
Faith and sexuality
Gen 2:23-24 and various passages

There was probably a time when, if the minister started talking about sex 
during a sermon, people would wake up.  These days, people are more likely 
to fall asleep.  ‘What… this again?’  It seems like the only thing the Church is 
known for today is its views about who can sleep with whom, and how the 
Church across Britain is arguing with itself about it whilst everyone else has 
moved on.

But actually, it’s been two years since we’ve looked at this in a sermon; lots of 
you have joined us since that time, and some of the issues we’re looking at 
this morning are right in the spotlight again as both the Church and the world 
consider again the boundaries for sex.

Here’s a summary of the classic Christian view about sexual activity: It’s 
reserved for lifelong marriage between one man and one woman.  Sexual 
activity outside of that is outside of God’s plan and blessing.  Sexual activity 
inside of that is a good gift to be given and received joyfully.

Is that right?  It’s so far from the accepted moral standards of postmodern 
western culture that we’re pushed to ask the question.  That classic Christian 
view is after all not only odd but immoral these days in the world’s eyes - 
repressive, old-fashioned, bigoted, outdated.

It’s reasonable and maybe even inevitable for us to ask the question - is this 
really what God said, and still says today?  The answer, as I look at the whole 
sweep of the Bible’s teaching on sex is: Yes.  Sexual activity is reserved for 
lifelong marriage between one man and one woman.  Let’s start at the 
beginning.

In Genesis 2:18-24, at the culmination of God’s very good creation, God 
makes a helper, a companion, a partner, for the man.  God makes a woman.  
And in v.24, we read the profound experience that God intends for marriage.  
There’s a leaving and a cleaving - the man leaving his father and mother, 
cleaving to his wife, and the two of them becoming ‘one flesh.’

Do the play doh illustration

For two people to become one flesh is a permanently inseparable thing.  
That’s how God designed sexual activity to work, and how He designed 
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marriage to work.  The two go hand in hand; in God’s design, to commit to 
sharing sex goes with committing to sharing marriage.

People say that marriage is about give and take.  And it is actually, but not the 
way that people mean that.  In marriage (and in sex), you give the whole of 
yourself over to the other person to belong to them, including your body.  
That’s a special gift to give.

And in marriage (and in sex), you take the whole of the other person to 
belong to you.  That’s a really big thing to take from them, so you’d better be 
sure that they know you’re committed to them (that’s what marriage vows are 
all about).  Jesus says here in v.6, once you’re joined together like this with a 
person in marriage, there had better be nobody that separates you.

Just as you can’t un-mix the play-doh, or tear most of the blue away from the 
pink without leaving some of the blue behind and tearing some of the pink 
away; that’s how it goes when two people share sexual activity and then 
break off their commitment to one another later.

Sex is as big a deal as marriage in God’s creative design.  That’s quite 
different from the thinking of the world around us, which thinks that this 
ancient view of sex, by making too big a deal out of it, ends up being 
repressive and actually harmful.

But this creation ‘one flesh’ idea is the Bible’s teaching about sex.  Sex is not 
a toy.  It’s not a human right.  It’s not a human being’s defining identity.  It is a 
biologically attractive urge, but God teaches us that for human beings, it is 
much more than that.  Because we are more than mammals.  We’re made in 
the image of God.  And sex is a gift, given with instructions about its use.

People often point out that the Bible is absolutely filled with examples of 
people not restraining sexual activity to one life-long monogamous marriage.  
You’ve got famously polygamous Bible heroes like Jacob and David (and 
plenty others); you’ve got key characters like Judah engaging the services of 
prostitutes.

But as we’ve said many times in recent sermons, and in our Streams series 
on ‘Heroes of the Bible (and their failures)’, just because the Bible describes 
people’s actions doesn’t mean God commends them.  In fact, things go 
wrong pretty much every time people choose to express their sexuality in 
these ways. 
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On the other hand, this creation ‘one flesh’ idea recurs with God’s insistence 
upon it.  It’s in Genesis.  It’s in Malachi 2, where God speaks passionately 
about people remaining faithful to the person they became one flesh with in 
marriage.

It’s in Paul’s reflections on marriage and sex in 1 Corinthians 6-7 and 
Ephesians 5; passages that we’ll look at more next week.  And most tellingly 
of all, it’s in Mark 10 and Matthew 19, where the single man Jesus expresses 
His very high and sacred view of marriage.

