phenomenon?”  Christianity Today magazine, June 2015. A widely respected Christian clinical 

psychologist and the Executive Director of the Institute for the Study of Sexual Identity explains 

gender identity issues. Find it here: 
https://www.firstthings.com/.../how-should-christians-respond-to-the- transgender-phenomenon 

See also on YouTube a half-hour talk on the subject by Yarhouse at Covenant College, put online 

in October 2016. Find it here: www.youtube.com/watch?v=#98792E   

 

Christian Medical and Dental Association (CMDA) has an official statement titled “Transgender 

Identification: Ethics Statement,” adopted by that professional organization in April 2016. Find it 

at:  https://www.cmda.org/  Once on the homepage, click on the “Issues” option, then on 

“CMDA’s Ethics Statements, and scroll down to “Transgender Identification.” But also you can 

find the full text in this report in Appendix C. 

 

McHugh, Paul. “Surgical Sex: Why We Stopped Doing Sex Change Operations.” Print and web. 

First Things magazine (November 2004). Professor of Psychiatry at Johns Hopkins University, the 

school that  pioneered sex-change surgery in the early 1970s. Explains the research that suggests 

sex change surgery does more damage to people than good. Find at:  
https://www.firstthings.com/article/2004/11/surgical-sex 

 

http://foclonline.org/webinar-recording/understanding-transgender-issues
https://www.firstthings.com/.../how-should-christians-respond-to-the-%20transgender-phenomenon
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0-I2eMpHfo8
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Kersten, Katherine. “Transgender Conformity” in First Things magazine (December 2016). A 

senior policy fellow at Center of the American Experiment in Minneapolis, Minnesota, explores 

the fallout at Nova Classical Academy in St. Paul, Minnesota, when parents of a 5-year old 

Kindergartener insisted the school honor their son’s desire to be treated as a girl. Find it here: 

https://www.firstthings.com/article/2016/12/transgender-conformity 

 

Corradi, Richard. “Transgender Delusion.” First Things. October 2015. Web. Written by a 

professor of psychiatry at Case Western Reserve University School of Medicine. A critique of the 

psychiatric profession’s refusal to call out the trendiness of so much contemporary gender 

confusion among the young.  Corradi recognizes gender dysphoria as a genuine psychological 

disorder for which people need compassion and help, but believes much of what passes for it in 

our day ought to be challenged rather than supported by psychiatrists. Find it at: 

https://www.firstthings.com/article/2015/10/transgender-delusion 
 

Stanton, Glenn. “Boys Girls Other.” Family First New Zealand, a Christian organization in New 

Zealand, commissioned a report on transgender issues from a respected researcher who has been 

working professionally in the field of sexuality and gender for 25 years. Go to the website and then 

use their “Search” box to find the report. http://familyfirst.nz 

 

Andreades, Sam A. engendered: God’s Gift of Gender Difference in Relationship. Wooster, OH: 

Weaver Book Co., 2015. Print. Covenant Seminary graduate arguing that gender differences are 

not merely socially constructed, but are deeply rooted in what God has made human beings as 

male and female.  

 

Rhoads, Steven E. Taking Sex Differences Seriously. San Francisco, CA: Encounter Books, 2004. 

Print. A University of Virginia professor presents, psychological, sociological, and cultural 

evidence that the differences between men and women are not all culturally-conditioned but are 

grounded in the profound differences between human beings who are female and human beings 

who are male. 

 

https://www.firstthings.com/article/2016/12/transgender-conformity
https://www.firstthings.com/article/2015/10/transgender-delusion
http://familyfirst.nz/
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ON THE NEW HAMPSHIRE DECISION 
 

Statement from All Souls Church (Anglican) 
Langham Place, London W.1. 

 
November 2003 

 
We take note of the sectarian action of dissident bishops of the Episcopal Church in the 
United States, in carrying through a dubious consecration ceremony which will not be 
regarded as valid in most Anglican provinces across the world.  
 
The service of November 2nd 2003 was held in defiance of the statement and appeal 
against such an action, issued unanimously on October 14th, 2003,  by world Anglican 
primates at Lambeth. For the Presiding Bishop in America – himself a signatory to that 
statement – then personally to have overseen the ceremony involving Canon Gene 
Robinson, indicates a demeaning of his fellow primates (including the Archbishop of 
Canterbury)  and a deviousness in Christian leadership that is unworthy of a Shepherd 
of the flock of Jesus Christ. 
 
In planning to consecrate as bishop a divorcee, now in an active homosexual 
relationship, the Episcopal Church in the United States of America has caved in to 
prevalent western cultural pressures and reverted to the paganism of the ancient Graeco-
Roman world that was vigorously challenged by the early Christian church.  In doing 
so, ECUSA has departed from the boundaries of orthodox anglicanism, in contempt of 
the consistent biblical witness to the God-given institution of marriage, and of 2,000 
years of universal church practice across all Christian traditions.  
 
We will fully support British bishops who continue to stand for the biblical norm of the 
one man/one woman lifelong monogamous relationship that represents marriage – and 
we thank the overwhelming majority of anglican leaders world-wide who are giving the 
lead in standards of sexual behaviour.  But we also intend to work with Anglican 
Mainstream and with every network that strengthens local parish churches in the 
nationwide lead that supremely belongs to them. 
 
The result of the controversial service on November 2nd is to be seen not so much as a 
split in the Anglican Communion, but rather as a stepping away by ECUSA, outside of 
the world-wide Anglican witness. It is an occasion of tragedy that we are not able to 
recognise Canon Gene Robinson as a bishop; nor are we able to welcome any further as 
Anglicans the ministry of those who took part in the service of 2.11.03. 
 
ECUSA claims to have taken a step towards ‘inclusivity.’ The opposite will be the 
result, in the loss from their membership of a very great number of men and women 
who are determined to be loyal to the apostolic standards of the Gospel of Christ.  It is 
with immense sorrow that we forsee the reduction of the Episcopal Church in America 
to what will turn out to be a diminishing, single-issue sectarian body. 
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It is for this reason that we extend our deep and prayerful sympathies to those men and 
women, clergy and lay, in North America, who continue loyally to teach and abide by 
the Scriptures.  We shall give our support to anglican leadership world-wide in the 
providing of structures and encouragement for them in their continuing service.  
 
We also wish warmly to affirm those sisters and brothers, already in membership with 
orthodox churches, who – while experiencing same-sex desires and feelings - 
nevertheless battle with the rest of us, in repentance and faith,  for a lifestyle that 
affirms marriage and celibacy as the two given norms for sexual expression. There is 
room for every kind of background and past sinful experience  among members of 
Christ’s flock as we learn the way of repentance and renewed lives, for Such were some 
of you. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the 
Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God (1 Corinthians 6:11). 
 
This is true inclusivity. 
 
RICHARD BEWES 
Rector of All Souls Church, 
London W1B 3DA 
United Kingdom 
 

--ooOoo-- 
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How Wide the Divide: Sexuality at the Forefront, 
Culture at the Crossroads 
Posted by Ravi Zacharias, on July 15, 2015 

My mother-in-law is ninety-five years old. She has lived through several wars and 
numerous other cataclysmic events in her life. Nothing has her more perplexed, 
shocked, and almost emotionally stunned as the culture wars that have been waged 
and have changed our world. I see her sitting in church when I am visiting her, 
obviously wondering why all of her past memories have been lost in the present 
format of worship. She is not at home either in the world or in her church and eagerly 
awaits the day when she can be in the City of God, her eternal home.     

What has changed? How did we get here? As Nietzsche would say, “Is there any up 
or down left? Who gave us a sponge to wipe away the horizon? Will lanterns have to 
be lit in the morning hours? What sacred games will we need to invent?” Yes, a 
century ago these times were imagined and they are now here. While the secular 
world has invented its secular games, many churches have invented their own 
“sacred” games. 

The most daunting question for us today is how do we live as Christians in such 
times? The decision of the Supreme Court of the United States sent tremors around 
the globe and I have received scores of messages asking whether we, at RZIM, are 
going to say anything in response. What more is there to say? The spectrum of 
views that were immediately expressed said all there was to say. When the law 
passed, the first thought that came to my mind was Chesterton’s prophetic comment 
more than half a century ago: “For under the smooth legal surface of our society 
there are already moving very lawless things. We are always near the breaking-point 
when we care only for what is legal and nothing for what is lawful. Unless we have a 
moral principle about such delicate matters as marriage and murder, the whole world 
will become a welter of exceptions with no rules. There will be so many hard cases 
that everything will go soft.” 

That breaking point is here.     

After hours of pondering and praying, I would like to say something to my fellow 
believers and followers of the Lord Jesus Christ. Naturally, some who disagree with 
my views will probably be reading this as well so I have to expand the justification a 
bit. I am keenly aware that on this subject winning the approval of all is not only 
impossible but if done, would be at the risk of substance. I shall try to walk through 
this minefield.  
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As Christians, we often look outside of ourselves and wonder why the world is so 
different from us. We seldom pause and ask how the Church of today has become 
so different from what it was and so indifferent to the world around us. Liberalism is 
not just a political term. What has happened in our world was foreseen a few 
decades ago. Changes were underway then and we were taken by a storm from 
within. Culture at large moved unabashedly towards the mockery of the Christian 
worldview; Eastern religions were spared that, either because of the cowardice of the 
Western critic or simply to not be seen as attacking another ethnic group. But the 
Church is really where the titanic shifts in the culture started. As the liberal church 
swung to the extreme of religion without absolutes, the evangelical church flirted with 
emotionalism without intellect, while some of the mass distributors of spirituality 
peddled a cosmetic version of truth that was hollow and hairstyles became more 
important than what was going on in the head itself. 

Of course, there are exceptions to these generalities. Some of the most thriving 
churches today are those that have a deep allegiance to the gospel message. I am 
honored to often be in their midst and I have hope because of them. But for now, let 
me just talk about how wide is the divide between secular society and the Church, 
and why it is.     

There are three starting points that separate the historic Christian view from those 
who called for the legalizing of gay marriage that is now the law of the land, albeit by 
one vote. 

One, we come from two different definitions of what it means to be human. For the 
Christian, life is in the soul. The body is the temporal home. George MacDonald said 
it well: “You do not ‘have’ a soul; you ‘are’ a soul, and ‘have’ a body.” For the one 
living with a secular worldview there is no such thing as the soul. To be sure, that is 
not true of all in that disposition. I know many who would not deny the essential 
spirituality of human life and will admit to a deep struggle between their attractions 
and their cautions. Strangely, there has also arisen a strained view that seeks to 
justify the marital bond between any two consenting adults as biblically permissible. I 
shall not wander into an apologetic countering that. But there are those within their 
own ranks who seriously challenge such distortion. Fine theologians have argued 
and demonstrated the cracks in their foundations.    

For the most part, in secular terms NOW is all we have and NOW is the moment to 
enjoy whatever one pleases. A soul-less existence makes the body the sole means 
of fulfillment. When one starts that way, sexuality is a thing to be restricted only by 
parameters that are materially referenced. As the songwriter said, “In the dark it is 
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easy to pretend that the truth is what it ought to be.” Touch becomes defined by feel 
and taste, nothing more than that. “I feel I enjoy it so please stay out of my way.” 

 The contrast here between the Christian worldview and the secular is a big one. For 
the Christian, not only is life in the soul, but the body, in Jesus’s words, is the temple 
of God. That is the highest locus of communion between a human being and God. 
For the one who recognizes no such thing as the sacred, the body is the playing field 
of life and pleasure sets the rules. This is a significant difference as a starting point. 

Two, the Christian believes in absolutes. For the secular person, moral relativism is 
the only absolute. No one ever really says what something is relative to, but the 
implication here is that there is no boundary for behavior. Even the economic 
destruction of those with whom they disagree can become the water-boarding and 
the slow kill of the secular armory. For the relativist, no decision is determined by a 
transcendent definition of life, and where there are no absolutes, there had dare not 
be any prohibition by anyone else. The banner of the atheistic society in England 
during Christmas two years ago said it all: “There probably is no God. Now stop 
worrying and enjoy your life.” Relativism is the open door to fun, absolutes the closed 
door that destroys fun. That is the way it is seen. 

Three, the defender of sexual freedom sees a parallel between what is seen as anti-
gay prejudice today and racial prejudice as it was practiced at its lowest point 
decades ago. Here, a word game has entered the vocabulary. Relativist convictions 
are supposedly prejudice-free, while absolute convictions are branded as phobias. 
Any stigma can lick a good dogma, it is said. With that verbal deconstruction of a 
worldview, all questioning of sexual freedom is castigated as a phobia. Quite 
amazing that atheists are not called “theophobes” or that those against Christians 
are not called “christophobes.” Pejoratively, the counter positions have been 
appended with phobias till we may have a whole new polyphobic dictionary. 

But that is the lesser problem. I contend that equating race with sexuality is actually 
a false premise and an unfortunate analogy.  In the matter of race it simply doesn’t 
matter how I feel about it; my ethnicity transcends my preferences or inclinations. In 
the Hindi language there is a mildly mocking expression to describe one who acts 
different to his or her essence in race: “Desi murghi pardesi chal” … “this is a local 
bird with a foreign walk.” As was recently established, a person may feel like one 
race, associate primarily with that race and think like that race, but that doesn’t 
change who she really is. Why is this analogy unfortunate? Because it moves the 
debate from what is right to what are one’s rights. Ironically, the political party now 
most aligned with arguing for rights was once the same party that argued against the 
emancipation of slaves because of the slave-owners’ “rights.” In that case, those 
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rights were overruled by what was right. Interesting that a new word wasn’t coined 
then to describe those who made moral arguments against the slave-owners’ rights 
as “slaveophobes.” Thankfully, essential human worth and moral reason trumped 
existential and pragmatic preferences and by God’s grace, what was right was 
deemed to be right and the slave was freed. 

There are absolutes. To the Christian, every person is made in the image of God and 
is loved by God. He sent his Son for the whole world, not just for those of a particular 
race or sexual proclivity. Sex is a sacred trust with deliberate boundaries. It is at 
once one of the greatest gifts and one of the greatest struggles. The 5000-year-old 
struggle in the Middle East has its roots in polygamy when two half-brothers shared 
a father but not the same mother. 

 The violation of race is a violation of the sacred and for the Christian, the violation of 
sex is seen the same way. The secularist does not see the latter as a violation where 
there is consent, but this is simply not so for the Christian. Desacralization is an 
emptying of essential purpose and meaning and leads to the loss of essential 
purpose in life itself. This is why it is vacuous to say that if two people love each 
other they may express it in any way they choose. Love is not defined in a way that 
is self-referencing. It ultimately hangs on the peg of God’s love and how He defines 
love.    

But here a caution is critical. All violation of the sacred, not just sex, is ultimately in 
need of God’s grace and forgiveness. That is the Christian view. That is why the 
good news is that God’s gift of salvation and redemption is offered to all. That is why 
what is right has to win the day over what we may see as rights. As hard as this may 
seem to some, it is the only hope to avoid the misuse of reason for other attractions. 
Can we not, on the same argument presently used—adult consent—someday justify 
a multitude of proclivities? Even more, what is to keep Sharia Law from being 
brought into the culture to respect the rights of a particular group only to have it one 
day used by extremists to overrule our present laws? After all, extremists have ways 
of dictating for all. Isn’t that what we witness time and again? This is not a slippery 
slope. This is an irrational, runaway train driven in the name of rights and 
tendentious reasoning. It can happen. I suspect it will happen. The cultural 
plausibility can shift. Not everything that is fatal is immediate.  

With these three chasms, the heart sinks and exclaims, how wide is the divide ! 

This, then, brings me as a follower of Jesus Christ to the three most important 
bridges between all of us, regardless of our views on this issue. The gay community 
rightly cries out for identity and intimacy. These are, after all, the longings of the mind 
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and heart of every human being, regardless of our position on this issue. This is 
where the gospel enters as the only way to bring us together.  Indeed, the first bridge 
of the gospel is that my identity is found in Jesus Christ because of whom I must 
tame my passions. My identity dictates my behavior. Before I committed my life to 
Jesus Christ, my identity within my culture was dictated by the status of my family: 
who my father was, how I did in school, what my grades were, how much money I 
had access to. All these were and are systemically woven into my culture. I had no 
choice. This is how I was viewed. Take a look at the matrimonial section in India’s 
newspaper today. Color, caste, education, wealth, beauty all are repeatedly 
mentioned as parents seek what they consider the best partners for their children. 
It’s so clearly discriminatory. When my sister married a Hindu convert to Jesus 
Christ, the challenge for his parents was huge. But amazingly, their understanding of 
what Jesus Christ had done for their son changed everything. This is the only bridge 
I know of that can change the human heart. 

It is because of this relationship that we change our behavior from what attracts us to 
what we act upon. This connection is crucial. If I know what it is to be a man, I know 
how sexual attraction works. Over time you learn that giving in simply does not bring 
lasting happiness or purpose. It is only in the keeping of the body as the temple that 
the sacred is upheld and the grace of God brings conviction and restraint. The Bible 
says we are not to place our offerings on every altar. One psychologist describes 
indulgence as “short term fleeting relationships with long term bitter 
disappointments.” This is true of all behavior and of all sexual expression that runs 
afoul of God’s design. He has built this law into the human fabric. Deep inside we 
know this. Temporal allurements are ultimately unfulfilling without a spiritual bonding 
and binding. It is the eternal that must guide the temporal.     

