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“Execute true judgment, and show mercy and compassion” 

Zechariah 7:9 

 

“…the one and only Son, who came from the Father, full of 

grace and truth” John 1:14 

 

There is no issue hotter, tougher, more emotional and more 

potentially divisive for the contemporary church than how to deal 

with homosexuality and ministry in the context of that issue.  So, 

as we begin, I have a plea:  Let’s be considerate of our fellow 

church members as we discuss this sensitive topic.  For one thing, 

there will be significant disagreements on this subject among 

people who love our church, love the Bible, and love the Lord. We 

absolutely must be respectful of each other in our discussions.  For 

another thing, across the country, in congregations like ours, and 

almost certainly including ours, there are people who have a same-

sex orientation.  Others are learning how to respond to news from 

sons, daughters, grandsons and granddaughters about their 

homosexual identities.  This is a tender matter for many, and every 

time we talk about this we should assume we are in the presence of 

someone who has a same-gender orientation, or who loves 
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someone who is homosexual.  Always be careful of how you speak 

about this issue. 

 

Now that we have that suggestion out of the way, here is a 

confession, more like a caveat:  I’m not an expert in ancient 

literature or biblical languages.  You will note that I rely on, and 

draw rather extensively from, lots of bright people.  I have arrived 

at solid conclusions, but I realize that I write as a shepherd, not an 

academic. 

 

Come to think of it, writing as a shepherd is harder than writing as 

an academic.  The local church is where the proverbial water hits 

the wheel.  This is not an abstract issue for us.  Relationships hang 

in the balance.  This is real life for us.  The stakes are so high it’s 

sobering. 

 

I will not deny my personal trepidation as I write.  To begin with, I 

like it when people like and admire me.  What I say about this can 

sometimes make a difference in the way some people view me and 

my leadership, so I admit my consternation. 

 

More importantly, I have a knot in my stomach because I don’t 

want to cause harm.  I don’t want to hurt or alienate anyone who 

has a same-sex orientation.  I don’t want to ignite the flames of 

division in our church.  I don’t want imply even a trace of 

disparagement toward those who will disagree with my position.   

 

During the Friday Q&A session during my call weekend at FBC, I 

was asked about this topic.  I don’t think anyone was surprised, 

based on what people learned of me as the Interim Preacher, when 

I explained my traditional view of sexuality.  I also responded, “I 

cannot be neutral; but I can be fair.”   
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Through the years and in various settings people have known my 

traditional view of sexuality, but I also hope people have found me 

to be conciliatory in my relationships, respectful of diverse 

opinions, and fair in my facilitation of discussions.  In this booklet 

I do want to represent accurately the “other side.”   

 

For whatever it’s worth, then, please know the weight that I feel in 

writing this booklet.  If it were not such an important issue, I 

would gladly avoid it.  I humbly ask for your prayers as I serve and 

lead our church through this process. 

 

Remember that my job is to do my best to “correctly handle the 

word of truth” (2 Tim. 2:15).  Your job is to decide if what I’m 

saying is true to Scripture (Acts 17:11).  Neither one of us can 

abdicate our roles.  And we should grant to each other the grace to 

disagree. 

 

I probably should acknowledge that there are lots of issues and 

arguments swirling around this topic—such as the mushrooming 

transgender debate, concerns about the “gay agenda,” and legal 

matters—that I have neither the room to tackle nor sufficient 

expertise to add anything helpful. So, admittedly, there are 

important societal concerns that will go unaddressed in this 

booklet. 

 

You deserve to know up front my position. I will state it rather 

simplistically here, and then plead with you to read this entire 

booklet and let me unpack that position.  The phrase that best 

describes my position is “Welcoming, But Not Affirming, and 

Mutually Transforming.”
1
  That mouthful means that that 1) I 

welcome all people to our church; 2) I do not affirm homosexual 

practice; and 3) I believe all of us are called to be transformed into 

the image of Jesus, and yet we all are still in process.  I hope you 

will continue reading to see what all that means. 
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I am expressing my personal beliefs and convictions in this 

booklet; I do not speak for First Baptist.  I cannot abdicate my role 

of leadership on something as important as this, but, in the end, I 

get one vote.  As you read, keep in mind that the church has no 

obligation to reach the conclusions I have reached and that I share 

here. 

 

Here’s a quick explanation of terms.  In the current literature on 

homosexuality and the church two terms are common to both sides 

of the debate:  Revisionist and Traditionalist.  Those two terms 

have to do with the way Scripture has long been interpreted on this 

matter.  Revisionists “revise” the longstanding interpretation and 

are affirming of same-sex practices.  Traditionalists advocate a 

“traditional” interpretation of Scripture and thus are not affirming 

of same-sex practices.  I use these terms with no prejudice; I am 

simply reflecting their use in current literature. 