‘Haven’t you read,’ Jesus replied, ‘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’?  So 
they are no longer two, but one.  Therefore, what God has joined together, let 
man not separate.’

It's this ‘one flesh’ idea from the very outset of creation that underpins what 
the Son of God Himself has to say about sex and marriage.

What are the implications of sharing sex meaning ‘becoming one flesh’?
What are the implications of sharing marriage meaning ‘becoming one flesh?’

As the Son of God draws us back to God’s created intention for sex and 
marriage as ‘one flesh’, there's both a permanence and a sacrificial mutuality 
that’s affirmed in both these things.  And this teaching challenges a number of 
actions around sexuality and lifelong commitment seen both in His day and in 
ours.

God’s design for sex rules out prostitution, and also pornography.  The first of 
these is explicitly ruled out in 1 Corinthians 6, where again the ‘one flesh’ idea 
is referred to.  And both of these temporary pleasures fall short of God’s 
design for sex, because they are both about taking from someone else who is 
giving themselves to anyone who wants them - or most often, being made to 
give themselves over like this - and not giving the whole of yourself fully and 
permanently to them.

Jesus’ teaching also rules out divorce and rules out cohabitation.  And that’s 
on the basis that both these things deny the permanence of the one-flesh 
union.  It’s a question about when it is permissible to divorce that is the 
context for Jesus’ comments here in Mark 10 and Matthew 19.
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He’s asked by some Pharisees if it’s okay by God to divorce for any and 
every reason.  They’re trying to trick and trap Jesus as they always were; 
they want to see if Jesus is going to dare contradict the great Moses, who 
said a man could give his wife a certificate of divorce if he wanted.

To this Jesus replies that Moses only granted this as a concession to hard-
hearted people; a means of making sure that the dismissed wife was properly 
treated and cared for.  He takes the Pharisees right back to the beginning - 
God’s design for sex and marriage - and starkly affirms the permanence of 
marriage.  ‘I tell you that anyone who divorces his wife, except for marital 
unfaithfulness, and marries another woman commits adultery.’

In chapter 2 of Malachi, the last book of the Old Testament, God sets out His 
case against His people - and one of His charges is that ‘a man breaks faith 
with the wife of his youth, his partner, the wife of his marriage covenant.’  And 
God says something stark there in 2:16.  He says He hates that.  God speaks 
there again about making these two people one in marriage, belonging to 
Him in flesh and spirit.

All of this - Jesus’ surprisingly stark teaching to flippant Pharisees, and God’s 
strong language towards His erring people - is to tell us that God does not 
want us to treat marriage or the sexual union that accompanies it lightly.  He 
does not want us to tear apart a union that He designed to be lifelong.

I believe that God’s grace in and through Jesus does heal, and forgive, and 
restore people who have been through divorce, and that new marriage 
beyond that is possible.  Just as I don’t think Jesus really meant people to cut 
their hands off when their hand caused them to sin, I think He is teaching 
people here who are far too flippant and unwilling to live costly lives of 
obedience to God in his comments about remarriage after divorce.

But at the same time, God is very, very clear to married, sexually united 
people - don’t divorce.  Take the lifelong commitment under God seriously.  
As seriously as God does.

Secondly, God’s teaching in Genesis and through Jesus affirms marriage, not 
cohabitation.  It is the norm rather than the exception today that couples will 
share sex and share a house before they commit to marriage.  It seems to 
the world to be a much more obvious and sensible way to do things.

You have feelings for her - you ask her out.  She says yes.  You have a date 
or two, things are going well, and you follow the physical urge to have sex.  
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It’s fun, it feels good, it’s a nice thing to share.  There’s a new level of intimacy 
between you that comes with it.  There’s no strings, not yet, there’s a chance 
to just see how this goes, see how compatible you are with one another.

For some, the road ends there.  It isn’t working; time to move on.  For others, 
things are going great.  You like her, she likes you.  You make the next move, 
suggesting moving in together.  It feels like a big step.  It is, of course.  But 
still, it’s not a permanent step.  There’s still a bit of seeing how it goes to be 
done.

For some, the road ends there.  After a while, it’s just not what it used to be, it 
feels like you’re heading separate ways, so you do that.  For others, the next 
step might be marriage, having eased in to discovering that you really do 
work together well.  Or it might be having a child, and often marriage follows 
because you’re functioning as a permanent family unit now anyway.