The second bridge the gospel brings is intimacy. We all long for touch. This is true 
even in the most senior years of one’s life. I have talked to people working in homes 
for the aged and they have remarked on how much the elderly miss a physical touch 
and embrace. This is how we are made. Carrying that concept into sexuality, 
consummation is the all-embracing act of intimacy. Being as consummate as it is it 
demands exclusivity, otherwise it is rendered profane and common place. 
Experience tells us this repeatedly. Cultures that totally desacralize sexuality are 
non-existent. Even the polygamous guard the numbers. Even the unclad have 
boundaries. There are laws that govern against rapacious acts. 

The biblical description of marriage is for one man and one woman in sacred 
commitment. So profound is this union that the relationship of God to the Church 
bears that comparison. He is the bridegroom; the Church is the bride. 
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Is this so abstract that it doesn’t come down to where we are in our individual 
yearning for intimacy? Not in the least. According to the gospel, God offers us his 
indwelling presence where spirit touches spirit and the deepest, truest intimacy 
results. I am fully aware that to one who has never tasted intimacy with God this 
seems absurd. But it is here that I think we as Christians need to awaken to the 
unpleasant reality that we have not taught and proclaimed God’s Word faithfully and 
demonstrated true holiness. 

How can my mind be transformed so that intellectually I understand perspectives 
and counter-perspectives? How do I so embrace God’s truth that it transforms my 
heart and my inclinations, or at least gives me the ability to control my inclinations? I 
have a colleague who confessed to having same sex-attractions. He went on to say 
that on a given day he thought and thought about the Christian message and finally 
and wholeheartedly surrendered himself to the Lordship of Jesus Christ. In his 
words, he “sensed a presence of being overcome from the top of my head to the 
soles of my feet…I have tasted a glimpse of heaven; why would I stoop to what is 
below?” Are there days of struggle for him? Is there a certainty of his new affections 
in Christ? “Yes,” he says to both questions. I have a huge respect for him and his 
sacrifice. 

For the Christian, the question is this: How do I so walk with God that ALL my 
affections are brought under Jesus’s Lordship, whether my inclinations be same-sex 
or opposite sex or any other struggle? How may I love those with whom I disagree 
on these serious matters? The bridges will always be the identity and intimacy 
offered in the heart commitment to the Savior, first lived out then lovingly taught.     

Also, for the Christian we must remember that we cannot make this realm the eternal 
order. Our earthly cities are not what eternity alone will bring. Augustine’s two most 
memorable masterpieces are his Confessions and his City of God. As he lay dying in 
his home city, barbarians were already scaling the walls of Rome. Even as many 
churches were being destroyed, the main ones he had planted withstood the 
carnage. Incredibly, even though his mortal frame was breaking down, people 
continued coming to him so that he could pray for them. That is a glorious picture. 
His body was meeting its end. But his soul was not. He had confessed his need for 
his Savior and he looked to a city whose builder and maker was God. All earthly 
cities will at some time crumble and fall, as will our mortal bodies. Our eternal place 
of abiding is in God’s presence, no longer merely in a counter culture but in a place 
prepared for us. Augustine’s life enfleshed all those truths.    

The third and final bridge of the gospel is that of community: the love of God working 
through us as a Church where worship brings together all our inclinations, 
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surrendered to God’s sacred call for all of us. That is worked out in love and grace. 
Our worship will have to have theological integrity, not just in form but in substance; 
worship that is not just moments of exhilaration but is co-extensive with life itself and 
sermons that are not merely heard but are also seen. The outreach of love will then 
be embodied and not be mere talk. The Church must not be a fortress guarded by a 
constabulary but a home where the Father ever awaits the return of each of us who 
is in the far country.     

For those who follow Jesus Christ, our message to the world must be clear. God 
transforms the heart and mind and we become his children and his ambassadors. 
Let us so live that we will never be accused of hate or indifference. But let us also 
know that compromising the truth is a serious blunder and ends up celebrating that 
which is not in the will of our Father. This is a painful tension for a believer. To be 
seen as rejecting a belief or a behavior is not the same as rejecting the person. But 
God helps us to carry that burden. 

By contrast, when Truth is lived out in love and grace, it will always make the faith 
attractive and even the one who opposes us will recognize the fearful symmetry of a 
conviction for the sacred that will swim against the tide and a commitment to the 
person that will find a bridge of hope. We must so live the gospel that men and 
women will call upon God’s name and make this body his home until we reach our 
Eternal City bought with the precious sacrifice of Jesus Christ. His body was broken 
for us so that ours might be mended for Him. 
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ARE EVANGELICALS MORE REVISIONIST ON MARRIAGE THAN WE THINK? 

by Trevin Wax posted online October 6, 2015 at: 
https://blogs.thegospelcoalition.org/trevinwax/search/”http://blogs.../28/ 

 
  

I’m concerned about evangelicals and marriage. 
  
Don’t misunderstand. I don’t think we’re about to see a massive capitulation of evangelicals on 
same-sex marriage. There are good reasons to reject the notion that evangelicals will adopt 
revisionist interpretations of Scripture or abandon the global, historic witness of the Church. 
  
What concerns me is the possibility of evangelicals “holding the line” on same-sex marriage 
while adopting virtually every other wrongheaded aspect of our culture’s view of marriage. 
  
Just because most of the people in your congregation reject same-sex marriage does not mean that 
their vision of marriage is biblical. Many of the folks sitting in church pews every week are just 
as revisionist in their understanding of marriage as their friends with rainbow avatars on their 
Facebook. That’s why I’m less concerned about our churches caving on gay marriage and more 
concerned about evangelicals adopting the underlying, revisionist framework that makes same-
sex marriage possible. 
  
Same-sex marriage is only the tip of the spear when it comes to the differences between the 
biblical vision of marriage and cultural counterfeit. If we focus only on current legal challenges 
regarding marriage, we may overlook just how deeply formed we are by our surrounding culture 
in matters related to sexuality and marriage. We may miss the fact that we, too, view our 
relationships in individualistic and therapeutic terms. We may think we’re “safe” or “faithful” if 
we adopt the “right belief” about gay marriage, when in reality, we may be just as compromised 
as the rest of culture. We may take pride in ”holding down the fort,” while the fort has been 
hollowed out from the inside. 
  
Just how has society’s view of marriage changed? Andrew Sullivan, one of the leading voices in 
the gay marriage cause, lays out several ways in which marriage has shifted in recent decades. 
Each of these shifts affects evangelicals. 
  
1. Marriage as Temporary  
 “From being a contract for life,” Sullivan writes, “[marriage] has developed into a bond that is 
celebrated twice in many an American’s lifetime.” 
  
Sullivan is right to point out how, for many, marriage has become a means to serial monogamy 
rather than a lifelong partnership. The expectations and responsibilities of marriage have shifted 
as a result, which is why people no longer invest the vow “till death do us part” with the same 
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significance and meaning it once had. Neither do people expect their families, friends, churches, 
or governmental institutions to hold them accountable to such a vow. 
  
No surprise, then, that divorce is more common, prenuptial agreements shield people from 
financial losses, and “wed-leases” codify the idea that marriage is something to opt in or out of – 
a temporary arrangement. 
  
A century ago, G. K. Chesterton wrote against those who wanted Christians to relax their 
standards on divorce and remarriage: 
  
“The broad-minded are extremely bitter because a Christian who wishes to have several wives 
when his own promise bound him to one, is not allowed to violate his vow at the same altar at 
which he made it.” 
  
Today, violations of our vows are commonplace, even in the church. We find it hard to talk to 
people with marital troubles because we have adopted society’s notion that sexuality and 
marriage are “private matters,” and not to be interfered with by anyone else, including church 
members or leaders. We may have gotten better at helping people pastorally through the 
aftermath of divorce, but we have much to do if we are to improve the conditions that would 
make divorce unthinkable in the first place. 
  
2. Marriage as Emotional Commitment 
 Sullivan points out another way that marriage has changed: 
  
“From being a means to bringing up children, it has become primarily a way in which two adults 
affirm their emotional commitment to one another.”  
  
Here, Sullivan articulates the essence of the revisionist understanding of marriage, one that many 
Christians, perhaps unknowingly, would affirm, even if they would substitute “a man and a 
woman” for “two adults.” The revisionist vision of marriage holds that emotional commitment is 
the foundation for marriage. Since Obergefell, the government now gives approval and benefits to 
any two adults who demonstrate emotional and romantic feelings for one another and are willing 
to enter into this commitment. 
  
No longer is marriage the public institution that seeks to protect the ideal situation of children 
being raised by their biological mother and father for the perpetuation of society. According to 
the revisionist definition, marriage is about finding “the one” – your “soul mate” – and living as 
companions for life. 
  
Evangelicals are no less influenced by this idea than our unbelieving friends and neighbors. We, 
too, have adopted the myth that we are made complete only when we find that perfect person who 
fulfills all our desires. Unfortunately, placing this much hope in marriage crushes us with too 
many expectations, and it clouds our vision to the point we no longer see how the love that led us 
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to enter the covenant of marriage is protected by that same covenant when the feeling of being “in 
love” has faded. 
  
3. Marriage as Personal Expression 
 Sullivan goes on: 
  
“From being an institution that buttresses certain previous bonds – family, race, religion, class – it 
has become, for many, a deep expression of the modern individual’s ability to transcend all of 
those ties in an exercise of radical autonomy.” 
  
Here we see how the expressivist philosophy of our culture changes the way marriage is 
perceived: it’s about the couple, not about anyone else. We can spot traces of this view in 
evangelical churches, where weddings are increasingly viewed as the personal expression of the 
couple, not the moment for a community to witness to a lifelong vow and take responsibility for 
holding the couple accountable. 
  
Andrew Walker and Eric Teetsel distinguish between “inward” and “outward” marriages: 
“Inward” marriages look inwardly to a couple’s happiness. In contrast, an “outward” view of 
marriage looks outwardly toward the value that marriage brings to society. Now, neither of these 
categories requires one category being set against another—again, this isn’t an either/or. But this 
inward-focused, or “Happily Ever After,” view of marriage—a view that treats marriage as a 
sexual and solitary social unit—is a view that we’ve all passively consumed inside and outside 
the church. 
  
The Task Before Us 
 We underestimate just how much cultural cultivation we have to do if we think success is just 
getting people to say “no” to same-sex marriage. We need the wider narrative of Scripture, and 
the bigger picture of marriage, if we are going to make sense of Christianity’s vision for family. 
  
When we share the same undergirding ideas about marriage as the culture, the Christian’s “no” to 
same-sex marriage looks arbitrary and motivated by animus toward our LGBT neighbors rather 
than being a part of a comprehensive vision of marriage that counteracts our culture in multiple 
ways. 
  
We are not called merely to reject wrong views of marriage; we are called to build a marriage 
culture where the glorious vision of complementarity, permanence, and life-giving union of a 
man and woman, for the good of their society, can flourish. Rebuilding a marriage culture must 
be more than lamenting the current state of the world at multiple conferences a year. It must 
include the strengthening of all our marriages within the body of Christ: from the truck driver, to 
the police officer, to the teacher, and the stay-at-home mom. 
  
Success is not having church members say gay marriage “is wrong.” Success is when the 
Christian vision of marriage is so beautiful that revisionist definitions of marriage “make no 
sense.” 
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A Church Statement on Human Sexuality:1 

Homosexuality and Same-Sex “Marriage”2 

A Resource for EFCA Churches 

Spiritual Heritage Committee  
May 2013 

Context 

Never have the sexual ethics of our culture been more confused and contorted. Divorce is 
rampant; co-habitation before or instead of marriage has become normal; new technologies 
have made pornography immediately accessible; and the once inconceivable notion of same-
sex "marriage" is now recognized by law in a growing number of jurisdictions. The need for a 
clear voice from the church on these matters is critical, both for the health of our own 
community and for our faithful witness to the world. 

This Statement, drawn from Scripture as our ultimate authority, sets forth a Christian vision of 
human sexuality as a good gift of God. The divine design for sexual expression within the 
commitment of marriage between a man and a woman is fundamental to the well-ordering of 
human society and is integral to human flourishing. We desire to articulate this ethic as moral 
truth binding on us all while recognizing our need of God's grace and forgiveness in the ways 
that we all fall short of this divine ideal.  

In this Statement we will focus particularly on the subject of homosexuality and same-sex 
"marriage." 

Affirmations 

We affirm the following: 

• Our views of this issue flow from our commitment to God (Dt. 6:5; Matt. 22:37-38) and 
to His Word (2 Tim. 3:16-17; cf. Dt.32:45-47; Matt. 4:4), as expressed in the first two 
articles of our Statement of Faith. 

1 This Statement is not an official policy and therefore has no formal authority in the EFCA. It is written by the 
Spiritual Heritage Committee, with input from others, as a Resource for local EFC churches. Any authority this 
Statement would have, in whole or in part, would be determined by the local EFC church. Churches are free to 
adopt it as is, or to edit and adapt it as they see fit. If any part of the Statement is used, it is important to give 
reference to the Statement to avoid the accusation of plagiarism, and to state that it is not an official EFCA 
policy to avoid miscommunication. 
 
2 Because we do not believe this constitutes a God-ordained, biblically defined marriage, we have noted this 
by including quotation marks around the word throughout the Statement. 
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• God created human beings as male and female (Gen. 1:27). The complementary, 
relational nature of the human race as “male and female” reflects the created order 
given by God when He created human beings “in His image” (Gen. 1:26-27; 5:1, 3; 9:6; 1 
Cor. 11:7; Jms. 3:9; cf. Rom. 8:29; 2 Cor. 3:18; Eph. 4:23-24; Col. 3:10). It is with joy in 
our finitude that we are to receive the gift of being either male or female. 

• Scripture grants two life-enhancing options for sexual behavior: monogamous marital 
relations between one man and one woman (Gen. 1:27-28; 2:18, 21-24; Matt. 19:4-6; 
Mk. 10:5-8; cf. Heb. 13:4) or sexual celibacy (1 Cor. 7:7; Matt. 19:12). Either is a gift from 
God, given as He wills for His glory and the good of those who receive and rejoice in His 
gift to them. 

• In Scripture monogamous heterosexual marriage bears a significance which goes 
beyond the regulation of sexual behavior, the bearing and raising of children, the  
formation of families, and the recognition of certain economic and legal rights, all of 
which are important.  Marriage between a woman and a man is emphatically declared 
in Scripture to create a “one flesh” union (Gen. 2:23-24; Matt. 19:5), which in turn 
signifies the mystery of the union between Christ and His body, the Church (Eph. 5:22-
33). This means that the foundational understanding of marriage is as a covenant 
grounded in promises between a man and a woman which finds its divinely intended 
expression in the “one flesh” union of husband and wife, and between the “one flesh” 
union of husband and wife and God (cf. Prov. 2:16-17; Mal. 2:14; Eph. 5:31-32). 

• All of human existence, including our sexuality, has been deeply damaged by the fall 
into sin (Gen. 3; Rom. 3:23; 5:12). We all are sinners, broken in some measure by this 
fall. Though Christians are rescued, reconciled, renewed and in process of being 
transformed, this brokenness also affects us in that we groan, as the whole creation, 
eager to experience final redemption knowing at present we live in a not-yet-glorified 
state (Rom. 8:22-23). 

• Everything, from our environment to our bodily genetic code, has been ravaged by sin 
and the fall. Whether the homosexual attractions people experience are the product of 
their environment, their genetics, or another source, they are not what God intends and 
so do not render homosexual behavior legitimate. 

• Temptation, including sexual attractions, is not sin.  Sin is yielding to temptation. Jesus 
himself was tempted, yet without sin (Matt. 4:1-11, Heb. 4:15).     

• The Scriptures have much to say about sexual behavior, from the beautiful affirmations 
of the Song of Songs to the clear prohibitions found throughout the Bible (e.g., Rom. 
13:13-14; 1 Cor. 5:1-2; 6:9-10, 15-18; Gal. 5:16-21; 1 Thess. 4:3-8). The Apostle Paul 
affirms that among believers “there must not be even a hint of sexual immorality” (Eph. 
5:3). All homosexual behavior is specifically condemned as sin in both the Old 
Testament and the New Testament (Gen. 19:4-11[cf. 2 Pet. 2:6-7; Jude 7]; Lev. 18:22; 
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20:13; Judges 19:22-25; Rom. 1:24-27; 1 Cor. 6:9-11; 1 Tim. 1:8-11). This includes both 
male and female homosexual activity, both the more passive and more active roles in 
homosexual practice, and all varieties of homosexual acts. 

• The gospel is full of grace and truth. It is an offer of grace and forgiveness to sinners as 
well as a call to live a holy life. It empowers us in the struggle to resist sin, including the 
sin of homosexual practice (Rom. 1:16; 1 Cor. 6:9-11; Eph. 4:20-24; 1 Thess. 4:3-8; Tit. 
2:11-13).  