 

With those preliminaries, let’s prayerfully dive into this 

considerable issue.  I begin with some personal reflections.   

 

Lots of people on both sides of this debate are driven 

by admirable motives. 
 

While both sides have their narrow-minded, acrimonious 

crusaders, this debate is usually between people with good hearts.  

 

For many faithful followers of Jesus, advocacy of same-sex 

intimacy is motivated by compassion and an admirable desire for 

fairness (often referred to as “justice”).  It grows out of a passion 

for equal and fair treatment of everyone.  It grows out of the belief 

that it simply could not be God’s will that someone have a 

homosexual orientation (through no choice of their own) and not 

be able to live a fulfilling life with a devoted companion. 
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Furthermore, a number of Christians who affirm homosexual 

practice believe a church has a spiritual imperative to reach out to 

those on the margins, whether it is a matter of race, social standing, 

or any other reason, including sexual orientation.  Many of those 

with whom I would disagree on the same-sex issue are 

kindhearted, generous Christians who want what is best for others.   

 

Likewise, Traditionalists—those who affirm sexual intimacy only 

between married men and women—also demonstrate admirable 

motives.  Most people I know who hold a traditional position on 

marriage and sexuality are not driven by hatred or fear, but by their 

love for God which requires them to hold to the authority of 

Scripture.   They are trying to follow the example of Jesus, and live 

out both grace and truth (John 1:17).
 
 

 

I regret the labeling. 
 

One of the disappointing things surrounding the debate about 

homosexual behavior within the Christian family is the labeling of 

brothers and sisters.  On the one hand, some Traditionalists (those 

who disagree with homosexual behavior) accuse those on the other 

side as not caring anything about the Bible, and sometimes even 

challenge the sincerity of their Christian faith.  Those who do not 

affirm homosexual practice can be terribly harsh in their 

assessment of those who see the matter differently.   

 

On the other hand, Revisionists (those who advocate homosexual 

behavior) can be equally ruthless, often accusing those on the other 

side as being homo-haters, afraid, and intolerant.  Narrow-

mindedness is not limited to those on the “right”; there is an 

“intolerance from the left” that is also poisoning our culture. 

The point is that labeling those with whom we disagree does not 

promote healthy dialogue. 
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I bemoan the fact that many have turned this into a 

generational thing.  
 

It’s true that surveys demonstrate generational differences on lots 

of issues, including homosexuality.  But to suggest that differences 

regarding homosexuality are primarily generational is arrogant, 

lazy, and an insult to both generations!   

 

It makes younger generations seem naïve, impulsive, immature, 

and not yet capable of a well-thought-out decision.  It makes older 

generations seem obstinate, dense, and unable to change their 

minds even if confronted with new information.   

 

I’d rather we set our age differences aside and have a kind-but-

candid conversation about the issues and the biblical evidence. 

 

I regret the assumptions that many of my fellow 

Traditionalists make about people who are gay. 
 

Of course, I regret the assumptions many people make about on 

those who do not affirm homosexual practice (i.e. “They are 

bigots, homophobes, and Neanderthals”).  Yet, as one who holds a 

traditional view of marriage and sexuality, I want to acknowledge, 

and try to correct, the unfortunate assumptions of gay people made 

by many who share my position. 

 

1. Homosexuals are not all on a crusade to force their 

opinions onto everyone else.  There are those who simply 

want to live their lives without changing yours or mine.
2
   

2. The relationships of homosexual couples are not, as some 

would claim, inevitably second-rate.  I know gay people 

who are in monogamous, long-lasting, committed 
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relationships that seem, at least from the outside, to be as 

happy as many heterosexual relationships I know.
3
 

3. It is wrong to assume that children of gay couples are more 

maladjusted than those of heterosexual couples.  I do 

believe a mother and a father together provide the best 

potential for an ideal home and I do believe that is God’s 

design.  But I know sons and daughters of gay couples who 

are well-adjusted people.
4
 

4. All gay people don’t hate or even resent people like me 

who have a traditional view of marriage and sexuality.  

They don’t all think that I, and people like me who share a 

traditional view of sexuality, are bigots, homophobes, and 

Neanderthals. 

 

Stereotypes such as those above have not been helpful in our 

consideration of homosexuality.  I lament them, and whatever role 

I have played in perpetuating them. 

 

I hope we can move past arguments over the “cause” 

of homosexuality. 
 

A great debate continues to rage regarding the reasons behind 

homosexuality.  Many believe people are born with a homosexual 

orientation or, at least, a predisposition toward homosexuality.
5
  

They point to innate physiological reasons, such as hormonal or 

genetic influences, behind homosexuality.   

