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Introduction

• An important set of questions…


• …that the church has not always answered well.


• “The majority of religious interviewees with whom we spoke… could 
articulate nothing more about what their faith has to say about sex than a 
simple no-sex-before-marriage rule.  For most of them, this is the sum total 
of Christian teaching on sex.  For the most part, congregations are doing a 
terrible job of fashioning distinctively Christian sexual ethics.” - Mark 
Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit



Outline

• Modern Sexual Ethic


• We’re after a positive Christian and biblical vision of sexuality


• We need a positive account of how our created nature as male and 
female relates to how we ought to live in relation with one another.


• How do scripture and our theology help us move from what we can rest 
on as true to wisdom in the complexities of real life?


• “Yes, but no, but yes” - Christianity doesn’t merely shut down our questions; 
it helps us make better sense of them


• Trust - in God’s word, ultimately in God



A Modern Sexual Ethic

• Freedom


• Authenticity


• Identity


• Individuality


• Emotion



A Modern Sexual Ethic

• Freedom


• Authenticity


• Identity


• Individuality


• Emotion


• “Expressive Individualism” - the belief that “each one of us has his/her own 
way of realizing our humanity, and it is important to find and live out one’s 
own, as against surrendering to conformity with a model imposed on us 
from the outside.” - Charles Taylor, A Secular Age



A Modern Sexual Ethic

• Freedom


• Authenticity


• Identity


• Individuality


• Emotion


• “Expressive Individualism” - the belief that “each one of us has his/her own 
way of realizing our humanity, and it is important to find and live out one’s 
own, as against surrendering to conformity with a model imposed on us 
from the outside.” - Charles Taylor, A Secular Age



A Modern Sexual Ethic

• Your primary concern, as long as you’re not hurting anyone, is you


• Morality must not be imposed from the outside; it must be based on who we feel 
we truly are.


• Feeling, sensuality, and intuition are the deepest and most important parts of 
human identity.


• “Negative freedom”:  there is no choice more important than freedom of choice 
itself.


• Relationships come to be seen as encumbrances. 


• Sexuality has moved from part of our character, to be trained, to part of our 
personality, to be expressed.



Some resulting assumptions…

• Long-term exclusivity in relationships is impossible


• It doesn’t matter what other people do sexually; everyone is free to make 
their own decisions


• The purpose of sex is pleasure, and it doesn’t need to mean anything more


• Life is split into a time for discovering your true self (which only you can do, 
on your own), and a time for “settling down” into marriage, family, and 
other responsibilities


• Sex before marriage is good for a relationship, whether or not it will end in 
marriage


- Regnerus and Uecker, Premarital Sex



A Modern Sexual Ethic

• So are we saying that there is anything wrong with…?


• Freedom


• Authenticity


• Identity


• Individuality


• Emotion


• No - in fact, the Bible is in favor of all of these, and will help us make better 
sense of them!



A Christian Sexual Ethic

• Creation


• incarnation


• Vocation


• Sanctification doesn’t necessarily imply the immediate end to disordered 
desire.  Richard Hays writes, “The art of eschatological moral discernment 
lies in working out how to live lives free from bondage to sin without 
presuming to be translated prematurely into a condition that is free from 
‘the sufferings of this present time.’” 


• The importance of the metaphor of journey, pilgrimage – what we are is not 
yet what we will be (1 John 3:2).



From the Beginning…

Creation


A doctrine about God first, then 
about his relation to his creatures, 
then about the nature of those 
creatures


Gift:  “What do you have that you 
have not received?” - 1 
Corinthians 4:7

Seated Giant, Francisco Goya (1818)



Where do we start?

Things have natures

Creational View Technological View

This determines how they 
ought to be used…

…in the service of properly-
ordered desire.

We have desires

We use things to satisfy 
those desires…

…and imagine that this 
determines their nature.



From the Beginning…

Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness. And let 
them have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the 
heavens and over the livestock and over all the earth and over every 
creeping thing that creeps on the earth.”


So God created man in his own image,

in the image of God he created him;

male and female he created them.


And God blessed them. And God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply and 
fill the earth and subdue it, and have dominion over the fish of the sea and 
over the birds of the heavens and over every living thing that moves on the 
earth.”


 - Genesis 1:26-28



From the Beginning…

Understanding this in context


The big story:  God is reserving a people for himself, intent on 
dwelling with them (Rev. 21)


The Pentateuch:  After the fall, our end is foreshadowed by temple/
tabernacle


In Genesis, forming and filling




It is not good…

• Genesis 2 provides 
a complementary 
account of 
creation, focused 
on a dynamic story 
of the first human 
couple.


• “It is not 
good” (2:18) 
represents a huge 
break in the pattern

• This isn’t mentioned in Genesis 1, where the creation of humanity (adam) as 
male and female is presented as a single act.  But what about Genesis 2?