• The church is to be a new community that resembles a family of brothers and sisters 
united in Christ by the power of the Holy Spirit displaying deep relationships of love (cf. 
1 Cor. 12:12-13; Rom. 12:10; 1 Tim. 5:1-2). Celibacy and singleness is to be celebrated 
and affirmed within the church family. 

Implications 

Based on these biblical affirmations, we live and minister with pastoral and practical 
implications. 

• We Christians who attempt to follow biblical mandates on sex and marriage are not 
immune to expressing our own sexuality in sinful ways, for "all have sinned and fall short 
of God’s glory" (Rom. 3:23).  We must always be mindful of this and humbly relate to 
others accepting that we all are fallen creatures. 

• At the same time, all human beings deserve to be treated with dignity and respect 
because each of us bears the image of God.  An LGBT3 person deserves this dignity and 
respect no less than any other, and we, as Christians, should demonstrate this in our 
thoughts, speech, and behavior.  Speech, including humor, which demeans LGBT people, 
has no place in the Christian community.  Likewise, this means we oppose any 
mistreatment of those who identify as LGBT. 

• We mourn with those who struggle with same sex attractions, and with their families, 
but as we grieve, we encourage behavior that follows the clear divine teachings of 
Scripture. 

• We must carefully distinguish between same-sex attraction, sinful lust, self-selected 
identification, and sexual behavior.  It is not a sin to be tempted in the area of same 
gender sex. Jesus himself was tempted, yet without sin (Heb. 4:15). He sympathizes with 
our weaknesses, and he promises to provide a way of escape in every temptation (1 Cor. 
10:13).  

• In some cases it may not be wrong for a person to self-identify as LGBT.  This may be a 
way for the person to identify the stable trajectory of the person’s sexual attractions or 

3 Throughout the document the common expression LGBT is used, which is also intended to include QIA 
(LGBTQIA): Lesbian, Gay, Bi-sexual, Transgender, Queer, Intersex and Ally (friend). 
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acknowledge the struggles she or he faces with same-sex attraction.  However, such 
self-identification may in fact be sinful if it includes an insistence upon behaviors that 
express that attraction. Moreover, a believer's fundamental identification should be first 
as a person “in Christ” (2 Cor. 5:17; Eph. 2:4-10; cf. 1 Cor. 6:9-11); the prioritization of 
sexual identity must be seen as a form of idolatry. 

• Some heterosexual acts are sinful, but all homosexual acts are sinful according to 
Scripture.  One may not equate morally a committed heterosexual relationship within 
marriage with a committed homosexual relationship. 

• Though recognizing that due to sin and human brokenness our experience of our sex 
and gender is not always as God the Creator originally designed, our recognition of our 
sex as male or female as a gift from God dictates that we cannot support or affirm the 
resolution of tension between a person's biological sex and experience of gender by the 
adoption of a psychological identity discordant with that person’s birth sex, nor support 
or affirm attempts to change via medical intervention one's given biological birth sex in 
favor of the identity of the opposite sex or of an indeterminate identity.4 

• We in the Church must seek ways to minister to and support those among us who 
struggle with same-sex attractions, and those who have family members or others close 
to them who identify as LGBT 

• We in the Church must seek ways to reach out in love to those in our society who 
identify as LGBT.   

• We regard marriage as a good creation of God, and marriage within the Church as a rite 
and institution tied directly to our foundational belief of God as creator who made us 
male and female. We also regard marriage as a sacred institution which images the 
mysterious and wonderful bond between Christ and His Church.  To us, then, marriage is 
much more than merely a contract between two persons (a secular notion).  It is a 
covenant grounded in promises between a man and a woman which finds its divinely 
intended expression in the “one flesh” union of husband and wife, and between the 
“one flesh” union of husband and wife and God (the divine design). We therefore will 
only authorize and recognize heterosexual marriages. 

• Recognizing the church as a family, we will seek ways to encourage deep spiritual 
friendships, with a special effort to include those who are single. We will model the 
counter-cultural reality that intimate, loving relationships need not be erotic. 

In all these implications we must never compromise the biblical standard for sexuality while at 
the same time we must treat everyone, including those who identify as LGBT, with gentleness, 

4 We recognize that in rare cases some are born with both sets of sexual organs (intersex or hermaphrodites). 
This is another one of the implications of living in a fallen world, and another reminder that our sexuality has 
been deeply damaged by the fall. This Statement primarily addresses those who self-select sex and/or gender.  
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compassion, and love, while pointing them to the only hope any of us have, which is the gospel 
of Jesus Christ. We will be “welcoming but not affirming”. 

Suggestions for a Church Policy 

In order to avoid confusion and possibly legal action it is helpful for a church to have a written 
and officially approved policy on marriage. This policy should include: 

• A clear biblically-based understanding of God’s design for marriage. You might include 
something like this: “Marriage is the original and foundational institution of human 
society, established by God as a one-flesh, covenantal union between a man and a 
woman that is life-long (until separated by death), exclusive (monogamous and faithful), 
and generative in nature5 (designed for bearing and rearing children), and it is to reflect 
the relationship between Christ and the Church.”    

• A statement that only such marriages which fit the definition above may be conducted 
on your church property and/or officiated by members/staff of your congregation. 

• Clear parameters for marrying cohabitating couples, divorced persons, etc., while 
acknowledging that such parameters must be interpreted with pastoral sensitivity and 
judgment. 

• A statement of how our definition of marriage is intimately connected to other 
foundational matters of our faith (here our Statement of Faith may be cited).  Therefore 
we regard any restrictions and definitions we apply in our churches concerning marriage 
to be an exercise of the freedom of religion clause of the First Amendment to the U.S. 
Constitution.  

It is important to remember that a policy is intended to help us to live out faithfully the truths 
of God’s Word and to apply it consistently in and through the ministries of our local church 
contexts.  It is also vital to remember that a policy is applied in the lives of specific people, 
which means we implement them relationally and pastorally with grace and truth.  

Issues to Address 

The current state of confusion in our culture regarding sexuality and especially homosexuality 
and same-sex "marriage" raises a number of issues for Christians and for the church:  

5 This is true whether the couple is able or intends to have children. One of the primary purposes of marriage 
is procreation. We recognize that there are couples who are infertile and unable to procreate. We are also 
aware that for those who marry at an older age they may not be able to bear children, or, more likely, they 
have already raised their family. While we recognize these unique situations, some of which remind us of the 
brokenness of this fallen world, it does not change the fact that marriage is generative in nature. 
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• Should we work toward defending or strengthening laws that define marriage in the 
traditional sense or work toward repealing laws that expand marriage beyond what we 
believe to be right? 

• Should we be content to retain the authorization of marriages in the church, as 
understood in the traditional way between one man and one woman, while the state 
recognizes civil unions which may include same-sex "marriage"? This is the situation in 
many European nations. 

• How should we deal with a married same-sex couple who come to faith and wish to 
attend or join a congregation?  What if the couple has children (adopted or biological)? 
As our churches welcome individuals manifesting a variety of moral and ideological 
commitments regarding sexuality, can we articulate to what level of integration and 
leadership such individuals can aspire in our congregations, e.g., occasional visitor, 
regular visitor, member, minor leadership roles such as usher, substantive leadership 
roles such as teacher, major leadership roles such as elder or deacon? 

• How should we extend the gospel message to those in the LGBT community? 
• How should we balance the need to oppose mistreatment of those who identify as LGBT 

without appearing to defend homosexual behavior? 
• How should we respond to educational materials that seem to promote homosexual 

behavior?  
• How do we respond to individuals within our congregations who while themselves 

manifesting commendable biblical moral behavior in their own lives, nevertheless 
express confusion or disagreement with the biblical teachings on sexual morality 
outlined here? What are the implications of such views for the level of leadership for 
which such individuals can be considered in our congregations, e.g., member, minor 
leadership roles such as usher, substantive leadership roles such as teacher, major 
leadership roles such as elder or deacon? 

In considering these questions, we must recognize, first, that they are often at the intersection 
of our understanding of church-state relations and how we practice our responsibility as 
individual believers and churches in a state where we have been granted the right to speak out 
on public policy and the right to vote for public officials. Second, decisions need to be made 
regarding how much effort is given to a particular issue, especially in the political realm, as we 
could be diverted from other things we ought to be about as the church.  Third, we must 
recognize that our responses to these issues may differ from those of other believers (Rom 
14:1ff; 1 Cor. 8-10). 

Further Considerations 

In conversing with members of our society about same-sex “marriage”, be prepared to: 
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• Explain why you hold to the affirmations given above (and others you may find helpful 
and/or required). 

• Explain why one can accept Old Testament texts prohibiting homosexual acts while not 
following Old Testament laws on purity and food.  

• Explain why the New Testament does not explicitly condemn slavery. 
• Explain why God appears to have condoned the polygamous practices of so many 

prominent Old Testament figures. 
• Explain why it is damaging for our society to elevate personal sexual freedom to such a 

high level (sex as an idol, sexuality and sexual expression as idolatry). 

Select Annotated Resources (listed alphabetically according to last name, not in order of 
importance) 

General 

The books in this section give some of the best overviews of this topic that are consistent with 
and supportive of the position presented in these guidelines.  

Stanley J. Grenz, Welcoming but Not Affirming: An Evangelical Response to Homosexuality 
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1998). 

Dennis Hollinger, The Meaning of Sex:  Christian Ethics and the Moral Life (Grand Rapids: Baker 
Academic, 2009). 

Dale Kuehne, Sex and the iWorld: Rethinking Relationship Beyond an Age of Individualism 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009).   

David Peterson, ed., Holiness and Sexuality: Homosexuality in a Biblical Context (Milton Keynes, 
UK: Paternoster, 2004). 

Biblical 

Michael Bird and Gordon Preece, ed., Sexegesis: An Evangelical Response to ‘Five Uneasy 
Pieces’ on Homosexuality (Sydney: Anglican press, 2012). 

This is a discussion taking place among the Anglicans in Australia. This book is a biblical 
response to a recent liberal critique found in Five Uneasy Pieces: Essays on Scripture and 
Sexuality. In the latter book, the authors claim there is no biblical warrant for condemning 
either a homosexual orientation or a faithful and committed homosexual relationship, and they 
argue it, they claim, taking seriously the Bible as the inspired Word of God. 

Robert A. J. Gagnon, The Bible and Homosexual Practice: Texts and Hermeneutics (Nashville: 
Abingdon, 2001).  
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This is the most detailed and comprehensive study of biblical texts. It is the best exegetical 
treatment on this topic. If you purchase one book on the biblical text, this is it. 

Andrew Goddard and Don Horrocks, ed., Biblical and Pastoral Responses to Homosexuality: 
Resources for Church Leaders (London: Evangelical Alliance, 2012):       

This was published last year by the Evangelical Alliance and the entire text (146 pages) is 
available free at the link above. It is an excellent work both biblically and pastorally, and will be 
an extremely helpful and insightful resource. It builds on the earlier work that had become 
dated: Evangelical Alliance’s Commission on Unity and Truth among Evangelicals (ACUTE), Faith, 
Hope and Homosexuality (Carlisle: Paternoster Press, 1998). 

Dan O. Via and Robert A. J. Gagnon, Homosexuality and the Bible: Two Views (Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 2003). 

This contains a shorter defense of Gagnon’s position, which is helpful. But even more insightful 
is the dialogue which shows how the two views diverge in both hermeneutics and practice. 
 
There are numerous resources on Gagnon’s website.  
 
Theological 
 
Robert George, et al., "What Is Marriage?" Harvard Journal of Law & Public Policy (2010, Vol. 
34.1): 245-287.  

This article contains a powerful and convincing argument against SSM based on church 
tradition, natural law and the public good, i.e. not first and foremost on theological grounds. An 
electronic copy is available.   

Sherif Girgis, Ryan T. Anderson and Robert P. George, What Is Marriage? Man and Woman: A 
Defense (New York: Encounter, 2012). 

This book began as the article listed above. It has expanded and become much more thorough 
in its instruction and defense of marriage between a man and a woman. It is one of the best 
defenses written for the contemporary discussion/debate. 

Richard B. Hays, The Moral Vision Of The New Testament: A Contemporary Introduction to New 
Testament Ethics (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1996). 
 
Hays applies New Testament ethics in the final section of the book, “The Pragmatic Task: Living 
Under the Word – Test Cases,” with “Homosexuality” being one of those test cases. Hays makes 
one of the strongest exegetical arguments that the biblical texts are against same-sex sexual 
relationships.  
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William L. Kynes, The Marriage Debate: A Public Theology of Marriage,” Trinity Journal 28/2 
(Fall 2007), 187-203. 

Kynes presents a Christian theology of marriage that provides an understanding of God’s design 
for this institution that includes the well-being of the children, which is one of the state’s 
primary concerns. Christian marriage supports this interest and on that basis contributes to the 
public good. 

Christopher Chenault Roberts, Creation And Covenant: The Significance of Sexual Difference in 
the Moral Theology of Marriage (New York: T & T Clark, 2007). 
 
In God’s divine and good design he made us male and female, and living in a way that reflects 
that is what ultimately makes us free. This is an excellent book to study Christianity’s sexual 
ethics. 
 
Pastoral 

Alan Bray, The Friend (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006). 

As a historian, Bray traces non-erotic, same-sex friendships in England from about the year 
1000 to about 1900. From this one can learn much, and one can also gain good pastoral wisdom 
and instruction for helping those who desire to cultivate same-sex friendships today. 

Andrew Goddard and Glynn Harrison, Unwanted Same-Sex Attraction: Issues of Pastoral and 
Counselling Support (London: Christian Medical Fellowship, 2011). 

Rooted in the biblical teaching of God’s design for human sexuality, the authors state that 
because of the fall human sexuality is more complex than has been thought it in the past. They 
encourage pastors and churches to be proactive to minister to all, including those with same-
sex inclinations, and to do so without compromising biblical truth.  

Andrew Goddard and Don Horrocks, ed., Biblical and Pastoral Responses to Homosexuality: 
Resources for Church Leaders (London: Evangelical Alliance, 2012). 

This is also listed under “Biblical.” 

Mark Yarhouse, Homosexuality and the Christian: A Guide for Parents, Pastors and Friends 
(Minneapolis: Bethany, 2010). 

Yarhouse responds to questions in an honest, biblically faithful and pastorally sensitive manner. 
He addresses research about what causes same-sex attraction, sexual orientation and if it can 
be overcome. He also provides counsel for one helping another who struggles with these 
inclinations. Importantly, he makes one’s identity in Christ central. With this foundation, he 
shifts from causes to choices one makes in living the Christian life. 
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Social Science  

All of these resources address science and the social sciences. This is an area that has had a 
profound influence on how homosexuality is understood. In many ways, this has become the 
cultural “bible” or authority on this topic. 

Stanton L. Jones, “Same-sex Science,” First Things, 220 (February 2012), 27-33. For an expanded 
version of this article cf. Stanton L. Jones (January 2012), “Sexual Orientation and Reason: On 
the Implications of False Beliefs about Homosexuality.”  

Stanton L. Jones and Mark Yarhouse, Homosexuality:  The Use of Scientific Research in the 
Church’s Moral Debate (Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 2000). 

Stanton L. Jones and Mark Yarhouse, Ex-Gays? A Longitudinal Study of Religiously Mediated 
Change in Sexual Orientation (Downers Grove, IL:  IVP Academic, 2007). 

Stanton L. Jones and Mark A. Yarhouse, “A Longitudinal Study of Attempted Religiously-
Mediated Sexual Orientation Change,” The Journal of Sex and Marital Therapy 37 (5) (2011), 
404-427. 

Testimonials 

Julian Hardyman, “An interview with Vaughan Roberts: A battle I face,” Evangelicals Now 
(October 2012)  

Roberts acknowledges that he has same-sex inclinations, but he lives under the Lordship of 
Christ and the authority of the Bible and knows that to act upon those inclinations would be 
sinful.   

Wesley Hill, Washed and Waiting: Reflections on Christian Faithfulness and Homosexuality  
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2010). 

Hill shares a similar story to Roberts. It enables one to understand how fellow believers who 
struggle with these inclinations desire to be faithful, and how we as the church must grow in 
our awareness of and ministry to these fellow believers. 

Christopher Keane, What Some of You Were: Stories About Christians and Homosexuality 
(Sydney: Matthias Media, 2001). 

This book contains a number of personal stories of the truth of 1 Corinthians 6:9-11. God’s 
grace has and continues to transform. 

Melinda Selmys, Sexual Authenticity: An Intimate Reflection on Homosexuality and Catholicism 
(Huntington: Our Sunday Visitor, 2009). 
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Selmys was in a lesbian relationship for seven years. When she understood Christ as her 
greatest treasure and understood his “Beauty” it was that reality that led her away from the 
sinful lifestyle and to Christ. She converted to Roman Catholicism, and is married with children. 

Christopher Yuan and Angela Yuan, Out of a Far Country: A Gay Son's Journey to God. A Broken 
Mother's Search for Hope (Colorado Springs: Waterbrook, 2011). 