 

Of course others counter that it’s not inborn.  They contend that 

homosexuality is a matter of arrested sexual development, some 

aberration in one’s family of origin, or pure choice.
6
 

 

All the evidence actually points to a confluence of factors.  

Homosexuality (same-sex attraction) almost certainly results from 

a combination of nature and nurture, some convergence of genetics 
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and environment.  What does seem clear is that the orientation is 

not the choice of the person.  The behavior is a choice, but not the 

orientation.   

 

Frankly, we don’t know the cause.  And it would solve nothing if 

we could know.
7
   I believe Mark Yarhouse got it right: “In the 

final analysis, does the cause of same-sex attraction fundamentally 

change the Christian sexual ethic?  No.  We are all called to live 

the way that God reveals is good for us in terms of sexuality and 

sexual behavior.”
8
 

 

I hope we will no longer send the message that if 

people change, then we’ll love them. 
 

The subtle (and often not-so-subtle) message that churches have 

sent to homosexuals is that we will love and accept you if you will 

get treatment and become a heterosexual.  In the end, the insistence 

on a new sexual orientation has 1) proven to be an overly 

simplistic and unreasonable expectation; and 2) been deeply 

hurtful for many Christians who cannot, despite their most extreme 

efforts, “become heterosexual,” yet wish to be faithful members of 

the church family.  
 

Exodus International was a high profile Christian ministry which 

for many years had, as its mission, the championing and 

facilitation of homosexuals’ “conversion” to heterosexuality.  In 

2013, however, they closed up shop and admitted they had 

overpromised on the possibility of such re-orientation.  Exodus 

International’s clear message in closing was this:  Sexual re-

orientation is possible, but not nearly as likely as they had led us to 

believe. 
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Communicating to people with same-sex attraction that if they 

change and become full-blown heterosexuals, then we’ll accept 

them, is simply sending the wrong message.
9
   

 

I hope we can move beyond the simplistic argument 

that being gay is undoubtedly the result of a 

domineering mother and distant father (or some other 

parental “mis-steps”). 
 

It is terribly misguided to assign “blame” to the parents of people 

who are gay.  There are almost certainly a myriad of contributors 

toward an attraction to those of one’s own gender.  To make the 

rather crude assumption that same-sex attraction is the result of 

parental mistakes does not contribute anything helpful to the 

discussion, and inevitably causes countless good parents to feel 

undeserved shame. 

 

Justin Lee, a Christian man who is gay, writes: 

 
I don’t believe there’s anything parents can do to prevent their 

children from being gay.  I had strong, warm relationships with both 

of my parents, felt fully and completely loved, was given healthy 

amounts of discipline and independence, and everything else I’ve 

heard recommended to parents.  If I turned out gay, any kid can turn 

out gay.  Meanwhile, my three siblings turned out straight, and we all 

were raised by the same parents. 

 

Having a gay child doesn’t necessarily mean parents did anything 

“wrong.”  Instead of blaming themselves, parents should focus on 

showing their child all the love they can and keeping their 

relationship strong as the family works together through  the moral 

and theological questions they face.
10

  

 

 



11 

 

With my personal observations out of the way, let’s turn to the 

much more important matter: 

 

What does the Bible say? 
 

Much of the debate centers around seven key biblical passages, 

listed below.
11

 

 

Genesis 19:1-29 
 

Genesis 19 tells the story of Sodom and Gomorrah and the request, 

in verse 5, that Lot send out his male guests for their sexual 

pleasure:  They called to Lot, “Where are the men who came to you 

tonight? Bring them out to us so that we can have sex with them.” 

 

It is difficult to build a case against monogamous, committed, 

homosexual relationships based on this passage.   It is true that 

homosexuality is painted in a negative light here, and that is 

reflected in 2 Peter 2:6-10, and Jude 7.  Yet the issue here is a 

violent homosexuality, attempted gang rape, if you will. 
12

  The 

main point of Genesis 19 is not the prohibition of homosexuality 

itself. 

 

Judges 19:1-30 
 

This is a very odd story.  In this passage there is a scene 

reminiscent of Sodom described in verse 22: While they were 

enjoying themselves, some of the wicked men of the city 

surrounded the house. Pounding on the door, they shouted to the 

old man who owned the house, “Bring out the man who came to 

your house so we can have sex with him.” 
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Even more than the story of Sodom, this is a story of homosexual 

abuse, and not terribly helpful when considering the Bible’s 

position on monogamous, committed homosexual relationships. 