But God’s teaching about ‘one flesh’ really challenges this way of living and 
loving.  God designed sex to be for one man and one woman to share in a 
lifelong union.  When that lifelong-ness can’t be relied upon - when there’s an 
‘opt-out’ in the air between a couple - pain is not far away.  Worse, if and 
when the opt-out comes, there is genuine damage for both parties.

When people have sex as part of their dating relationships before committing 
to marriage together for life, what are they doing?  They are giving the whole 
of themselves over to the person they’re dating, and taking the whole of 
them.  What happens when those two people decide they want to stop 
dating?  The more they have given and taken sexually, the more they have 
taken away from the other person and whoever that person eventually does 
marry.

You end up having discussions and frustrations between you and your 
marriage partner that you shouldn’t have to carry.  You end up making 
comparisons, and turning sex (and everything else in the relationship) into a 
performance to rate instead of what it should be, the fullest expression of love 
and commitment.

An increasing number of people in our generation who are getting to know 
Jesus and coming to faith in Him will be in cohabiting relationships as they 
discover Jesus, and discover God’s lead for love, sex and relationships; and 
separation or divorce will be a normal part of the experience of most people.
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So let’s be prayerful, helpful people in listening, guiding and affirming God’s 
Kingship over this area of all our lives, and God’s enabling to live in a new 
way from today.

Do people today fear marriage?  If God designed it to be good, and wants 
that to be trusted, why isn’t it?

Now for the big one that’s making churches look immoral in the world’s eyes - 
does God say that homosexual activity is wrong?  If what matters to God 
about sex and marriage is this ‘one flesh’ idea, could it not be possible that 
lifelong, faithful, monogamous marriages between two men or between two 
women would be blessed in God’s sight?

The Church of Scotland continues to make further moves every year at its 
General Assembly towards affirming same sex marriages.  The Scottish 
Episcopal Church has already gone further, and now presides over same sex 
marriages.  The Church of England is again debating this at its General 
Synod this week.  This question is not going away.

In this whole debate, the key passage about homosexual activity that is 
discussed is in Romans 1.  It’s the fullest comment that the Bible makes on 
the subject, and is the most contested one, so let’s have a look at some of 
what it says.

Romans 1:21-28

This is part of a much fuller passage describing symptoms, a diagnosis, and 
a prognosis.  The symptoms are a list of behaviours, including this description 
of homosexual activity amongst others such as greed, envy, murder, gossip, 
arrogance, ruthlessness and more.  These symptoms lead to a diagnosis of 
rebellion against and separation from the God who made us.  And the 
prognosis for this condition is the wrath of God.

The classic expression of Christian sexual ethics - sex is reserved for lifelong 
marriage between one man and one woman - rules out any homosexual 
activity, even in a covenantal life-long form.  It’s based on this simple premise, 
really: The Bible doesn’t mention homosexual activity much - 6 times, maybe 
7 - but every time it mentions it, including here in Romans 1, it describes it as 
wrong in God’s eyes.

But is this centuries-old understanding wrong?  Some say that the Bible is 
only describing promiscuous sexual behaviour prevalent in the cultures of its 
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authors, especially in first century Rome, and its authors knew nothing of the 
committed same-sex marriage that our society does.  If it did, it would 
celebrate the one-flesh union between two men or two women as a version of 
‘it’s not good for a person to be alone’ that we read of in Genesis 2.

Those arguing this assume that Paul and others knew nothing of 
monogamous same-sex relationships.  But widely read literature of the time 
amongst educated people like Paul had been describing it for four centuries 
by then.  If Paul only meant to condemn the orgy culture of Rome, he would 
have been more careful to approve one-flesh same-sex marriages.

Everybody admits that nowhere in the Bible is this actually condoned.  All 
that’s up for grabs is whether the Bible is really condemning all homosexual 
activity.  In Romans 1, Paul is describing a departure from a relationship with 
the Creator who made us, and how we replace His created order.

He is harking back to Genesis 1-2, deliberately reminding us that sex and 
marriage is for one man and one woman.  That’s in keeping with what Jesus 
does in Mark 10 and Matthew 19.  Jesus actually makes a deliberate point of 
linking Genesis 1:27 to Genesis 2:24 - that is, He links the distinction 
between male and female in God’s creation of humanity in 1:27 to the coming 
together as one flesh in 2:24.

It all points to both Jesus and Paul understanding marriage in God’s created 
design as lifelong marriage between one man and one woman, and any 
departure from that being part of how human beings swap God for something 
else in His place.