This is story of one who went down a deep, dark path into drugs and living the homosexual life. 
Yuan’s life with drugs eventually landed him in prison, a few short months before he was to 
graduate from dental school. It was in prison that he began reading the Bible, and God used it 
to transform his life. With this new perspective, he saw his former lifestyle in a new, 
transformed way. 

Other 

Voddie Baucham, "Gay Is Not the New Black": 
 
This is an excellent argument against treating “gay rights” as the contemporary “racial civil 
rights”, which is argued by many today. 

Kevin DeYoung, “The Church and Homosexuality: Ten Commitments”: 
 
DeYoung gives ten “broad basic commitments to each other and to our friends and foes in 
speaking about homosexuality.”  

Dan Kimball, They Like Jesus but Not the Church: Insights from Emerging Generations (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 2007). 

Chapter 8, “The church is homophobic,” presents this issue from an “outsider” perspective. 
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Preface to Galatians  

by Martin Luther (Abridgment & Paraphrase by Rev. Tim Keller)  

The most important thing in the world  

The one doctrine which I have supremely in my heart is that of faith in Christ, from whom, 
through whom and unto whom all my theological thinking flows back and forth, day and night. 
This rock, which we call the doctrine of justification through faith, was shaken by Satan in 
paradise when he persuaded our first parents that they might by their own wisdom and power 
become like God. Ever since then the whole world has invented innumerable religions and ways 
through which, without the aid of Christ, use their works to redeem themselves from evil and 
sins.  

When Paul discusses the biblical doctrine of justification by faith he explains that there are 
several kinds of “righteousness.” First, there is political or civil righteousness—the nation's 
public laws—which magistrates and lawyers may defend and teach. Second, there is cultural 
righteousness—the standards of our family and social grouping or class—which parents and 
schools may teach. Third, there is ethical righteousness—the Ten Commandments and law of 
God—which the church may teach but only in light of Christian righteousness. So all these may 
be received without danger, as long as we attribute to them no power to satisfy for sin, to please 
God, or to deserve grace...These kinds of righteousness are gifts of God, like all good things we 
enjoy...  

Yet there is another righteousness, far above the others, which Paul calls “the righteousness of 
faith”—Christian righteousness. God imputes it to us apart from our works—in other words, it is 
passive righteousness, as the others are active. For we do nothing for it, and we give nothing for 
it. We only receive it.  

The need for Christian righteousness  

This “passive” righteousness is a mystery that the world cannot understand. Indeed, Christians 
never completely understand it themselves, and thus do not take advantage of it when they are 
troubled and tempted. So we have to constantly teach it, repeat it, and work it out in practice. 
Anyone who does not understand this righteousness or cherish it in the heart and conscience 
will continually be buffeted by fears and depression. Nothing gives peace like this passive 
righteousness.  

For human beings by nature, when they get near either danger or death itself, will of necessity 
examine their own worthiness. We defend ourselves before all threats by recounting our good 
deeds and moral efforts. But then the remembrance of sins and flaws inevitably comes to mind, 
and this tears us apart, and we think, “How many errors and sins and wrongs I have done! 
Please God, let me live so I can fix and amend them.” We become obsessed with our active 
righteousness and are terrified by its imperfections. But the real evil is that we trust our own 
power to be righteous and will not lift up our eyes to see what Christ has done for us...So the 
troubled conscience has no cure for its desperation and feeling of unworthiness unless it takes 
hold of the forgiveness of sins by grace, offered free of charge in Jesus Christ, which is this 
passive or Christian righteousness...If I tried to fulfill the law myself, I could not trust in what I 
had accomplished, neither could it stand up to the judgment of God. So...I rest only upon the 
righteousness of Christ...which I do not produce but receive, God the Father freely giving it to us 
through Jesus Christ.  
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Law and grace  

It is an absolute and unique teaching in all the world, to teach people, through Christ, to live as if 
there were no law or wrath or punishment. In a sense, they do not exist any longer for the  

Christian, but only total grace and mercy for Christ’s sake. Once you are in Christ, the law is the 
greatest guide for your life, but until you have Christian righteousness, all the law can do is to 
show you how sinful and condemned you are. In fact, to those outside of Christian 
righteousness, the law needs to be expounded in all its force. Why? So that people who think 
they have power to be righteous before God will be humbled by the law and understand they are 
sinners.  

Therefore we must be careful to use the law appropriately. If we used the law in order to be 
accepted by God through obedience, then Christian righteousness becomes mixed up with 
earned/moral righteousness in our minds. If we try to earn our righteousness by doing many 
good deeds, we actually do nothing. We neither please God through our works-righteousness 
nor do we honor the purpose for which the law was given. But if we first receive Christian 
righteousness, then we can use the law, not for our salvation, but for his honor and glory, and to 
lovingly show our gratitude.  

So then, have we nothing to do to obtain this righteousness? No, nothing at all! For this 
righteousness comes by doing nothing, hearing nothing, knowing nothing, but rather in knowing 
and believing this only—that Christ has gone to the right hand of the Father, not to become our 
judge, but to become for us our wisdom, our righteousness, our holiness, our salvation! Now 
God sees no sin in us, for in this heavenly righteousness sin has no place. So now we may 
certainly think, “Although I still sin, I don’t despair, because Christ lives, who is both my 
righteousness and my eternal life.” In that righteousness I have no sin, no fear, no guilty 
conscience, no fear of death. I am indeed a sinner in this life of mine and in my own 
righteousness, but I have another life, another righteousness above this life, which is in Christ, 
the Son of God, who knows no sin or death, but is eternal righteousness and eternal life.  

Living the Gospel  

While we live here on earth, we will be accused, exercised with temptations, oppressed with 
heaviness and sorrow, and bruised by the law with its demands of active righteousness. 
Because of this, Paul sets out in this letter of Galatians to teach us, to comfort us, and to keep 
us constantly aware of this Christian righteousness. For if the truth of being justified by Christ 
alone (not by our works) is lost, then all Christian truths are lost. For there is no middle ground 
between Christian righteousness and works-righteousness. There is no other alternative to 
Christian righteousness but works-righteousness; if you do not build your confidence on the 
work of Christ, you must build your confidence on your own work. On this truth and only on this 
truth the church is built and has its being.  

This distinction is easy to utter in words, but in use and experience it is very hard. So I challenge 
you to exercise yourselves continually in these matters through study, reading, meditation on the 
Word and prayer, so that in the time of trial you will be able to both inform and comfort both your 
consciences and others, to bring them from law to grace, from active/works-righteousness to 
passive/Christ’s righteousness. In times of struggle, the devil will seek to terrify us by using 
against us our past record and the wrath and law of God. So if we cannot see the differences 
between the two kinds of righteousness, and if we do not take hold of Christ by faith, sitting at 
the right hand of God (Heb 7:25) and pleading our case as sinners to the Father, then we are 
under the law, not under grace. Christ is no savior, but a lawgiver, and no longer our salvation, 
but an eternal despair.  
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So learn to “speak the Gospel” to one’s heart. For example, when the law creeps into your 
conscience, learn to be a cunning logician—learn to use arguments of the Gospel against it. Say:  

O law! You would climb up into the kingdom of my conscience, and there reign and condemn 
me for sin, and would take from me the joy of my heart which I have by faith in  

Christ, and drive me to desperation, that I might be without hope. You have overstepped your 
bounds. Know your place! You are a guide for my behavior, but you are not Savior and Lord of 
my heart. For I am baptized, and through the Gospel am called to receive righteousness and 
eternal life...So trouble me not! For I will not allow you, so intolerable a tyrant and tormentor, to 
reign in my heart and conscience—for they are the seat and temple of Christ the Son of God, 
who is the king of righteousness and peace, and my most sweet savior and mediator. He shall 
keep my conscience joyful and quiet in the sound and pure doctrine of the Gospel, through the 
knowledge of this passive and heavenly righteousness.  

When we are assured of this righteousness, we not only cheerfully work well in our vocations, 
but we submit to all manner of burdens and dangers in this present life, because we know that 
this is the will of God, and that this obedience pleases him. This then is the argument of this 
Epistle, which Paul expounds against the false teachers who had darkened the Galatians’ 
understanding of this righteousness by faith.  
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Marriage	and	the	Family	
	

David	Jones	
Covenant	Theological	Seminary	

April	2011	
	

A.		The	Contemporary	Marriage	Crisis	
	
For	a	comprehensive	overview,	see	David	P.	Gushee,	Getting	Marriage	Right	(Baker,	2004).		
Part	One,	“Amid	the	Ruins,”	tracks	the	de-institution	of	marriage	in	the	wake	of	the	several	
“revolutions”	of	the	past	half-century:		sexual,	contraception	and	abortion,	illegitimacy,	
cohabitation,	reproduction,	gay	rights,	and	divorce.		Part	Two,	“Rebuilding	the	Marriage	
Cathedral,”	develops	four	biblical	themes	concerning	marriage:		creation	purposes,	
covenant	structure,	kingdom	possibilities,	and	community	context.		Includes	annotated	
suggested	reading	for	each	chapter.		See	also	God,	Marriage,	and	Family,	by	Andreas	J.	
Köstenberger	with	David	W.	Jones	(Crossway,	2004).	
	
There	is	evidence	that	the	divorce	revolution	and	the	unwed-childbearing	revolution	have	
failed.		Source:		"The	Marriage	Movement:		A	Statement	of	Principles"	(Institute	for	
American	Values,	2000).		http://www.marriagemovement.org/html/report.html		
Additional	sponsors:		Coalition	for	Marriage,	Family,	and	Couples	Education;	Religion,	
Culture,	and	Family	Project	(University	of	Chicago	Divinity	School).	
	

Since	1960,	the	crude	divorce	rate	has	doubled,	while	the	number	of	divorces	has	almost	
tripled,	from	393,000	in	1960	to	almost	1.2	million	in	1994.		Meanwhile,	just	since	1980,	the	
proportion	of	children	born	outside	of	marriage	has	almost	doubled,	from	18.4	percent	to	
almost	one-third	(3).	
	
Between	1975	and	1995,	the	proportion	of	all	couples	who	were	cohabiting	rather	than	
married	more	than	tripled,	and	64	percent	of	women	born	between	1963	and	1974	made	their	
first	union	a	cohabitation	rather	than	a	marriage.		By	the	early	1990s,	cohabitation	was	
replacing	marriage	among	young	parents	as	well:		The	proportion	of	all	out-of-wedlock	births	
occuring	to	cohabiting	couples	leaped	from	29	percent	in	the	early	1980s	to	39	percent	in	the	
early	1990s	(4).	
	
A	large	body	of	research	has	shown	that	current	rates	of	divorce,	family	conflict,	and	unwed	
childbearing	are	not	good	for	children,	for	adults,	or	for	society	(2,	references	in	endnote	7).			
	

These	trends	are	not	irreversible;	the	divorce	rate	is	declining.		NB:		"Supporting	marriage	
does	not	require	punishing	single	parents	or	their	children"	(5).		Need	to	recognize:		
"Marriage	is	not	just	a	private	relationship.		It	is	also	a	social	institution."		Marriage	is	a	
multi-dimensional	relationship:		(i)	a	legal	contract,	(ii)	a	financial	partnership,	(iii)	a	
sacred	promise,	(iv)	a	sexual	union,	(v)	a	personal	bond,	(vi)	a	family-making	bond	(6-7).		
For	updates,	see	Gallagher's	website:		www.MarriageDebate.com.		See	further:	
	

Linda	J.	Waite	and	Maggie	Gallagher,	The	Case	for	Marriage:		Why	Married	People	are	
Happier,	Healthier,	and	Better	Off	Financially		(New	York:		Broadway	Books,	2000).	
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Bradford	Wilcox	et	al.,	Why	Marriage	Matters:		Twenty-Sex	Conclusions	from	the	
Social	Sciences	(New	York:		Institute	for	American	Values,	2005).	
	
The	Witherspoon	Institute,	Marriage	and	the	Public	Good:			Ten	Principles	
(Princeton:		June	2006).	

	
The	idea	of	marriage	as	an	exclusive	sexual	union	came	under	direct	challenge	in	the	1970s.		
Open	Marriage:		A	New	Life-Style	for	Couples	by	George	O'Neil	and	Nena	O'Neil	was	a	
national	best-seller	in	1972.		Their	thesis	was	echoed	by	Pepper	Schwartz:		"Under	a	more	
egalitarian	model	[of	marriage]	we	know	that	non-marital	sex	can	exist	when	adequate	
rules,	ideology,	and	trust	have	been	established	to	protect	the	original	couple"	(1973).	
	
Nena	O'Neil	later	modified	her	view	in	The	Marriage	Premise	(1977).		In	a	chapter	on	
“Sexual	Fidelity”	she	writes:	
	

Once	we	have	promised	and	given	our	trust	to	another	person	…	the	breaking	of	the	pledge	of	
sexual	fidelity	seems	like	an	abandonment	and	arouses	feelings	of	jealousy	and	insecurity.		
Even	when	sexual	nonexclusivity	is	agreed	on	between	partners,	the	same	feelings	also	
occur	(199).	

	
Some	couples	manage	permissive	sexual	relationships	with	others	without	difficulty,	but	these	
couples	are	very	rare.	…	The	assurance	of	sexual	fidelity	is	still	and	important	and	necessary	
attribute	of	most	marriages	and	infidelity	an	extremely	threatening	situation	(200).	

	
The	covenantal	or	complementarian	idea	of	marriage	also	came	under	challenge	at	the	
same	time.		The	first	issue	of	Ms	carried	an	article	on	"How	to	write	your	own	marriage	
contract."		The	implications	were	fully	worked	out	by	Lenore	J.	Weitzman	in	The	Marriage	
Contract	(1981).		For	range	of	topics	covered,	see	Biblical	Christian	Ethics,	159n18.		David	
Orgon	Coolidge	observed	that	there	were	three	models	of	marriage	in	play	at	the	end	of	the	
20th	century:	
	

COMPLEMENTARITY	MODEL	
	

1.		Marriage	is	a	unique	sexual	community	based	on	the	difference	and	union	of	the	
sexes.		It	is	more	than	the	creation	of	contracting	individuals	or	of	the	State.	
	
2.		Marriage	is	also	a	social	institution	that	links	prior	generations	and	future	
generations.		It	has	an	intergenerational	mission.	
	
3.		Marriage	is	a	legal	status	that	is	designed	to	preserve,	protect	and	promote	this	
institution,	especially	for	the	benefit	of	children,	parents,	and	[ahem]	grandparents.	
	
4.		What	the	Constitution	guarantees	is	the	right	of	every	individual	to	enter	into	
that	legal	status.		Due	Process	and	Equal	Protection	are	meant	to	defend	marriage.	
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CHOICE	MODEL	

	
1.		Individuals	should	be	free	to	choose	their	sexual	partners.	
	
2.		Marriage	is	a	socially-constructed	institution	which	embodies	certain	views	of	
sexuality,	relationship,	and	family.		These	views	should	not	be	treated	as	normative.	
	
3.		The	law	should	leave	individuals	free	to	contractually	create	their	own	
relationships,	and	restrict	itself	to	enforcing	agreements	and	addressing	injuries.	
	
4.		Constitutional	law	should	enforce	individual	rights	to	freely-contracted	
relationships,	over	against	legislative	attempts	to	restrict	the	range	of	options.	
	

COMMITMENT	MODEL	
	
1.		Every	individual	seeks	intimate	relationships.		Sex	is	a	way	of	expressing	
intimacy.	
	
2.		Intimate	relationships	grow	best	within	a	framework	of	commitment.	
	
3.		Couples,	children,	society	and	government	benefit	from	committed	rather	than	
promiscuous	relationships.	
	
4.		It	is	reasonable,	therefore,	for	the	law	to	encourage	committed	relationships.	
	
5.		Marriage	is	the	central	legal	institution	of	commitment	in	American	society.		
Therefore	marriage—or	something	equivalent	to	it—should	be	open	to	any	couple.	
	
6.		Attempts	to	resist	this	are	irrational	and	bigoted.		Where	it	seems	prudent,	courts	
should	take	the	initiative	and	push	the	legal	system	in	the	right	direction.	

—David	Orgon	Coolidge,	“The	Question	of	Marriage,”	
Homosexuality	and	American	Public	Life,	ed.	Christopher	Wolfe	(1999),	211-13	

	
	

B.		The	Biblical	Doctrine	of	Marriage	
	
1.		Marriage	is	a	creation	ordinance.	
	

•	Gen	1:27.		Humans	are	sexually	complementary	persons.	
•	Gen	2:24.		Marriage	is	a	two-in-one-flesh	communion	of	persons.	

	
2.		Marriage	is	a	covenant	bond.	
	

•	Mal	2:14.		Cf.	Biblical	Christian	Ethics,	160-61.	
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The	marriage	covenant	is	the	public	commitment	of	a	man	and	woman	
to	live	together	as	husband	and	wife	in	a	permanent,	sexually	exclusive	
union.	