 

Leviticus 18:22; 20:13 
 

Do not have sexual relations with a man as one does with a 

woman; that is detestable. 

 

If a man has sexual relations with a man as one does with a 

woman, both of them have done what is detestable. They are to 

be put to death; their blood will be on their own heads. 

 

Leviticus does not offer the last word on the topic, yet when God 

inspired Paul to write the First Letter to the Corinthians, God 

seems to have called to Paul’s mind the Holiness Code as found in 

this section of Leviticus.  Paul rooted his argument in this ancient 

passage of Scripture, as well as the account of creation regarding 

the design of male and female relationships. 

 

Jude 7 
 

…Sodom and Gomorrah and the surrounding towns gave 

themselves up to sexual immorality and perversion. They serve 

as an example of those who suffer the punishment of eternal 

fire. 
 

This verse confirms the sexual immorality of Sodom and 

Gomorrah (although we know from Ezekiel 16:49 that Sodom’s 

sins were not limited to that.)
13
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Romans 1:18-27 
 

Romans 1:18-23 speaks of God’s wrath against those who have 

intentionally turned from what has been made known to them 

about God, pursued “godlessness and wickedness,” and turned to 

idols instead of the true God.  We pick up at verse 24: 

 

Therefore God gave them over in the sinful desires of their 

hearts to sexual impurity for the degrading of their bodies with 

one another. 
 
They exchanged the truth about God for a lie, and 

worshiped and served created things rather than the Creator—

who is forever praised. Amen. 

 

Because of this, God gave them over to shameful lusts. Even 

their women exchanged natural sexual relations for unnatural 

ones. 
 
In the same way the men also abandoned natural 

relations with women and were inflamed with lust for one 

another. Men committed shameful acts with other men, and 

received in themselves the due penalty for their error. 

 

This text is considered the central text in the discussion at hand, so 

we will return to this one. 
 

1 Cor. 6:9-11 
 

 
Or do you not know that wrongdoers will not inherit the 

kingdom of God? Do not be deceived: Neither the sexually 

immoral nor idolaters nor adulterers nor men who have sex 

with men nor thieves nor the greedy nor drunkards nor 

slanderers nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. 
 
And 

that is what some of you were. 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. 
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This passage also is key, and we will return to this soon. 

 

1 Timothy 1:8-11 
 

 
We know that the law is good if one uses it properly. 

 
We also 

know that the 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 the sexually immoral, for those practicing 

homosexuality, for slave traders and liars and perjurers—and 

for whatever else is contrary to the sound doctrine that 

conforms to the gospel concerning the glory of the blessed God, 

which he entrusted to me. 

 

This is another text which we will revisit. 
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Now, let’s turn our attention to the case as presented by the 

Revisionists.    

 

The Christian case for committed, 

monogamous, covenant-based 

homosexual relationships, 

including same-sex marriage  

(The Revisionist/Affirming 

position) 
 

I intentionally use the words “committed,” “monogamous,” and 

“covenant-based” here because no responsible Christian 

Revisionist supports promiscuous homosexuality.  People I will 

represent here contend for committed marriage partnerships.  They 

are not advocating a multi-partnered, unrestrained, sex-for-fun 

homosexual lifestyle.  They are contending for the affirmation of a 

life-long covenant between two people.  David Gushee, as an 

example, advocates “celibacy outside lifetime covenantal marriage, 

monogamous fidelity within lifetime covenantal marriage,” both 

for heterosexual and homosexual couples.
14

 

  

So why do some advocate for homosexual relationships like 

this?  What is their motivation?  What is the reasoning behind 

their advocacy?  Some would even ask, “How could a Christian 

affirm homosexuality?”    

 

The following are the two basic reasons given by Christians 

who affirm and support same-gender sexual relations.  We 

begin with what I perceive to be the most common reasons.  
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1) “The homosexual behavior prohibited in Scripture 

is that of exploitative sex (pederasty, same-sex 

prostitution or sex slavery), not the monogamous, 

committed same-sex relationships we know in 2016.” 
 

There are many in the Revisionist, or “affirming” camp who love 

Scripture and recognize its authority.  Matthew Vines, as an 

example, writes, “Like most theologically conservative Christians, 

I hold what is often called a ‘high view’ of the Bible.”  Yet Vines 

goes on to declare that “some parts of the Bible address cultural 

norms that do not directly apply to modern societies.”
15

   

 

Vines and others like him who claim the authority of Scripture 

read the texts under consideration here differently than I read them.  

The most common interpretation by those who affirm Scripture’s 

authority, yet advocate for homosexual relationships, is that the 

writers of the Bible knew nothing of the devoted, mutual, lifetime 

homosexual relationships that we know today.  This is probably 

the most popular argument in support of same-gender sexual 

relationships. 