Romans 1 describes human behaviour which ‘exchanges the truth of God for 
a lie.’  Paul uses the ‘exchange’ idea three times in the Romans 1 passage - 
twice to say ‘we’ve exchanged our Creator God for an idol that we’ve put in 
His place,’ and once to say ‘homosexual activity is one example of how we’ve 
exchanged what God has created and ordered for something we’ve decided 
is ultimately more important to us.’

Everyone who argues that God might approve of same-sex marriage can 
never get any further than this - He might approve of it.  They have to argue 
hypothetically.  It might be that the Bible’s not talking about committed life-
long one-flesh same-sex unions (although admittedly, these are never 
condoned, and this one-flesh idea is explicitly linked to male and female by 
the Son of God).
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It might be that God now wants to be more inclusive here, the way that 
Gentiles were included with Jews in the New Testament even without being 
circumcised - unthinkable in the Old Testament.  Or the way that slavery has 
now been abolished in much of the world despite the fact that the Bible never 
condemns it.

The trouble is, although there is evidence in the Bible itself that these 
changes were called for in God’s will, there is no evidence in the Bible of any 
change to the creation one-flesh male-female life-long model of sex and 
marriage.  ‘But,’ the argument goes, ‘the point is, doesn’t Scripture show an 
increasingly inclusive tendency from God over time?

A Bible scholar called William Webb analysed these kinds of arguments, and 
points this out: ‘Within Scripture cultural analysis, which shows a liberalising 
or less restrictive tendency in the slavery and women texts relative to the 
original culture, demonstrate a more restrictive tendency in homosexuality 
texts relative to the original culture.’

He’s saying that as you move through the pages of the Bible, yes, you see 
God speaking through its authors in ways that open things up more than the 
culture does for women and for slaves.  But as the Bible goes on, you also 
see God speaking through its authors with an increasingly clear ‘no’ to 
homosexual activities of every kind that the culture is opening up to.

And that’s where, as 21st century western Christians, we need to be quite 
wary.  Our culture no less than insists that homosexual activity is to be 
commended as good.  There are sexually active homosexual Christians in 
life-long committed partnerships and marriages in many of our churches who 
love and serve Jesus and through whom God is doing fruitful things for His 
Kingdom.

In that context, there is an incredibly strong voice saying, ‘God’s Spirit is 
telling us that things are different now.’  But in the pages of Scripture, which is 
authoritatively God’s revealed will through that same Holy Spirit, we see only 
a ‘no’ to homosexual activity.

There’s an absence of any exceptions for this ‘one flesh’ idea - we see rather 
God take the chance to say ‘no’ more clearly when the culture says ‘yes.’  
And we see repeated deliberate referrals back to the creation order of one 
flesh linked to being in the image of God in relationship as male and female.
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So far, I’ve tried to be faithful to God in presenting clearly the boundaries for 
sexual activity that God has set.  But I’m very aware that it’s not a theoretical 
thing.  It deeply, deeply affects lots of us - whether we are straight people who 
struggle with this aspect of the Bible’s teaching; or we are people who have 
gay or bisexual family, friends and colleagues…

Or we are gay people who accept this teaching and live out the tough, tough 
prophetic life that shows the world around ‘it is not sexuality and sexual 
expression that define me - Jesus does…’

Or we are gay people who don’t necessarily accept this is what God says and 
are struggling to find their place with God’s people as they try to worship and 
live for Him whilst hoping that the hypothetical ‘God might say today that this 
is good’ means they can enjoy the one-flesh union they are either seeking or 
already have.

There’s so much more to talk about, pray about, listen to, care about - not just 
around the homosexuality stuff, but everything we’ve looked at today.  And as 
ever, to that I say, if anyone wants to talk, be listened to, pray together - I'm 
here for that; I’m here for you.

More than that, God is here for you.  Have confidence to say to Him, ‘I want 
you to be in charge of my life.  My sexuality.  My relationships.  Show me 
what that means.  Help me to obey.  Help me to trust that your lead here is 
best.’  Prayer does change things.  Opening up to God does allow Him to 
speak into your life, all our lives, so that errors in thought and action can be 
changed and healed.

May God open up what we have closed down and should not have done.  
And may God close down what we have opened up and should not have 
done.  And may God heal us, renew us, and lead us afresh from this day 
forward into all He has for us - life to the full, now and forever, in Christ alone.
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