	
3.		Marriage	is	a	divine	calling.	

	
The	primary	purpose	of	marriage	is	the	union	of	the	couple	in	a	life-long	
companionship	of	conjugal	love.		Conjugal	love	is	ordered	to	procreation,	but	its	
unitive	purpose	is	prior	and	primary.		See	Jones-BirthControl	on	the	class	portal.		
The	article	is	scanned	from	The	Evangelical	Dictionary	of	Theology,	ed.	Walter	A.	
Elwell	(Baker,	2001),	169-70.		More	at	“Respecting	human	procreation,”	4/26.	
	

	The	good	[of	marriage]	is	not	limited	to	the	procreation	of	children	but	extends	to	the	
complementarity	of	the	sexes,	which	comes	from	nature.			

—Augustine,	On	the	Good	of	Marriage	[De	bono	coniugali]	3			
	

Marriage	was	ordained	for	the	mutual	help	of	husband	and	wife,	for	the	increase	of	
mankind	with	legitimate	issue,	and	of	the	church	with	an	holy	seed;	and	for	preventing	
of	uncleanness.		 	 —Westminster	Confession	of	Faith	(1646),	24.1	

	
Marriage	is	a	two-in-one-flesh	communion	of	persons	that	is	consummated	and	
actualized	by	acts	which	are	reproductive	in	type,	whether	or	not	they	are	
reproductive	in	effect	(or	are	motivated,	even	in	part,	by	a	desire	to	reproduce).	 	

—Robert	P.	George	[more	below	under	same-sex	marriage]	
	

Cf.	Biblical	Christian	Ethics,	162-63.	
	

[Consult	in-class	chart	on	the	vocation	of	marriage.]	
	

4.		Marriage	is	a	complementarian	structure.	
	

•	husband/wife	 Cf.	Biblical	Christian	Ethics,	166-69	
	
•	father/mother	 Cf.	Biblical	Christian	Ethics,	169-72.	
	
See	further	Elizabeth	Fox-Genovese,	Women	and	the	Future	of	the	Family	(Baker,	
2000).	
	

5.		Conclusion	
	
Marriage	is	a	sexuality-based	social	institution	for	the	union	of	the	couple	and	
the	procreation	and	nurture	of	children.			
	
[Consult	in-class	chart	on	the	dimensions	of	marriage.]	
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C.		The	Question	of	Same-Sex	Marriage	
	

Prime	source:	
Robert	P.	George	et	al.,	“What	is	Marriage,”	Harvard	Journal	of	Law	and	Public	Policy		
34	(2010):		245-87.		Downloaded	on	portal.		See	also	The	Manhattan	Declaration.	
	

Framing	the	question:	
	

•	Is	marriage	a	normative	social	institution	for	a	certain	type	of	sexual	union:		
lasting,	faithful,	optimal	for	children?		(an	issue	of	natural	norms)		
	
•	Is	marriage	a	way	of	providing	social	validation	of	a	private,	intimate	relationship?	
(and	thus	an	issue	of	civil	rights)	

	
In	all	or	nearly	all	human	societies,	marriage	is	socially	approved	sexual	intercourse	between	
a	woman	and	a	man,	conceived	both	as	a	personal	relationship	and	as	an	institution,	
primarily	such	that	any	children	resulting	from	the	union	are—and	are	understood	by	the	
society	to	be—emotionally,	morally,	practically,	and	legally	affiliated	with	both	of	the	parents.	

—David	Blankenhorn,	The	Future	of	Marriage	(2007),	91	
	

Blankenhorn’s	assertion	is	borne	out	by	Yale	anthropologists	George	Peter	Murdock’s	
cross-cultural	study	of	250	living	societies	in	the	middle	of	the	last	century.		Murdock	
concluded:	
	

The	nuclear	family	[consisting	“typically	of	a	married	man	and	woman	with	their	
offspring”]		is	a	universal	human	social	grouping.		Either	as	the	sole	prevailing	form	of	
the	family	or	[more	commonly	in	his	sample]	as	the	basic	unit	from	which	more	
complex	familial	forms	are	compounded,	it	exists	as	a	distinct	and	strongly	functional	
group	in	every	known	society.	…	Whatever	larger	familial	forms	may	exist,	and	to	
whatever	extent	the	greater	unit	may	assume	some	of	the	burdens	of	the	lesser,	the	
nuclear	family	is	always	recognizable	and	always	has	its	distinctive	and	vital	
functions—sexual,	economic,	reproductive,	and	educational.	

—George	Peter	Murdock,	Social	Structures	(1949),	2-3	
	

Additional	sources	are	cited	in	Biblical	Christian	Ethics,	156n9.		Murdock’s	study	was	
published	at	about	the	same	time	as	the	United	Nations	adopted	the	Universal	Declaration	
of	Human	Rights	(1948).		The	key	propositions	concerning	marriage	and	the	family	are	
found	in	Article	16.	
	

1.		Men	and	women	of	full	age,	without	any	limitation	due	to	race,	nationality	or	religion,	have	the	
right	to	marry	and	to	found	a	family.		They	are	entitled	to	equal	rights	as	to	marriage,	during	
marriage	and	at	its	dissolution.	
	
2.		Marriage	shall	be	entered	into	only	with	the	free	and	full	consent	of	the	intending	spouses.	
	
3.		The	family	is	the	natural	and	fundamental	group	unity	of	society	and	is	entitled	to	protection	by	
society	and	the	state.	
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Article	26.3	goes	on	to	declare:		Parents	have	a	prior	right	to	choose	the	kind	of	education	
that	shall	be	given	to	their	children.		More	recently,	the	UN	Convention	on	the	Rights	of	the	
Child	(1989),	Art.	7:		The	child	shall	be	registered	immediately	after	birth	and	shall	have	the	
right	from	birth	to	a	name,	the	right	to	acquire	a	nationality,	and,	as	far	as	possible,	the	right	
to	know	and	be	cared	for	by	his	or	her	parents.	
	
From	these	articles	it	is	possible	to	tease	out	a	definition	of	marriage	that	is	simply	
assumed:		Marriage	is	the	socially	recognized	relationship	of	a	man	and	a	woman	
living	together	in	a	committed	sexual	union.		It	should	be	noted	that	the	social	
recognition	of	couples	of	the	same	sex	as	well	as	male-female	couples	in	the	same	
institution	radically	alters	it	for	everyone.	
	
The	Shorter	Oxford	English	Dictionary,	5th	ed.	(2002),	defines	marriage	thus:		“legally	
recognized	personal	union	entered	into	by	a	man	and	a	woman	usually	with	the	intention	
of	living	together	and	having	sexual	relations,	and	entailing	property	and	inheritance	
rights”	(vol.	1,	p.	1706).		The	draft	revision	of	the	Oxford	English	Dictionary,	2nd	ed.	(1989)	
dated	March	2005	(online	2007),	notes:		“The	term	is	now	sometimes	used	with	reference	
to	long-term	relationships	between	partners	of	the	same	sex.”		Contrast	the	following	two	
uses	of	the	term:	
	

Marriage:		the	legal	union	of	a	man	and	a	woman	as	husband	and	wife.	
—Black's	Law	Dictionary	(3rd	ed.	1933;	first	pub.	1891)	

	
We	construe	civil	marriage	to	mean	the	voluntary	union	of	two	persons	as	
spouses,	to	the	exclusion	of	all	others.	

—Massachusetts	Supreme	Court	(5-4)	
Goodridge	v.	Dept.	of	Health,	November	18,	2003	

	
I	believe	Blankenhorn	to	be	correct	when	he	observes,	“The	most	important	trend	affecting	
marriage	in	America	…	is	the	belief	that	marriage	is	exclusively	a	private	relationship,	
created	by	and	for	the	couple,	essentially	unconnected	to	larger	social	needs	and	public	
meanings”	(19).	

	
The	debate	does	not	hinge	on	the	morality	or	immorality	of	homosexual	acts.		Nor	is	the	
debate	about	the	value	of	gay	and	lesbian	persons.		All	human	beings	are	created	in	the	
image	of	God	and	are	endowed	with	inherent	dignity	and	unalienable	rights.		Clearly,	
"Same-sex	couples	are	capable	of	forming	long,	lasting,	loving	and	intimate	relationships"	
(Ontario	Court	of	Appeals,	June	2003).		The	question	is	whether	marriage	should	be	
reconceptualized	as	gender-neutral.		The	real	conflict	here	is:		individual	autonomy	vs.	
social	institution.	
	

The	State's	interest	in	extending	official	recognition	and	legal	protection	to	the	professed	
commitment	of	two	individuals	to	a	lasting	relationship	of	mutual	affection	is	predicated	on	
the	belief	that	legal	support	of	a	couple's	commitment	provides	stability	for	the	individuals,	
their	family,	and	the	broader	community.		 	 	 —Vermont	Supreme	Court	

Baker	v.	State,	December	20,	1999	
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The	exclusive	commitment	of	two	individuals	to	each	other	nurtures	love	and	mutual	
support;	it	brings	stability	to	our	society.		For	those	who	choose	to	marry,	and	for	their	
children,	marriage	provides	an	abundance	of	legal,	financial,	and	social	benefits.		In	turn	it	
imposes	weighty	legal,	financial,	and	social	obligations.	…	
	
Barred	access	to	the	protections,	benefits,	and	obligations	of	civil	marriage,	a	person	who	
enters	into	an	intimate,	exclusive	union	with	another	of	the	same	sex	is	arbitrarily	deprived	
of	membership	in	one	of	our	community's	most	rewarding	and	cherished	institutions.		That	
exclusion	is	incompatible	with	the	constitutional	principles	of	respect	for	individual	
autonomy.	

—Chief	Justice	Margaret	H.	Marshall	
Goodridge	v.	Dept.	of	Health,	November	18,	2003	

	
Robert	P.	George	comments:		"[The	judges]	ignored	the	philosophical	and	social	reasons	
that	have,	for	millennia,	provided	the	'rational	basis'	for	understanding	marriage	as	the	
covenantal	commitment	of	a	man	and	a	woman.		Chief	among	these	are	the	nature	of	
marriage	as	a	'one-flesh	union"	of	sexually	complementary	spouses,	and	its	value	in	
ensuring	that	most	children	are	reared	with	a	biological	mother	and	father	bound	to	each	
other	in	a	covenant	shaped	by	moral	obligations	of	fidelity	and	exclusivity."		Wall	Street	
Journal	editorial	page,	November	28,	2003.	
			
The	key	question	is	whether	sexual	differentiation	is	relevant	to	the	social	institution	of	
marriage.		Andrew	Sullivan	thinks	it	is	not.		Sullivan	defines	marriage	as	a	"public	
contract"	whose	center	is	"an	emotional,	financial,	and	psychological	bond	between	
two	people”	(Virtually	Normal	[1996],	179).		The	institution	of	marriage	should	
accommodate	same-sex	erotic	attraction.		
	

[Homosexuality]	is	bound	up	in	that	mysterious	and	unstable	area	where	sexual	desire	and	
emotional	longing	meet;	it	reaches	into	the	core	of	what	makes	a	human	being	who	he	or	
she	is.	 	 	 	 	 	 —Andrew	Sullivan,	Virtually	Normal	(1995)	

	
Homosexuality,	at	its	core,	is	about	the	emotional	connection	between	two	adult	human	
beings.		And	what	public	institution	is	more	central—more	definitive—of	that	connection	
than	marriage?		The	denial	of	marriage	to	gay	people	is	therefore	not	a	minor	issue.		It	is	the	
entire	issue.	 	 	 	 —Andrew	Sullivan,	The	New	Republic,	May	6,	1996	

	
Which	provides	a	more	rational	basis	for	the	social	structure	of	marriage:		emotional	
longing	or	sexual	complementarity?		There	is	an	objective	basis	in	human	nature	for	the	
complementary	structure	of	marriage.		The	rationality	of	understanding	marriage	as	the	
covenantal	commitment	of	a	man	and	a	woman:		one	flesh	union	of	sexually	
complementary	spouses	to	the	exclusion	of	all	others;	providing	a	secure	environment	for	
birth	and	rearing	of	children.	
	
Government	should	recognize	marriage	as	a	sexuality-based	institution:		socially	
sanctioned	sexual	intercourse	and	support	of	context	for	procreation	and	child-rearing.		
The	covenantal	commitment	of	a	man	and	a	woman	to	a	union	of	complementary	sexual	
beings	forms	the	proper	context	for	the	rearing	of	either	natural	or	adopted	offspring.	

Appendix C: Select Articles and Resources    2017 Missouri Presbytery Report on Same-sex Relationships 34

MLRoeleveld
Text Box



	 8	

	
Note:		The	Vatican	Congregation	for	the	Doctrine	of	the	Faith	addresses	the	issue	more	
broadly	in	its	advice	to	the	bishops,	"Considerations	regarding	proposals	to	give	legal	
recognition	to	unions	between	homosexual	persons"	(June	3,	2003).	
On	the	portal	under	resources:	
	

Jones_LandmarkMarriageDecisions	
Jones_	CivicEqualityAndTheLawOf	Marriage	

	
Conclusion:	
	
If	there	is	something	unique	about	male-female	coupling,	then	to	recognize	it	in	law	is	not	
discriminatory	of	same-sex	couples.		Gay	marriage	advocates	think	otherwise:		Legal	
recognition	of	male-female	coupling	and	not	same-sex	coupling	is	unjust	discrimination.		It	
appears	that	the	demand	for	“equal	treatment”	is	really	a	proxy	for	social	affirmation.	
	
Gay	marriage,	it	seems	to	me,	is	propelled	by	one	central	idea:		There	is	no	difference	
between	same-sex	and	male-female	coupling;	to	think	otherwise	is	bigoted.		From	this	
premise	derive	all	sorts	of	serious	social	consequences.		“[A]bolishing	the	conjugal	
conception	of	marriage	would	weaken	the	social	institution	of	marriage,	obscure	the	value	
of	opposite-sex	parenting	as	an	ideal,	and	threaten	moral	and	religious	freedom”	(Robert	P.	
George	et	al.,	“What	is	Marriage?”	260).	
	

Instead	of	society’s	most	pro-child	social	institution,	marriage	would	become	a	word	
that	we	use	to	name	private	relationships	of	commitment	that	are	not	really	about	sex,	
not	about	procreation,	not	about	the	recognizing	the	double	(male-female)	origin	of	
each	child;	that	should	have	nothing	to	do	with	religion,	should	be	almost	completely	
open	and	unstructured,	and	should	have	no	public	goal	or	purpose	that	we	can	
collectively	specify,	other	than	supporting	“relationships	as	such.”	

—David	Blankenhorn,	The	Future	of	Marriage	(2007)	167	
	

###	
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A	  Christian	  Response	  to	  Same-‐sex	  Marriage	  Legislation	  
	  
	  

David	  Clyde	  Jones	  
Professor	  emeritus	  of	  theology	  and	  ethics	  

Covenant	  Theological	  Seminary	  
October	  2014	  

	  
	  

1.	  	  Jesus	  and	  the	  Creator’s	  Will	  for	  Marriage	  

	   When	  Jesus	  is	  asked	  a	  question	  about	  marriage	  on	  a	  memorable	  occasion	  in	  the	  

Gospels,	  he	  responds	  in	  typical	  fashion	  with	  a	  counter	  question:	  	  Have	  you	  not	  read	  that	  he	  

who	  created	  them	  from	  the	  beginning	  made	  them	  male	  and	  female,	  and	  said,	  “Therefore	  a	  

man	  shall	  leave	  his	  father	  and	  his	  mother	  and	  hold	  fast	  to	  his	  wife,	  and	  they	  shall	  become	  one	  

flesh”?	  (Mt	  19:4-‐5,	  collating	  Gn	  1:27	  and	  2:24).	  	  Jesus	  then	  draws	  out	  the	  will	  of	  the	  Creator	  

for	  marriage	  by	  adding:	  	  So	  they	  are	  no	  longer	  two	  but	  one	  flesh.	  	  What	  therefore	  God	  has	  

joined	  together,	  let	  not	  man	  separate”	  (Mt	  19:6).	  	  In	  recalling	  the	  texts	  in	  Genesis,	  Jesus	  

underscores	  two	  truths	  about	  the	  will	  of	  the	  Creator	  for	  marriage:	  	  (1)	  Human	  beings	  are	  

sexually	  complementary	  persons	  in	  the	  image	  of	  God	  and	  (2)	  marriage	  is	  a	  two-‐in-‐one-‐flesh	  

communion	  of	  persons	  intended	  to	  be	  permanent.	  	  	  	  	  