 

This, in summary, is the argument:  In the Bible the prohibitions 

are against sex slavery, male temple prostitution, pederasty (adult 

men having sex with boys) and/or the depravity of the Roman 

Emperors that included unrestrained sex with both women and 

men or boys.  The situations which the Bible denounces are 

nothing like the monogamous, covenant, willing and faithful gay 

relationships so familiar today.  Open, monogamous, mutually 

loving homosexual relationships were not common in biblical 

days, and same-sex marriage was not a possibility until recently. 

Therefore, we cannot say that the Bible and the Church have 

condemned the faithful relationships between homosexual people 



17 

 

that are being advocated for in our day and time.
16

  Thus goes the 

argument of many Revisionists. 

 

Ken Wilson is one of many who has determined that the “kind” of 

homosexuality known in the ancient Greco-Roman world is not the 

faithful relationships we know today, and states his conclusion 

simply:  “I think it adds up to a reasonable possibility that the texts 

are not addressing the morality of what happens between same-sex 

couples who love each other as equals and express their sexuality 

in the context of a loving, monogamous relationship.”
17

  

I don’t mean to overload this booklet with quotations, but this is 

such a central argument for the affirming of monogamous, gay 

relationships that I include here the explanation by John Shore: 

 
We can be confident that Paul was not writing to, or about, gay 

people, because he simply could not have been, any more than he 

could have written about smartphones, iPads, or televisions.  We do 

not know what Paul might write or say today about gay people.  All 

we know is that in the New Testament he wrote about promiscuous, 

predatory, non-consensual same-sex acts between people whom he 

understood to be homosexual. 

 

The Bible does condemn homosexual (and heterosexual) sex that is 

excessive, exploitative, and outside of marriage.  It does not, 

however, address the state of homosexuality itself, much less the 

subject of homosexual acts between a married gay couple.  Christians, 

therefore, have no Bible-based moral justification to condemn such 

acts. 

 

Because there was no concept of gay marriage when the Bible was 

written, the Bible does not, and could not, address the sinfulness of 

homosexual acts within the context of gay marriage. 

 

…because when the Bible was written there was no concept of gay 

people—let alone, then, of gay marriage—the Bible does not, and 
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could not, address the sinfulness of homosexual acts within the 

context of marriage.
18

   

 

A closely related argument is articulated by James V. Brownson.  

Brownson contends that the New Testament’s condemnation of 

homosexuality, particularly in Romans 1, is actually the 

renouncement of out-of-control lust, not the prohibition of 

covenant love among homosexuals.  In Romans 1, Brownson 

posits, Paul “describes same-sex eroticism as ‘consumed with 

passion’ (1:27) and as an expression of the ‘lusts of their hearts’ 

(1:24),” and that Paul “has in view an expression of intense or 

excessive desire.”  Thus Brownson goes on to ask: 

 
But what would Paul say to a gay couple who wish to enter a 

marriage or marriage-like relationship in order to discipline their 

desire by the constraints of mutual commitment, self-giving love, and 

communal accountability…Must such a desire for a lifelong union 

still be called ‘lust’ because it is misdirected and ‘essentially self-

indulgent,’ regardless of the amount of compassion, self-giving, and 

good will that may accompany it?  I think it is fair to say that Paul’s 

language never directly envisions such a possibility.
19

   

 

Brownson’s position is this:  Gay or lesbian couples who wish to 

be married, or, when that is not possible, are in a covenant 

relationship, are not guilty of the irresponsible excesses 

condemned in Romans 1.  Therefore, Romans 1 does not directly 

condemn such covenant relationships between people of the same 

gender.   

 

Finally, these are the words of David Gushee: 

 
We know that same-sex behavior in the Greco-Roman world very 

often, though not always (scholars differ on how to describe the 

balance between consensual and coercive/harmful shares of same-sex 

activity), looked like pederasty, prostitution and master-slave sex…it 
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is appropriate to wonder whether what Paul is so harshly condemning 

in Romans 1 has much if anything to do with that devout, loving 

lesbian couple who have been together 20 years and sit on the third 

row at church.
20

   

 

Therefore, to summarize, many Revisionists believe the Bible 

condemns exploitative, abusive homosexual relationships, but not 

the monogamous, covenantal relationships so common today in 

our society.  Now let’s move to the second common argument 

made by some Christians for the legitimacy of same-sex intimacy. 

 

2) “Our experience and reasoning tell us the Bible is 

wrong to condemn same-sex intimacy.” 
 