Winter, Andrew Wyeth (1946, American)



What is not good?

• Notably, gender distinction isn’t mentioned in Genesis 2 at all until after the 
creation of the woman.


• Prior to that, the word used for “man” is always adam, humanity, closely 
related to the ground (adamah) from which he is taken and which he is to 
work


• Only in v. 23 do the words “man” (ish) and “woman” (ishah) appear - and 
when they do it is the man who gives them


• An immediate implication is that Genesis 2:18 does not mean that it is not 
good for the male in particular to be alone; it means it is not good for 
humanity to be alone



Why is it “not good” for humanity to be alone?

• What does “helper” mean?


• “Suitable” = literally, “like opposite him”


• “Helper” doesn’t mean that the woman is inferior to the man:  sixteen out 
of nineteen times that this word is used in the OT, it refers to God


• Neither does it mean that the man is inferior to the woman.  It simply 
means that each sex is mutually dependent on the other, each making an 
essential contribution to the vocation - both exercising dominion and 
procreation - given to humanity



Why is it “not good” for humanity to be alone?

• The male is created for and assumes the female, such that one can’t be 
defined without the other (just as the Father cannot have existed apart from 
the Son)


• Adam is receiving one to whom he will give


• Dominion, procreation, and relationship are deeply enmeshed


• This reality, and the desire corresponding to it, are present in the garden 
before the fall!


• What’s happened here is that God has given a gift (the creation of humanity 
with sexuality essential to human nature), and immediately told us how we’re 
to use that gift.



Incarnation - the Sexuality of Jesus

• The fact that the one who was 
most fully human lived a 
perfectly human life in a 
sexed body indicates that 
sexuality is essential to 
humanity.


• Just as important that he was 
tempted in every way; his 
divinity isn’t his “true” identity, 
hiding behind a human façade


• In other words:  Jesus gets it.

Nicodemus Visiting Jesus, Study, Henry Ossawa Tanner (1899, American)



Incarnation - the Sexuality of Jesus

• 1 Cor. 11:11-12 applies to God incarnate!


• Nevertheless, in the Lord woman is not independent of man nor man of 
woman; for as woman was made from man, so man is now born of 
woman. And all things are from God.


• Jesus’ sexuality can’t be understood in isolation from Mary’s:  in the 
incarnation, God does not sidestep human sexuality, but embraces and 
affirms both male and female sexuality fully.


• Even after the resurrection, although marriage will cease



Incarnation - the Sexuality of Jesus

• Similarly, Jesus’ lifelong celibacy is important.  Almost inconceivable to us 
that sexual contentment or personal wholeness of any kind could be found in 
such a life.


• “One… clear difference between Christianity and Judaism [and all other 
traditional religions] is the former’s entertainment of singleness as the 
paradigm way of life for its followers.” - Stanley Hauerwas


• But too often, the church has celebrated marriage over against a culture that 
celebrates singleness (but for the wrong reasons)



1 Corinthians 7

• In 1 Corinthians 7 Paul refers to a “gift” and a “calling”


• “	I wish that all were as I myself am. But each has his own gift from God, one 
of one kind and one of another.” - 1 Cor. 7:7


• “Only let each person lead the life that the Lord has assigned to him, and to 
which God has called him. This is my rule in all the churches.” - 1 Cor. 7:17


• The thrust of the chapter is a challenge to every Christian to ask - how can I 
best serve God, serve the church, serve others, from my present station?


• It doesn’t mean that one’s station will never change


• It doesn’t mean that Paul had no desire to be married; it does mean that 
his desire to serve the kingdom was primary 



Vocation

• Vocation introduces three important notions


• Use, not enjoyment


• Service, not self


• Flexibility within the fixed


• Primarily vocation, primarily character – something we are becoming rather than 
something we are; a theater in which we live out our primary identity, called to 
faithfulness.


• “Its virtues include fidelity, chastity, and courage; its core vocations are singleness 
and marriage; its purposes include enriching the community of faith and 
witnessing to the kingdom of God.” - Divine Sex, 164



Vocation

• A relationship that will produce new flesh must be a one-flesh union.


• 	 One flesh means:


• Exclusive


• Permanent – covenant, not contract


• Christ and the church:  Christ will never abandon the church because he is 
determined to see new life through to the end.


• That is a commitment that all Christians, married and single, can share.


• In the church, the nature of the call to be fruitful and multiply is radically changed, 
but humanity has not changed:  it is still not good to be alone.



Summary

• Sexuality is a gift – what will we give it to?


• What do you have that you have not received?


• 	 Sexuality is a vocation – how and what will we serve, in the circumstances 
to which God has called us?


• Reframing the question.  If we truly believe in Jesus’ promises concerning the 
church, the question isn’t whether we can responsibly bring children into the 
world; it’s whether we can responsibly not send children into the world.


• Sex is for union and procreation – a union capable of generating new life 
must be a one-flesh union
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