	   Marriage	  according	  to	  Jesus	  and	  the	  Holy	  Scriptures	  is	  a	  creation	  ordinance	  that	  a	  

man	  and	  a	  woman	  enter	  into	  by	  way	  of	  covenant	  (Mal	  2:14).	  	  The	  marriage	  covenant	  is	  the	  

public	  commitment	  of	  a	  man	  and	  a	  woman	  to	  live	  together	  as	  husband	  and	  wife	  in	  a	  

permanent,	  sexually	  exclusive	  union.	  	  The	  purpose	  of	  marriage	  is	  the	  union	  of	  the	  couple	  in	  

a	  life-‐long	  companionship	  of	  conjugal	  love	  and	  partnership	  in	  God’s	  kingdom	  mandates,	  

both	  cultural	  and	  missional.	  	  As	  Augustine	  wrote	  in	  his	  classic	  treatise	  on	  the	  subject,	  “The	  

good	  [of	  marriage]	  is	  not	  limited	  to	  the	  procreation	  of	  children	  but	  extends	  to	  the	  

complementarity	  of	  the	  sexes,	  which	  comes	  from	  nature”	  (On	  the	  Good	  of	  Marriage,	  3).	  
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2.	  	  Marriage	  and	  Public	  Policy	  

	   For	  public	  policy	  purposes	  in	  a	  religiously	  pluralistic	  society,	  marriage	  might	  be	  

defined	  as	  a	  sex-‐based	  social	  institution	  for	  the	  union	  of	  the	  couple	  and	  the	  

procreation	  and	  nurture	  of	  children.	  	  Under	  this	  definition,	  four	  dimensions	  of	  marriage	  

are	  distinguishable:	  

•	  natural	   	   sexual	  complementation	  

•	  inter-‐personal	   voluntary	  commitment	  

•	  legal	   	   	   social	  recognition	  

•	  theological	   	   religious	  sanction1	  

	   Such	  a	  definition	  appears	  to	  have	  been	  assumed	  in	  Article	  16	  of	  the	  1948	  Universal	  

Declaration	  of	  Human	  Rights:	  

	  
1.	  	  Men	  and	  women	  of	  full	  age,	  without	  any	  limitation	  due	  to	  race,	  nationality	  or	  
religion,	  have	  the	  right	  to	  marry	  and	  to	  found	  a	  family.	  	  They	  are	  entitled	  to	  equal	  
rights	  as	  to	  marriage,	  during	  marriage	  and	  at	  its	  dissolution.	  
	  
2.	  	  Marriage	  shall	  be	  entered	  into	  only	  with	  the	  free	  and	  full	  consent	  of	  the	  intending	  
spouses.	  
	  
3.	  	  The	  family	  is	  the	  natural	  and	  fundamental	  group	  unity	  of	  society	  and	  is	  entitled	  to	  
protection	  by	  society	  and	  the	  state.	  
	  

	   Simply	  put,	  the	  Declaration	  approached	  marriage	  as	  the	  socially	  recognized	  

relationship	  of	  a	  man	  and	  a	  woman	  living	  together	  in	  a	  committed	  sexual	  union.	  	  The	  only	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
	  
1	  In	  a	  pluralistic	  civil	  society,	  the	  theological	  dimension	  provides	  religious	  sanction	  
according	  to	  a	  particular	  tradition’s	  understanding	  of	  marriage,	  e.g.,	  as	  a	  sacrament	  of	  the	  
Church	  in	  Roman	  Catholicism	  or	  as	  a	  covenant	  witnessed	  by	  God	  in	  Judaism	  and	  
Protestantism.	  	  In	  order	  to	  include	  secular	  humanism,	  the	  dimension	  might	  better	  be	  
represented	  by	  the	  term	  spiritual.	  
	  

Appendix C: Select Articles and Resources    2017 Missouri Presbytery Report on Same-sex Relationships 37

MLRoeleveld
Text Box



	   3	  

explicit	  qualification	  was	  that	  the	  intending	  spouses	  be	  of	  full	  age	  and	  give	  their	  free	  and	  

full	  consent	  to	  be	  married.	  	  It	  was	  taken	  for	  granted	  that	  the	  intending	  spouses	  would	  be	  a	  

man	  and	  a	  woman.	  	  That	  assumption	  has	  since	  been	  seriously	  challenged	  in	  recent	  decades.	  	  

It	  is	  argued	  that	  defining	  marriage	  as	  a	  male-‐female	  institution	  unjustly	  discriminates	  

against	  persons	  of	  the	  same	  sex	  who	  want	  to	  live	  together	  in	  a	  committed	  relationship	  with	  

the	  same	  societal	  recognition	  as	  male-‐female	  couples.	  	  The	  push	  for	  same-‐sex	  marriage	  has	  

been	  borne	  along	  under	  the	  banner	  of	  marriage	  equality,	  a	  proposition	  that	  resonates	  

profoundly	  in	  American	  culture.	  	  There	  are	  important	  historical	  reasons	  why	  this	  is	  the	  

case.	  

3.	  	  The	  American	  Commitment	  to	  Civic	  Equality	  

	   In	  mid-‐August	  of	  1790,	  George	  Washington,	  accompanied	  by	  Secretary	  of	  State	  

Thomas	  Jefferson,	  a	  U.S.	  Supreme	  Court	  justice,	  the	  governor	  of	  New	  York,	  and	  a	  

congressman	  from	  South	  Carolina,	  arrived	  in	  Newport,	  Rhode	  Island,	  on	  a	  visit	  to	  cement	  

relations	  with	  the	  last	  of	  the	  original	  thirteen	  states	  to	  ratify	  the	  Constitution	  and	  to	  

promote	  the	  adoption	  of	  the	  proposed	  amendments	  that	  we	  now	  refer	  to	  as	  the	  Bill	  of	  

Rights.	  	  On	  his	  arrival,	  President	  Washington	  was	  famously	  greeted	  by	  Moses	  Seixas,	  who	  

read	  a	  letter	  of	  welcome	  from	  Yesuat	  Israel,	  the	  Hebrew	  congregation	  in	  Newport.	  	  The	  

letter	  began	  with	  a	  moving	  reflection	  on	  the	  war	  years,	  “those	  days	  of	  difficulty,	  and	  danger,	  

when	  the	  God	  of	  Israel,	  who	  delivered	  David	  from	  the	  peril	  of	  the	  sword—shielded	  your	  

head	  in	  the	  day	  of	  battle.”	  	  The	  letter	  went	  on	  to	  rejoice	  in	  the	  thought	  that	  the	  same	  Spirit	  

that	  enabled	  Daniel	  to	  preside	  over	  the	  Provinces	  of	  the	  Babylonian	  Empire	  now	  “rests	  and	  

ever	  will	  rest,	  upon	  you,	  enabling	  you	  to	  discharge	  the	  arduous	  duties	  of	  Chief	  Magistrate	  in	  

these	  States.”	  	  The	  letter	  includes	  this	  paragraph	  on	  the	  Jews’	  newly	  granted	  civic	  equality.	  
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Deprived	  as	  we	  heretofore	  have	  been	  of	  the	  invaluable	  rights	  of	  free	  Citizens,	  we	  
now	  with	  a	  deep	  sense	  of	  gratitude	  to	  the	  Almighty	  disposer	  of	  all	  events	  behold	  a	  
Government,	  erected	  by	  the	  Majesty	  of	  the	  People	  -‐-‐	  a	  Government,	  which	  to	  bigotry	  
gives	  no	  sanction,	  to	  persecution	  no	  assistance	  -‐-‐	  but	  generously	  affording	  to	  all	  
Liberty	  of	  conscience,	  and	  immunities	  of	  Citizenship:	  deeming	  every	  one,	  of	  
whatever	  Nation,	  tongue,	  or	  language	  equal	  parts	  of	  the	  great	  governmental	  
Machine.	  

	  

	   The	  basis	  for	  this	  remarkable	  word	  of	  appreciation	  is	  not	  the	  yet-‐to-‐be	  ratified	  First	  

Amendment;	  it	  is	  rather	  the	  last	  clause	  of	  Article	  6	  of	  the	  original	  Constitution:	  	  “but	  no	  

religious	  Test	  shall	  ever	  be	  required	  as	  a	  Qualification	  to	  any	  Office	  or	  public	  Trust	  under	  

the	  United	  States.”	  	  The	  immediate	  background	  was	  the	  requirement	  that	  to	  hold	  a	  civil	  

office	  in	  England,	  one	  had	  to	  be	  a	  communicant	  member	  of	  the	  Anglican	  Church,	  making	  

second-‐class	  citizens	  of	  Christians	  who	  for	  reasons	  of	  conscience	  refused	  to	  take	  

communion	  in	  the	  Church	  of	  England.	  	  The	  Jews,	  on	  the	  other	  hand,	  so	  far	  from	  being	  

second-‐class	  citizens	  were	  not	  allowed	  citizenship	  at	  all,	  and	  in	  fact	  were	  expelled	  from	  

England	  in	  1290,	  from	  France	  in	  1394	  and	  before,	  from	  Geneva	  in	  1491,	  and	  from	  Spain	  in	  

1492,	  to	  name	  but	  a	  few.	  	  The	  Hebrew	  congregation	  at	  Newport	  rightly	  perceived	  the	  

historic	  breakthrough	  of	  the	  U.	  S.	  Constitution	  in	  guaranteeing	  the	  civic	  equality	  of	  Jews	  in	  

the	  new	  nation.	  

	   A	  few	  days	  after	  the	  Newport	  visit,	  President	  Washington	  wrote	  back	  a	  truly	  

remarkable	  letter	  to	  Yesuat	  Israel,	  thanking	  them	  for	  their	  cordial	  reception	  and	  

responding	  in	  particular	  to	  their	  letter	  of	  appreciation	  of	  the	  civic	  equality	  they	  now	  

enjoyed	  as	  a	  result	  of	  the	  liberal	  policy	  embodied	  in	  the	  Constitution.	  	  The	  key	  paragraphs	  

are	  these:	  

The	  Citizens	  of	  the	  United	  States	  of	  America	  have	  a	  right	  to	  applaud	  themselves	  for	  
having	  given	  to	  mankind	  examples	  of	  an	  enlarged	  and	  liberal	  policy:	  	  a	  policy	  worthy	  
of	  imitation.	  	  All	  possess	  alike	  liberty	  of	  conscience	  and	  immunities	  of	  citizenship.	  	  	  
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It	  is	  now	  no	  more	  that	  toleration	  is	  spoken	  of	  as	  if	  it	  were	  the	  indulgence	  of	  
one	  class	  of	  people	  that	  another	  enjoyed	  the	  exercise	  of	  their	  inherent	  
natural	  rights,	  for,	  happily,	  the	  Government	  of	  the	  United	  States,	  which	  gives	  
to	  bigotry	  no	  sanction,	  to	  persecution	  no	  assistance,	  requires	  only	  that	  they	  
who	  live	  under	  its	  protection	  should	  demean	  themselves	  as	  good	  citizens	  in	  
giving	  it	  on	  all	  occasions	  their	  effectual	  support.2	  
	  
	  

	   Washington	  apprehends	  that	  it	  is	  exceptional	  for	  a	  nation	  to	  recognize	  that	  

all	  its	  citizens	  alike	  possess	  “liberty	  of	  conscience	  and	  immunities	  of	  citizenship,”	  

and	  he	  commends	  it	  as	  a	  policy	  worthy	  of	  imitation.	  	  This	  is	  not	  the	  begrudging	  

tolerance	  of	  indulgence;	  it	  is	  rather	  the	  welcome	  recognition	  of	  the	  exercise	  of	  

inherent	  natural	  rights.3	  	  Washington	  latches	  on	  to	  a	  phrase	  in	  the	  Yesuat	  Israel	  

letter	  which	  goes	  to	  the	  heart	  of	  the	  matter:	  	  “The	  Government	  of	  the	  United	  States,	  

which	  gives	  to	  bigotry	  no	  sanction,	  to	  persecution	  no	  assistance,	  requires	  only	  that	  

they	  who	  live	  under	  its	  protection	  should	  demean	  themselves	  as	  good	  citizens	  in	  

giving	  it	  their	  …	  effectual	  support.“	  

4.	  	  Civic	  Equality	  and	  the	  Right	  to	  Marry	  

	   Fast-‐forward	  two-‐and-‐a-‐quarter	  centuries.	  	  Think	  about	  the	  meaning	  of	  those	  

phrases	  in	  the	  context	  of	  the	  modern	  gay	  rights	  movement.	  	  

	  
	   (1)	  No	  sanction	  to	  bigotry.	  	  A	  few	  years	  before	  Lawrence,	  the	  U.	  S.	  
Supreme	  Court	  in	  Romer	  v.	  Evans	  (1996)	  overturned	  an	  amendment	  to	  
Colorado’s	  state	  constitution	  that	  had	  been	  adopted	  four	  years	  earlier	  in	  a	  
popular	  vote	  by	  53%.	  	  The	  amendment	  stated	  that	  “homosexual,	  lesbian	  or	  
bisexual	  orientation,	  conduct,	  practices	  or	  relationships”	  could	  not	  form	  the	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2	  Both	  letters,	  which	  are	  read	  annually	  in	  a	  formal	  ceremony,	  plus	  an	  article	  on	  the	  historical	  
background	  may	  be	  found	  at	  the	  Touro	  Synagogue	  website.	  
	  
3	  Happily,	  if	  belatedly,	  affirmed	  in	  Vatican	  II’s	  Declaration	  on	  Religious	  Freedom	  (Dignitatis	  
humanae	  personae),	  1965.	  
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legal	  basis	  for	  “minority	  status,	  quota	  preferences,	  protected	  status,	  or	  claim	  
of	  discrimination.”	  	  The	  intent	  of	  the	  amendment	  was	  to	  prohibit	  preferential	  
treatment	  of	  such	  person	  through	  special	  protection	  laws.	  	  Justice	  Kennedy,	  
writing	  for	  the	  6-‐3	  majority,	  found	  the	  law	  to	  be	  a	  violation	  of	  the	  equal	  
protection	  clause	  and	  moreover	  was	  “inexplicable	  by	  anything	  but	  animus	  
towards	  toward	  the	  class	  that	  it	  affects.”	  
	  
	   (2)	  No	  assistance	  to	  persecution.	  	  The	  U.	  S.	  Supreme	  Court	  in	  Lawrence	  
v.	  Texas	  (2003)	  held	  that	  “the	  Texas	  statute	  making	  it	  a	  crime	  for	  two	  persons	  
of	  the	  same	  sex	  to	  engage	  in	  certain	  intimate	  sexual	  conduct	  violates	  the	  Due	  
Process	  Clause.”	  	  The	  6-‐3	  decision	  overturned	  Bowers	  v.	  Hardwick	  (1986),	  a	  
5-‐4	  decision	  upholding	  Georgia’s	  sodomy	  statute.	  	  The	  upshot	  was:	  	  Lawrence	  
asserted	  constitutional	  protection	  to	  “a	  personal	  relationship	  that,	  whether	  
or	  not	  entitled	  to	  formal	  recognition	  in	  the	  law,	  is	  within	  the	  liberty	  of	  
persons	  to	  choose	  without	  being	  punished	  as	  criminals.”	  	  This	  is	  a	  
remarkable	  reversal;	  as	  late	  as	  1960,	  all	  50	  states	  had	  anti-‐sodomy	  statutes.	  	  
Within	  a	  half-‐century,	  government	  persecution	  of	  citizens	  by	  prosecution	  for	  
engaging	  in	  “certain	  intimate	  sexual	  conduct”	  by	  two	  persons	  of	  the	  same	  sex,	  
was	  brought	  to	  an	  end	  in	  the	  United	  States	  of	  America.	  
	  
	  	   (3)	  SCOTUS,	  United	  States	  v.	  Windsor	  (2013)	  held	  5-‐4	  that	  	  “[DOMA]	  is	  
invalid,	  for	  no	  legitimate	  purpose	  overcomes	  the	  purpose	  and	  effect	  to	  
disparage	  and	  to	  injure	  those	  whom	  the	  State,	  by	  its	  marriage	  laws,	  sought	  to	  
protect	  in	  personhood	  and	  dignity.”	  
	  

	   The	  national	  debate	  on	  the	  constitutionality	  of	  excluding	  couples	  of	  the	  same	  

sex	  from	  the	  law	  of	  marriage	  originated	  in	  Hawaii,	  whose	  Supreme	  Court	  ruled	  

(Baehr,	  1993)	  that	  Hawaii’s	  exclusive	  male-‐female	  marriage	  law	  was	  sex	  

discrimination	  under	  the	  Equal	  Protection	  Clause	  of	  the	  state	  constitution.	  	  The	  

court	  argued	  that	  inasmuch	  as	  marriage	  was	  a	  legal	  partnership	  created	  by	  the	  state	  

to	  recognize	  couple	  relationships,	  couples	  of	  the	  same	  sex	  could	  not	  be	  excluded	  

under	  the	  constitution	  as	  written.	  	  The	  Federal	  Defense	  of	  Marriage	  Act	  (1996)	  

enacted	  by	  Congress	  in	  response	  allowed	  states	  to	  refuse	  to	  recognize	  same-‐sex	  

marriages	  granted	  under	  the	  laws	  of	  other	  states.	  	  In	  a	  5-‐4	  decision,	  the	  Supreme	  

Court	  ruled	  DOMA	  to	  be	  unconstitutional	  in	  June	  of	  2013	  (United	  States	  v.	  Windsor).	  