Many of those who affirm homosexual relationships acknowledge 

the Bible’s condemnation of homosexuality.  They simply appeal 

to their personal experience and reasoning which, they contend, is 

different from, and more reliable in today’s context than, the 

witness of the Bible.   

 

Luke Timothy Johnson, a Christian scholar, affirms same-gender 

relationships, and offers this:   

 
I think it important to state clearly that we do, in fact, reject the 

straightforward commands of Scripture, and appeal instead to another 

authority when we declare that same-sex unions can be holy and 

good.  And what exactly is that authority?  We appeal explicitly to the 

weight of our own experience and the experience thousands of others 

have witnessed to, which tells us that to claim our own sexual 

orientation is in fact to accept the way in which God has created us.
21

 

 

The late Walter Wink was another Christian academician who was 

willing to say the Bible doesn’t have the last word on this matter. 

He was an influential religious scholar, and his position on this 

topic is often noted.  In an article that appeared in Christian 
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Century way back in 1979, “Biblical Perspectives on 

Homosexuality”
22

, Wink acknowledged:  

 
The Bible clearly considers homosexuality a sin, and whether 

it is stated three times or 3,000 is beside the point. Just as 

some of us grew up ‘knowing’ that homosexuality was the 

unutterable sin, though no one ever spoke of it, so the whole 

Bible ‘knows’ it to be wrong.  I freely grant all that. The issue 

is precisely whether that biblical judgment is correct.  

 

Wink goes on to say that the Bible’s position on such issues 

as slavery and divorce give us cause not to assume the 

Bible’s accuracy on ethical matters. 

 

Episcopal Bishop John S. Spong likewise acknowledges the 

Bible’s disapproval of same-sex intimacy, and Spong 

simply disagrees with the Bible: 
 

Even with the context explained and the words analyzed, it still 

appears to me that Paul would not approve of homosexual behavior.  

It also appears to be obvious that Paul did not understand either the 

origin or the effects of a homosexual orientation…he seemed 

incapable of relating to women in general, except to derogate 

them…Was Paul’s opinion about homosexuality accurate, or was it 

limited by the lack of scientific knowledge available to him in his day 

and infected by the prejudice born of ignorance?...In these attitudes 

Paul’s thinking has been challenged and transcended even by the 

church.  Is Paul’s commentary on homosexuality more absolute than 

some of his other antiquated, culturally conditioned ideas? …It is 

certainly possible, indeed probable in view of the now abandoned 

Pauline position on many issues, that what was articulated in Paul’s 

writing was not God’s unchanging word but Paul’s ill-informed, 

culturally biased prejudices.  Responsible Christians cannot close 

their minds to the knowledge explosion in the field of human 

sexuality by hiding behind a Pauline quotation and claiming that this 

is “the word of the Lord.”
23
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I disagree with Spong.  He and I view the inspiration of Scripture 

very differently.  Yet I do appreciate his honesty.  Instead of trying 

to reinterpret Scripture to fit his viewpoint (which, I believe, some 

Revisionists do), he openly acknowledges that Paul “would not 

approve of homosexual behavior” and boldly says, “I don’t agree.”  

Again, I cannot support his approach or his conclusions, but I do 

admire his honest and forthright statements. 

 

So, to recap, one of the most popular thoughts behind the 

affirmation of homosexuality is that our reason and experience tell 

us that the Bible simply got it wrong on this.   

 

Those are not the only two arguments that Revisionists offer 

for an affirming, inclusive posture on the part of the church.  

Here are others… 

 

3)  “The Church’s reputation and future are in 

jeopardy.” 
 

One of the reasons why some encourage the church to be affirming 

of same-sex partnerships is that they are concerned for the future 

of the church.  They believe that, if we oppose same-sex marriage 

and criticize homosexual practice, we are going to lose lots of 

people, especially young adults.  They note that Evangelicals (the 

branch of the Christian faith where many of us best fit) are now 

seen as judgmental, pharisaical, and closed-minded.  (Indeed, 

every survey I know of reflects the majority perception of the 

church by outsiders that we are intensely anti-homosexual.)  Thus 

we are losing lots of people who are choosing to distance 

themselves from the church.  A fear for the church’s future causes 

many to say we cannot afford to alienate so many people over this 

issue, and therefore must take a more progressive stance.
24
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4) It is hypocritical, many declare, to rail against 

homosexuality and be soft on divorce. 
 

In my discussions on this topic with Craig Machen, my Californian 

screenwriter friend, he countered my opposition to homosexual 

behavior with the charge that the Church has chosen to be soft on 

divorce and tough on homosexuality.  The former, he argued, is 

wreaking more havoc on the American family than the latter. 

 

It is a common charge, and one which gives us reason for pause. 

 

David Gushee makes a similar, and formidable, observation:  “One 

wonders whether those preachers inveighing against gays and 

lesbians would do so if they constituted 40 percent of their 

congregations, as with divorce today.”
25

  And Ken Wilson 

declared, “I couldn’t shake the thought that if we applied the same 

pastoral consideration to gay people that we give to the divorced 

and remarried, we’d come up with something much different than 

the categorical exclusions from church and ministry that we have 

practiced.”
26

  

 

5) “The use of the Bible to oppose homosexuality is 

compared to the use of the Bible to support slavery.” 
 

Churches in the southern U.S. used the Bible to justify slavery.  

That’s a fact and, of course, that was one of the darkest chapters of 

our nation’s history.  Advocates of an “affirming” position often 

see using the Bible to oppose homosexuality as the same kind of 

proof-texting (picking and choosing fragments of Scripture to 

prove a point) that our predecessors were guilty of in justifying 

slavery.
27
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6) “There are only a few biblical texts that speak 

directly to homosexuality, and there is no record of 

Jesus mentioning it.” 
 

If this were a major issue, the argument goes, the Bible would have 

dedicated more ink to it.  Jesus certainly would have said 

something about it if it were important.  John Shore put it like this: 

 
The fact that homosexuality is so rarely mentioned in the Bible should 

be an indication to us of the lack of importance ascribed to it by the 

authors of the Bible….the Bible is nearly silent on homosexuality…If 

heterosexual Christians are obligated to look to the Bible to determine 

the sinfulness of homosexual acts, how much greater is their 

obligation to look to the Bible to determine the sinfulness of their 

behavior toward gay persons, especially in light of the gay 

community’s call to them for justice?
28

 

 

7) “The ‘broader witness of Scripture’ tells us that 

God is love.  So love should be our message; not a 

narrow morality.” 
 

This concept of the “broader witness of Scripture” is a common 

defense of same-sex intimacy.
29

  The idea is that selected, isolated 

sections of Scripture must not be interpreted in such a way as to 

contradict the overarching themes of the Bible, such as grace and 

justice (fairness).  Opposition to homosexuality is hurtful to 

people, is judgmental and narrow, and thus does not reflect the 

picture of the gracious God of the Bible. 

 

Indeed, a solid principle of biblical interpretation is that obscure 

texts should be interpreted in light of broader themes, and that 

more clearly understandable texts shed crucial light on the less 

understandable ones.  Thus, advocates of an affirming 

(Revisionist) position toward homosexuality appeal to the broader 
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witness, the recurring theme of grace within Scripture.  An anti-

homosexual posture violates, they believe, the Bible’s emphasis on 

grace. 

 

8) Relationships with, and observation of, gay 

Christians have caused many to change their minds. 
 

Lots of those who advocate for committed homosexual 

relationships as a legitimate option for Christians take their 

positions based on their relationships with people who are gay.  

Many have homosexual family members.  Others simply have 

come to know a number of gay Christian believers and see them as 

fulfilled, fruitful Christians.  David Gushee, for example, writes,  

 
My mind has changed—especially due to the transformative 

encounters I have been blessed to have with gay, lesbian, bisexual and 

transgender Christians over the last decade.  One of them is my own 

beloved sister, who is dearer to me than words can say and who came 

out as a lesbian not long ago.
30

     

 

Gushee and many others would say they have observed good fruit 

in the relationships of committed, Christian homosexuals, and thus 

have been convinced of God’s blessing on those relationships.  

What they have observed has caused them to re-think their 

understanding of the Scriptures. 

 

9) The inclusion of the Gentiles in the early church is 

viewed as a precedent for changing our minds 

regarding who should be included among the faithful. 
 

Mark Achtemeier sees the inclusion of Gentiles in the early 

church, as recorded in Acts, as justification for the inclusion of 

homosexuals in today’s church.  He suggests that the Jews felt 
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toward the Gentiles like many church people feel toward gays.  

Yet, Achtemeier notes,  

 
When the Gentiles come into the church, there is no requirement for 

them to repent of being Gentiles.  These new believers remain who 

they are… This proclamation serves as a powerful biblical precedent 

for our suggestion that God’s blessing also extends to gay people 

whose marriages and relationships stand apart from traditional 

understandings of biblical Law. 
31

 

 

 

10) Many believe that opposition to homosexual 

relationships results from unrecognized fear, and a 

blindness to our desire to maintain our status (and the 

status quo). 
 

Read these words from Bishop John S. Spong, and see if any part 

of his statement might ring true: 

 
Those who possess power define those who are powerless and then 

impose their own definition on the ones defined.  The guiding 

principle is to ensure the comfort, the convenience, the happiness, and 

the well-being of the dominant ones.  Behind prejudice there is also 

fear.  We reject that which we cannot manage.  We condemn what we 

do not understand.   