A	  remedy	  had	  been	  sought	  by	  way	  of	  constitutional	  amendment	  in	  1999	  as	  both	  
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Hawaii	  and	  Alaska	  passed	  constitutional	  amendments	  to	  prevent	  same-‐sex	  marriage	  being	  

imposed	  by	  the	  courts,	  Hawaii	  by	  reserving	  the	  definition	  of	  marriage	  to	  the	  legislature,	  

Alaska	  by	  defining	  marriage	  as	  being	  between	  one	  man	  and	  one	  woman.4	  	  That	  was	  the	  

state	  of	  things	  when	  the	  Vermont	  Supreme	  Court	  handed	  down	  its	  unanimous	  decision	  in	  

Baker	  v.	  State	  (December	  1999)	  based	  on	  the	  “Common	  Benefits	  Clause”	  of	  Vermont’s	  

constitution.	  	  That	  clause	  in	  Vermont’s	  1793	  founding	  document	  prohibited	  favoritism	  in	  

the	  allocation	  of	  public	  funds.	  	  The	  court	  argued	  that	  this	  provision	  embodied	  a	  broader	  

“principle	  of	  inclusion”	  that	  applies	  to	  all	  couples	  alike,	  irrespective	  of	  sexuality.	  	  The	  

legislature	  was	  informed	  that	  the	  benefits	  associated	  with	  marriage	  must	  be	  equally	  

distributed	  to	  same-‐sex	  as	  well	  as	  male-‐female	  couples	  and	  was	  instructed	  to	  enact	  

legislation	  consistent	  with	  this	  finding.	  	  The	  legislature	  chose	  not	  to	  challenge	  the	  ruling	  by	  

way	  of	  constitutional	  amendment	  but	  rather	  enacted	  “civil	  unions”	  for	  same-‐sex	  couples	  

that	  was	  practically	  identical	  to	  male-‐female	  marriage.	  	  The	  new	  law	  went	  into	  effect	  July	  1,	  

2000	  and	  remained	  in	  effect	  until	  the	  legislature	  extended	  the	  law	  of	  marriage	  to	  include	  

same-‐sex	  couples	  April	  7,	  2009.	  	  	  

This	  outcome	  not	  quite	  nine	  years	  after	  Vermont	  became	  the	  first	  state	  to	  recognize	  

same-‐sex	  civil	  unions	  is	  not	  surprising	  given	  the	  core	  argument	  of	  Baker	  v.	  State.	  	  As	  David	  

Orgon	  Coolidge	  pointed	  out	  at	  the	  time,	  the	  Vermont	  Supreme	  Court	  assumed	  a	  radical	  

redefinition	  of	  marriage.	  	  The	  common	  understanding	  that	  a	  marriage	  is	  formed	  by	  the	  

mutual	  commitment	  of	  a	  man	  and	  a	  woman	  to	  a	  sexually	  complementary	  union	  open	  to	  the	  

procreation	  and	  recognized	  by	  the	  state	  for	  good	  order	  in	  relation	  to	  those	  purposes	  was	  

set	  aside	  in	  favor	  of	  extending	  recognition	  to	  the	  generalized	  commitment	  of	  “two	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4	  The	  latter	  was	  struck	  down	  October	  12,	  2014.	  
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individuals	  to	  a	  lasting	  relationship	  of	  mutual	  affection.”	  	  In	  the	  court’s	  view,	  there	  is	  

nothing	  distinctive	  about	  male-‐female	  coupling	  that	  would	  warrant	  benefits	  not	  available	  

to	  any	  two	  individuals	  who	  enter	  a	  committed	  relationship.	  	  What’s	  sex	  got	  to	  do	  with	  it?	  	  

Nothing,	  as	  far	  as	  the	  court	  is	  concerned;	  the	  relationship	  is	  based	  on	  mutual	  affection,	  not	  

sexual	  complementation.	  	  To	  extend	  the	  benefits	  of	  marriage	  to	  same-‐sex	  couples,	  Chief	  

Justice	  Amestoy	  wrote,	  “is	  simply,	  when	  all	  is	  said	  and	  done,	  a	  recognition	  of	  our	  common	  

humanity.”	  	  However,	  the	  two-‐track	  form	  of	  recognition	  enacted	  by	  the	  legislature,	  same-‐

sex	  civil	  unions	  and	  male-‐female	  marriage,	  was	  from	  the	  beginning	  in	  tension	  with	  the	  

appeal	  to	  common	  humanity,	  as	  Andrew	  Sullivan	  was	  quick	  to	  point	  out.	  	  Equal	  benefits	  

without	  equal	  affirmation	  was	  an	  incomplete	  recognition	  of	  common	  humanity,	  and	  

eventually	  the	  legislature	  conceded	  the	  point	  and	  adopted	  a	  one	  track	  system	  of	  coupling	  

for	  which	  it	  retained	  the	  term	  “marriage”	  without	  the	  ancient	  natural	  basis	  in	  sexual	  

complementation.	  

	   For	  our	  fellow	  citizens	  who	  self-‐identify	  as	  gay	  or	  lesbian,	  there	  is	  every	  reason	  to	  

expect	  that	  the	  Supreme	  Court,	  given	  its	  recent	  trajectory,	  will	  eventually	  rule	  that	  

restricting	  marriage	  to	  male-‐female	  couples	  is	  unconstitutional.	  	  From	  a	  gay	  or	  lesbian	  

perspective,	  not	  to	  be	  able	  to	  marry	  someone	  of	  the	  same	  sex	  is	  to	  be	  denied	  an	  equal	  right	  

to	  participate	  in	  the	  primary	  social	  institution	  for	  human	  coupling,	  and	  thus	  to	  be	  relegated	  

to	  a	  position	  of	  second-‐class	  citizenship.	  	  Civic	  equality	  does	  indeed	  entail	  marriage	  

equality	  “without	  any	  limitation	  due	  to	  race,	  nationality	  or	  religion.”	  	  But	  the	  inclusion	  of	  

persons	  of	  the	  same	  sex	  in	  the	  equation	  involves	  a	  radical	  revision	  of	  the	  definition	  of	  

marriage.	  	  Instead	  of	  a	  social	  institution	  based	  on	  the	  natural	  complementarity	  of	  male	  and	  

female	  that	  provides	  the	  optimal	  environment	  for	  the	  rearing	  of	  children,	  marriage	  is	  
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construed	  as	  the	  social	  validation	  of	  a	  private	  relationship	  based	  simply	  on	  the	  mutual	  

affection	  of	  the	  contracting	  parties.5	  	  Marriage	  is	  thereby	  evacuated	  of	  its	  structural	  basis	  in	  

sexual	  differentiation.	  	  As	  Justice	  Denise	  Johnson	  observed	  in	  her	  partial	  dissent	  to	  

Vermont’s	  landmark	  decision	  in	  1999	  (Baker	  v.	  State),	  “If	  this	  is	  marriage,	  same-‐sex	  couples	  

have	  a	  right	  to	  it.”6	  

The	  assumption	  behind	  the	  court’s	  decision,	  that	  became	  also	  the	  working	  

assumption	  of	  the	  legislature,	  was	  accurately	  pointed	  out	  by	  Coolidge:	  	  “Instead	  of	  treating	  

marriage	  as	  something	  existing	  outside	  the	  law,	  the	  court	  treats	  it	  as	  created	  by	  the	  law	  for	  

couples.”	  	  Society	  is	  constituted	  not	  only	  of	  individuals	  but	  also	  of	  couples,	  and	  all	  

couples—any	  two	  individuals	  committed	  to	  an	  intimate	  and	  lasting	  relationship—must	  be	  

treated	  alike	  in	  the	  civil	  sphere	  in	  recognition	  of	  their	  common	  humanity.	  	  Civic	  equality,	  

the	  legislature	  eventually	  was	  made	  to	  understand,	  was	  incompatible	  with	  a	  two-‐track	  

system	  of	  “civil	  unions”	  for	  some	  couples	  and	  “marriage”	  for	  others;	  to	  think	  otherwise	  was	  

dismissed	  as	  sheer	  bigotry.	  	  Having	  evacuated	  marriage	  of	  its	  structural	  meaning	  apart	  

from	  law,	  the	  legislature	  simply	  inserted	  into	  the	  law	  of	  marriage	  the	  radically	  different	  

conception	  of	  a	  committed	  relationship,	  creating	  in	  effect	  a	  new	  “law	  of	  coupling.”	  

In	  its	  landmark	  decision	  by	  which	  Massachusetts	  became	  the	  first	  state	  to	  legalize	  

same-‐sex	  marriage,	  the	  Supreme	  Court	  redefined	  marriage	  in	  this	  succinct	  phrase:	  	  “We	  

construe	  civil	  marriage	  to	  mean	  the	  voluntary	  union	  of	  two	  persons	  as	  spouses,	  to	  the	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5	  Andrew	  Sullivan	  defines	  marriage	  as	  a	  "public	  contract"	  whose	  center	  is	  "an	  emotional,	  
financial,	  and	  psychological	  bond	  between	  two	  people”	  (Virtually	  Normal	  [1996],	  179).	  
	  
6	  The	  Massachusetts	  Supreme	  Court	  decision	  in	  2003	  (Goodridge	  v.	  Dept.	  of	  Health)	  was	  equally	  
vague:	  	  “We	  construe	  civil	  marriage	  to	  mean	  the	  voluntary	  union	  of	  two	  persons	  as	  spouses,	  to	  the	  
exclusion	  of	  all	  others.”	  
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exclusion	  of	  all	  others.”	  	  The	  court	  does	  not	  go	  into	  the	  basis	  for	  its	  “construal,”	  does	  not	  

explain	  why	  it	  is	  the	  union	  of	  two	  persons	  (the	  number	  is	  obviously	  derived	  from	  the	  union	  

of	  male	  and	  female),	  and	  does	  not	  provide	  any	  content	  for	  the	  meaning	  of	  spouses	  (the	  

phrase	  is	  tautological—“the	  voluntary	  union	  of	  two	  persons	  as	  married	  persons”).	  	  What	  

the	  court	  is	  clear	  about	  is	  the	  civic	  equality	  of	  individuals,	  so	  that	  to	  exclude	  individuals	  

from	  marriage	  on	  account	  of	  their	  sex	  is	  to	  violate	  a	  basic	  human	  right.	  	  Any	  two	  individuals	  

who	  commit	  themselves	  to	  being	  a	  couple	  have	  the	  right	  to	  have	  their	  relationship	  

recognized	  by	  the	  law	  of	  marriage.	  	  Anything	  less—civil	  unions,	  domestic	  partnerships—

even	  if	  they	  carry	  identical	  benefits	  to	  marriage,	  is	  inherently	  discriminatory	  and	  relegates	  

such	  couples	  to	  a	  second-‐class	  civic	  status.	  	  The	  issue	  is	  not	  simply	  equal	  benefits	  for	  same-‐

sex	  couples,	  but	  rather	  equal	  affirmation	  of	  their	  love	  and	  commitment.	  

The	  Iowa	  Supreme	  Court	  likewise	  argued	  that	  civic	  equality	  demands	  that	  all	  

persons	  in	  committed	  relationships	  be	  treated	  alike,	  thus	  subtly	  changing	  the	  issue	  from	  

the	  equality	  of	  individuals	  (“all	  persons	  similarly	  situated	  should	  be	  treated	  alike”)	  to	  the	  

equality	  of	  couples.	  	  But	  this	  begs	  the	  question	  as	  to	  whether	  a	  same-‐sex	  couple	  is	  in	  fact	  

similarly	  situated	  to	  a	  male-‐female	  couple	  simply	  on	  the	  grounds	  that	  both	  involve	  equal	  

individuals	  in	  committed	  relationships.	  	  It	  might	  be	  useful	  to	  approach	  the	  question,	  at	  least	  

initially,	  in	  terms	  of	  coupling,	  defined	  simply	  as	  “the	  act	  of	  bringing	  or	  coming	  together,”	  

with	  pairing	  as	  the	  term	  specifically	  for	  sexual	  union	  (Webster’s	  Collegiate	  Dictionary).	  	  A	  

“pair”	  (from	  the	  Latin	  paria	  “equal	  things”)	  refers	  to	  “two	  corresponding	  things	  designed	  

for	  use	  together,”	  for	  example,	  a	  pair	  of	  scissors,	  a	  pair	  of	  pliers.	  	  It	  can	  hardly	  escape	  notice	  

that	  not	  every	  couple	  (two	  individuals	  in	  a	  committed	  relationship)	  is	  a	  pair.	  	  The	  sexual	  

complementarity	  of	  the	  male-‐female	  couple	  sets	  it	  apart	  from	  other	  committed	  
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relationships	  and	  warrants	  its	  unique	  recognition	  in	  the	  civil	  law.	  	  This	  is	  not	  to	  denigrate	  

the	  committed	  relationships	  of	  other	  couples,	  which	  can	  be	  accommodated	  in	  contract	  law	  

without	  erecting	  new	  institutional	  forms.	  	  Unlike	  committed	  relationships	  between	  persons	  

of	  the	  same-‐sex	  that	  are	  based	  on	  emotional	  attraction,	  male-‐female	  coupling,	  traditionally	  

institutionalized	  as	  marriage,	  is	  based	  on	  the	  natural	  physiological	  and	  biological	  

differences	  between	  the	  sexes	  that	  enable	  the	  one-‐flesh	  union	  of	  the	  sexual	  organs	  in	  coitus	  

and	  the	  potential	  of	  procreation	  through	  the	  uniting	  of	  sexually	  differentiated	  gametes	  

(sperm	  and	  ovum).	  

Robert	  P.	  George	  elaborates:	  	  “Marriage	  …	  as	  a	  one-‐flesh	  communion	  of	  persons	  that	  

is	  consummated	  and	  actualized	  by	  acts	  that	  are	  reproductive	  in	  type	  …	  is	  an	  intrinsic	  

human	  good.	  …	  The	  bodily	  union	  of	  spouses	  in	  marital	  acts	  is	  the	  biological	  matrix	  of	  their	  

marriage	  as	  a	  comprehensive,	  multilevel	  sharing	  of	  life.”	  	  In	  other	  words,	  the	  male-‐female	  

couple	  is	  “a	  mated	  pair”	  who	  act	  as	  “an	  organic	  unit”	  in	  sexual	  intercourse.	  	  “Thus,	  the	  

unitive	  good	  of	  marriage	  provides	  a	  non-‐instrumental	  (and	  sufficient)	  reason	  for	  spouses	  

to	  perform	  sexual	  acts	  which	  by	  uniting	  them	  as	  bodily	  persons	  (that	  is,	  as	  one	  flesh)	  

consummate	  and	  actualize	  their	  marriage.”7	  	  

	   The	  social	  recognition	  of	  couples	  of	  the	  same	  sex	  as	  well	  as	  male-‐female	  couples	  in	  

the	  same	  institution	  radically	  alters	  the	  public	  meaning	  of	  marriage.	  	  The	  historic	  

understanding	  of	  marriage	  as	  a	  sexually	  complementary	  union	  has	  to	  be	  set	  aside	  in	  favor	  

of	  the	  revised	  understanding	  of	  marriage	  as	  a	  sex-‐neutral	  coupling.	  	  Whereas	  the	  former	  

has	  an	  objective	  basis	  in	  sexual	  complementation	  and	  its	  procreative	  potential,	  the	  latter	  is	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7	  Robert	  P.	  George,	  “What’s	  Sex	  Got	  to	  Do	  with	  It?	  	  Marriage,	  Morality,	  and	  Rationality”	  in	  
The	  Meaning	  of	  Marriage,	  ed.	  Robert	  P.	  George	  and	  Jean	  Bethke	  Elshtain	  (Spence,	  2006),	  
155.	  
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based	  on	  subjective	  attraction	  without	  any	  necessary	  connection	  to	  human	  sexuality.	  

5.	  	  Living	  the	  Truth	  that	  is	  in	  Jesus	  

	   Those	  who	  continue	  to	  recognize	  the	  uniqueness	  and	  normativity	  of	  male-‐female	  

coupling	  can	  expect	  to	  be	  stigmatized	  and	  increasingly	  marginalized	  in	  the	  public	  square.	  	  

For	  believers	  who	  affirm	  and	  seek	  to	  practice	  “the	  truth	  as	  in	  Jesus”	  (Eph	  4:20-‐21),	  there	  is	  

likely	  some	  heavy	  weather	  ahead.	  	  But	  what	  matters	  most	  of	  all	  is	  the	  will	  of	  the	  Creator	  

whose	  ordinances	  are	  for	  human	  fulfillment	  and	  happiness	  and	  the	  common	  good	  of	  

human	  beings	  living	  in	  community.	  	  There	  are	  three	  biblical	  universals	  that	  should	  shape	  

the	  manner	  of	  a	  Christian	  response:	  

All	  human	  beings	  are	  created	  in	  the	  image	  of	  God.	  

All	  have	  sinned	  and	  fall	  short	  of	  the	  glory	  of	  God.	  

All	  are	  offered	  forgiveness	  and	  renewal	  in	  Christ.	  

	   The	  question	  is	  not	  whether	  persons	  of	  the	  same	  sex	  are	  capable	  of	  capable	  

of	  committed	  relationships	  but	  whether	  they	  belong	  in	  the	  same	  category	  as	  

conjugal	  marriage.	  	  Does	  the	  common	  humanity	  of	  same-‐sex	  couples	  require	  us	  to	  

agree	  that	  there	  is	  no	  essential	  difference	  between	  same-‐sex	  and	  male-‐female	  

coupling?	  	  Here	  living	  the	  truth	  as	  followers	  of	  Jesus	  means	  bearing	  faithful	  and	  

prudent	  witness	  to	  the	  Creator’s	  law	  of	  marriage	  however	  out	  of	  sync	  with	  the	  spirit	  

of	  the	  age	  it	  may	  be.	  

###	  

	  
	  
	  

	  

Appendix C: Select Articles and Resources    2017 Missouri Presbytery Report on Same-sex Relationships 47

MLRoeleveld
Text Box



Christian Medical and Dental Association Ethics Statement (2016) 
 
 
Transgender			Identification	
	
CMDA		affirms		the		historic		and		enduring		Christian		understanding		of		humankind		as		having		been		created		male		and	
female.		CMDA		has		concerns		about		recent		usage		of		the		term		“gender”		to		emphasize		an		identity		other		than		one’s	
biological		sex,		that		is,		a		sense		of		self		based		on		subjective		feelings		or		desires		of		identifying		more		strongly		with		the	
opposite		sex		or		with		some		combination		of		male		and		female.1,2,3,4,5	
	
CMDA		affirms		the		obligation		of		Christian		healthcare		professionals		to		care		for		patients		struggling		with		gender	
identity		with		sensitivity		and		compassion.		CMDA		holds		that		attempts		to		alter		gender		surgically		or		hormonally		for	
psychological		indications,		however,		are		medically		inappropriate,		as		they		repudiate		nature,		are		unsupported		by		the	
witness		of		Scripture,		and		are		inconsistent		with		Christian		thinking		on		gender		in		every		prior		age.		Accordingly,		CMDA	
opposes		medical		assistance		with		gender		transition		on		the		following		grounds.	
	
	
A.		Biblical	

1.	 God		created		humanity		as		male		and		female		(Genesis		1:27,		5:2;		Matthew		19:4;		Mark		10:6).		God’s		directives	
–		to		have		dominion		over		the		earth		and		to		fulfill		his		goals		of		procreation,		union,		fellowship,		and		worship		–	
are		given		to		men		and		women		together		(Genesis		1:26-28,		2:18-24).	

2.	 Men		and		women		are		morally		and		spiritually		equal		(Galatians		3:28)		and		are		created		to		have		roles		that		are		in	
some		respects		alike		and		in		other		respects		wonderfully		complementary		(Ephesians		5).		(See		CMDA	
statement		on		Human		Sexuality)	

3.	 All		people		are		loved		by		God		(John		3:16-17).		All		struggle		with		moral		failure		and		fall		short		of		God’s	
standards		(Romans		3:10-12)		and,		therefore,		need		the		forgiveness		that		God		provides		through		Christ		alone	
(John		3:36;		Romans		3:22-24;		Colossians		1:15-22;		1		Timothy		2:5-6).	

4.	 We		live		in		a		fallen		world		(Genesis		3),		and		we		are		all		fallen		creatures		with		a		sinful		nature		(Romans		3:9-12).	
The		fall		is		expressed		in		nature		and		in		humanity		in		many		ways,		including		sexuality.		Confusion		of		gender	
identity		is		but		one		example		of		the		fall,		as		are		also		marital		breakdown		and		sexual		immorality		(Romans		1:24-	
32;		Ephesians		5:3).	

5.	 A		lifestyle		that		is		directed		by		pursuing		sexual		desires		or		governed		by		personal		sexual		fulfillment6,7,8	misses	
the		divinely		ordained		purpose		of		sex,		which		is		for		procreation		and		for		facilitating		unity		in		the		lifelong	
commitment		of		marriage		between		one		man		and		one		woman,		which		fosters		a		secure		and		nurturing	
environment		for		children		and		which		reflects		the		unity		of		Christ		and		the		church		(Exodus		20:1-18;		Leviticus	
20:10-21;		Romans		1;		Ephesians		5:23-33).	

 
B.		Biological	

1.	 Sex		is		an		objective		biological		fact		that		is		determined		genetically		at		conception		by		the		allocation		of		X		and		Y	
chromosomes		to		one’s		genome,		immutable		throughout		one’s		lifetime,		and		not		a		social		construct		arbitrarily	
assigned		at		birth		or		changed		at		will.	

2.	 Human		beings		are		sexually		dimorphic.		Male		and		female		phenotypes		are		the		outworking		of		sex		gene	
expression,		which		shapes		sex		anatomy,		determines		patterns		of		sex		hormone		secretion,		and		influences		sex	
differences		in		the		development		of		the		central		nervous		system		and		other		organs.	

3.	 Procreation		requires		genetic		contributions		from		both		one		man		and		one		woman.	
4.	 Anomalies		of		human		biological		sex		are		an		outcome		of		the		fall		and		do		not		invalidate		God’s		design		in	

creation.	
	

C.		Social	
1.	 CMDA		recognizes		that		gender		identity		issues		are		complex,		and		inclination		to		identify		with		the		opposite	

gender		may		have		biological,		familial,		and		social		origins		that		are		not		of		the		making		of		particular	
individuals.9	
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2.	 In		our		current		social		context		there		is		a		prevailing		view		that		removing		traditional		definitions		and		boundaries	
is		a		requirement		for		self-actualization.		Thus,		Christian		healthcare		professionals		find		themselves		in		the	
position		of		being		at		variance		with		evolving		views		of		gender		identity		in		which		patients		seek		validation		by		the	
medical		community		of		transsexual		desires		and		choices		that		may		be		socially		approved		but		which		are	
contrary		to		a		Christian		worldview. 

3.	 In		contrast		to		the		current		culture,		CMDA		believes		that		finding		one’s		identity		within		God’s		design		will		result	
in		a		more		healthy		and		fulfilled		life.		CMDA		believes,		moreover,		that		social		movements		which		contend		that	
gender		is		decided		by		choice		are		mistaken		in		defining		gender,		not		by		nature,		but		according		to		desire.	
Authentic		personal		identity		consists		in		social		gender		expression		that		is		congruent		with		one’s		natural	
biological		sex.		CMDA		recognizes		that		this		traditional		view		has		become		counter-cultural;		however,		CMDA 
affirms		that		God’s		design		transcends		culture. 	

4.	 CMDA		is		concerned		that		efforts		to		impose		transgender		ideology		on		all		society		by		excluding,		suppressing,	
marginalizing,		intimidating,		or		portraying		as		hateful		those		individuals		and		organizations		which,		on	
scientific,		moral,		or		religious		grounds,		reasonably		disagree,		are		contrary		to		the		freedoms		of		speech		and	
religious		liberty		that		lie		at		the		very		foundation		of		a		just		and		democratic		society.10,11	

5.	 CMDA		is		concerned		that		efforts		to		compel		healthcare		professionals		to		affirm		transgender		ideology,		provide	
medical		legitimization		for		transgender		psychology,		or		cooperate		with		requests		for		medical		or		surgical		sex	
reassignment		threaten		professional		integrity.	
	

D.		Medical	
1.		Among		individuals		who		identify		as		transgender,		use		cross-sex		hormones,		and		undergo		sex		reassignment	

surgery,		there		is		well-documented		increased		incidence		of		depression,		anxiety,		suicidal		ideation,		substance	
abuse,		and		risky		sexual		behaviors.12,13,14,15,16,17,18,19,20,21	Patients’		gender-altering		and		sexual		encounter	
choices		are		among		the		factors		relevant		to		these		health		disparities		in		transgender		patients		as		compared		to		the	
general		population.22,23,24	

2.		Hormones		prescribed		to		a		previously		biologically		healthy		child		for		the		purpose		of		blocking		puberty		inhibit	
normal		growth		and		fertility.25		Continuation		of		cross-sex		hormones,		such		as		estrogen		and		testosterone,		during	
adolescence		is		associated		with		increased		health		risks		including,		but		not		limited		to,		high		blood		pressure,	
blood		clots,		stroke,		and		some		types		of		cancer.26,27,28,29	

3.		Although		current		medical		evidence		is		incomplete		and		open		to		various		interpretations,		some		studies		suggest	
that		surgical		alteration		of		sex		characteristics		has		uncertain		and		potentially		harmful		psychological		effects		and	
can		mask		or		exacerbate		deeper		psychological		problems.30,31,32	

4.		Transient		gender		questioning		can		occur		during		childhood.		There		is		evidence		that		gender		identity		has		some	
degree		of		malleability		and		is		influenced		by		psychosocial		experiences,		including		therapeutic	
interventions.33,34,35,36,37,38	

5.		CMDA		recognizes		that		exceedingly		rare		abnormalities		exist		in		which		chromosomal		and		phenotypic		sex	
characteristics		are		in		discord.		These		disorders		of		sex		development		include		congenital		adrenal		hyperplasia,	
ambiguous		genitalia,		and		androgen		insensitivity		syndrome.		Treatment		of		these		disorders		differs		categorically	
from		transgender		interventions,		which		are		performed		on		persons		whose		sex		phenotype		is		in		agreement		with	
their		chromosomal		sex		designation.	
	

E.		Ethical	
1.		Medicine		rests		on		science		and		should		not		be		held		captive		to		desires		or		demands		that		contradict		biological	

reality.		Sex		reassignment		operations		are		physically		harmful		because		they		disregard		normal		human		anatomy	
and		function.		Normal		anatomy		is		not		a		disease;		dissatisfaction		with		natural		anatomical		and		genetic		sexual	
makeup		is		not		a		condition		that		can		be		successfully		remedied		medically		or		surgically.	

2.		The		medical		status		of		gender		identity		disorder		as		a		mental		or		psychosocial		disorder		should		not		be		discarded	
on		the		basis		of		social		activism.	

3.		For		Christians		struggling		with		transgender		inclinations,		spiritual,		psychological,		and		social		support		are	
needed,		as		attempts		to		change		gender		through		hormonal		or		surgical		interventions		only		lead		to		further	
spiritual		turmoil		and		distress.	

4.		CMDA		is		especially		concerned		about		the		increasing		phenomenon		of		parents		of		children		who		question		their	
gender		intervening		hormonally		to		inhibit		normal		adolescent		development.25,39,40,41,42,43		Children		lack		the	
developmental		cognitive		capacity		to		assent		or		request		such		interventions,		which		have		lifelong		physical,	
psychological,		and		social		consequences.44	
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5.		The		purpose		of		medicine		is		to		heal		the		sick,		not		to		collaborate		with		psychosocial		disorders.		Whereas	
treatment		of		anatomically		anomalous		sexual		phenotypes		is		restorative,		interventions		to		alter		normal		sexual	
anatomy		to		conform		to		transgender		desires		are		disruptive		to		health.45	

6.		The		inability		of		men,		including		men		who		identify		as		women,		to		bear		children		is		not		an		illness		to		be		remedied	
by		medical		or		surgical		means,		such		as		uterus		transplantation.	

7.		Many		diseases		affect		men		and		women		differently,		according		to		biological		sex		phenotype.		Transgender	
designations		may		conceal		biological		sex		differences		relevant		to		medical		risk		factors,		recognition		of		which		is	
important		for		effective		healthcare		and		disease		prevention.		As		accurate		documentation		is		necessary		for		good	
patient		care,		healthcare		professionals		should		document		patients’		biological		sex		and		any		alterations		of		gender	
characteristics		factually		in		the		medical		record.	
	

CMDA		Recommendations		for		the		Christian		Community	
1.		A		person		struggling		with		gender		identity		should		evoke		neither		scorn		nor		enmity,		but		rather		our		concern,	

compassion,		help,		and		understanding.		Christians		must		respond		to		the		complex		issues		surrounding		gender 
identity		with		grace,		civility,		and		love.	

2.		The		Christian		community		must		help		society		understand		that		gender		complementarity		and		fixity		are		both	
good		and		a		part		of		the		natural		order.		CMDA		is		concerned		that		attempting		to		reconstruct		gender		as		something	
that		is		fluid		and		changeable		through		technical		means		would		have		grave		spiritual,		emotional,		cultural,		and	
medical		repercussions.	

3.		The		Christian		community		and		especially		the		family		must		resist		stereotyping		or		rejecting		individuals		who		do	
not		fit		the		popular		norms		of		masculinity		and		femininity.		Parents		should		guide		their		children		in		appropriate	
gender		identity		development.		For		children		who		are		experiencing		gender		identity		confusion,		the		Christian	
community		should		provide		appropriate		role		models		and		informed		guidance.	

4.		The		Christian		community		must		condemn		hatred		and		violence		directed		against		those		struggling		with		gender	
identity.		Love		for		the		person		does		not		equate		with		support		of		the		decision		to		change		sex		anatomy		or		gender	
identity.	

5.		For		the		sake		of		the		common		good,		Christians		should		welcome		inclusion		of		transgender		individuals		but	
oppose		claims		to		grant		special		rights		based		solely		on		transgender		identification.	

6.		The		Christian		community		is		to		be		a		refuge		of		love		for		all		who		are		broken		–		including		sexually		broken		–		not	
to		affirm		their		sin,		nor		to		condemn		or		castigate,		but		to		shepherd		them		to		Jesus,		who		alone		can		forgive,		heal,	
restore,		and		redirect		to		a		Godly,		honorable,		and		virtuous		way		of		life.		God		provides		the		remedy		for		all		moral	
failure		through		faith		in		Jesus		Christ		and		the		life-changing		power		of		the		Holy		Spirit.	
	

CMDA		Recommendations		for		Christian		Healthcare		Professionals	
1.	 CMDA		advocates		culturally		competent		medical		care		of		patients		who		identify		as		transgender.		Such		care	

requires		our		compassion,		an		open		and		trusting		dialogue,		a		genuine		effort		to		understand		and		respond		to		the	
patient’s		psychological		distress,		and		acceptance		of		the		person		without		necessarily		agreeing		with		the	
person’s		ideology		or		providing		a		requested		sex-altering		intervention.	

2.	 CMDA		believes		that		the		appropriate		medical		response		to		patients		with		gender		confusion		should		be		to	
support		and		encourage		them		in		areas		we		can		affirm		and		to		help		them		understand		themselves		as		people		God	
loves		and		who		are		made		in		his		image,		even		when		we		cannot		validate		their		choices.		We		should		validate		their	
right		as		individuals		in		a		free		society		to		make		decisions		for		themselves,		while		explaining		that		their		right		does	
not		extend		to		obligating		the		healthcare		professional		to		prescribe		medication		or		perform		surgical		procedures	
that		we		believe		to		be		harmful,		such		as		interventions		that		deface,		disfigure,		or		mutilate		the		patient’s	
biological		sex.	

3.	 CMDA		believes		that		Christian		physicians		should		not		engage		in		hormonal		and		surgical		interventions		that	
alter		natural		sex		phenotypes,		as		this		contradicts		the		basic		principles		of		Christian		medical		ethics,		which	
regards		medical		treatment		as		intended		to		heal		and		not		to		harm.	

4.	 CMDA		believes		that		prescribing		hormonal		treatments		to		children		or		adolescents		to		disrupt		normal		sexual	
development		for		the		purpose		of		gender		reassignment		is		ethically		impermissible,		whether		requested		by		the	
child		or		the		parent.		(See		CMDA		statements		on		Limits		to		Parental		Authority		in		Medical		Decision-Making,	
and		Abuse		of		Human		Life)	
	

CMDA		Recommendations		Regarding		Nondiscrimination	
1.	 Mutual		respect		and		civil		discourse		are		cornerstones		of		a		free		society.		The		Christian		healthcare		professional	

should		respect		how		a		patient		wishes		to		be		addressed.	
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2.	 Christian		healthcare		professionals,		in		particular,		must		care		for		their		patients		with		gender		identity		disorders	
in		a		non-judgmental		and		compassionate		manner,		consistent		with		the		humility		Jesus		modeled		and		the		love	
Jesus		commanded		us		to		show		all		people.	

3.	 Those		who		hold		to		a		biblical		or		traditional		view		of		human		sexuality		should		be		permitted		to		question	
transgender		dogma		free		from		exclusion,		oppression,		or		unjust		discrimination.		Healthcare		professionals		who	
hold		the		position		that		transgender		identification		is		harmful		and		inconsistent		with		the		will		of		God		should		not	
be		stigmatized		or		accused		of		being		bigoted,		phobic,		unprofessional,		or		discriminatory		because		of		this	
sincerely		held		and		widely		shared		belief.	

4.	 To		decline		to		provide		a		requested		gender-altering		treatment		that		is		harmful		or		is		not		medically		indicated	
does		not		constitute		unjust		discrimination		against		persons.		CMDA		affirms		that		healthcare		professionals	
should		not		be		coerced		or		mandated		to		provide		or		refer		for		services		that		they		believe		to		be		morally		wrong		or	
harmful		to		patients.		(See		CMDA		statement		on		Healthcare		Right		of		Conscience)	

5.	 Healthcare		professionals		must		not		be		prevented		from		providing		counseling		and		support		to		patients		who		are	
experiencing		confusion		in		regard		to		gender		orientation		and		who		request		assistance		with		accepting		and	
maintaining		their		biologic		sex		and		gender		identity. 
 
 

Unanimously		approved		by		the		House		of		Representatives	
April		21,		2016	
Ridgecrest,		North		Carolina 
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