 

…Prejudice is enforced and reinforced by the corporate wisdom of 

the community in which it is upheld, until it is thought to be God’s 

self-evident truth. 
32

   

 

Spong clearly would posit that those who oppose same-sex 

intimacy want to hold onto the majority position of power enjoyed 

by heterosexuals.  Furthermore, Spong would suggest, we have 

said for so long that God only approves of heterosexual 
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relationships that we actually have convinced each other that it is 

true (whether it is or not).   

 

Whether or not we agree with Spong’s position on homosexual 

practice, his charges demand from us honest introspection. 
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We have considered thus far the arguments in support of the 

Revisionist (affirming) viewpoint.  Now we turn to the 

Traditionalist (non-affirming) viewpoint (the viewpoint I 

embrace)… 

 

The Christian case for sexual 

relationships only between a 

married man and woman  

(The Traditional/ 

Non-Affirming position) 
 

Here I will attempt to set forth my case for a traditional view 

of sexuality.  In doing so, I will respond to the most compelling 

and legitimate arguments offered by those who hold the 

Revisionist view.  

 

1) I believe the Bible’s prohibition against homosexual 

behavior is clear, and cannot be explained away as 

mere differences in the “kind” of homosexuality we 

are talking about. 
 

I believe the Bible clearly and unequivocally describes same-sex 

intimacy as contrary to the plan of God.  That is the unambiguous 

message taken from a plain reading of the texts.
33

  And the 

evidence is compelling:  New Testament writers knew about 

homosexual practices beyond that of pederasty and other abusive, 

manipulative relationships.  The New Testament thus prohibits all 

homosexual intimacy. 
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Of course there are those who reach other conclusions based on 

their beliefs that we cannot read the texts so simplistically.  The 

most common claim is that the Bible condemns only exploitative 

forms of homosexuality such a pederasty (men having sex with 

boys).  The claim is rooted in the assumption that such brutish 

forms of homosexuality were the only models of homosexual 

behavior known to the writers of Scripture.  Therefore, the 

argument goes, of course the Bible condemns homosexuality.  The 

Bible, it is thus assumed, does not address the kind of mutually-

fulfilling, committed relationships which are so prominent today.   

 

That assumption, however, does not seem to be based on solid 

evidence.
34

 

 

I believe the attempted re-interpretations of the texts that denounce 

homosexual behavior are misguided, and I believe that for two 

basic reasons:  1) It is a big leap to assume the writers of Scripture 

were unaware of mutually-chosen sexual behavior; and 2) should 

the writers of Scripture have wanted to limit their denunciation to 

exploitative homosexual practices, they had the means to do so.   

 

Note the following: 

 The Bible nowhere says it is addressing only crude and 

ruthless forms of homosexual practice. 

 The inclusion of lesbian sex in Romans 1:26-27 clearly 

expands the prohibition beyond man-boy relations.
35

 

 The Bible speaks of those “inflamed with lust for one 

another” (Romans 1:26-27), obviously referring to 

mutually-desired and mutually-chosen relationships. 

 The Bible speaks of punishment of both parties in 

homosexual acts (see Leviticus 20:13 and 1 Corinthians 

6:9), and would not prescribe punishment for the victim of 

a sex crime.   
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 There is a Greek word for pederasty (paiderastes), and if 

Paul’s writing was limited to that, surely he would have 

utilized the word instead of being so broad in his 

condemnation. 

 

Simply put, I do not believe the Bible’s prohibitions are limited to 

pederasty, temple prostitution, sexual slavery, or other exploitative 

and abusive sex.   

 

Certainly, the Bible was addressing and condemning pederasty and 

other abusive sexual relationships.  To read the Bible as 

prohibiting only exploitative homosexual activity, however, is an 

over-reach and a denial of the original intent of Scripture.
36

   

 

It is simply inaccurate to assume that consensual same-gender 

intimacy among adults was unknown in the biblical world.
37

  

Kevin DeYoung, in What Does the Bible Really Teach About 

Homosexuality?
38

 cites and quotes a long list of secular scholars 

who note the wide range of homosexual practices in the day of the 

Bible; not just exploitative practices.
39

  One of those he quotes is 

N. T. Wright, academic hero of many of us: 

 
As a classicist, I have to say that when I read Plato’s Symposium, or 

when I read the accounts from the early Roman empire of the practice 

of homosexuality, then it seems to me they knew just as much about it 

as we do.  In particular, a point which is often missed, they knew a 

great deal about what people today would regard as longer-term, 

reasonably stable relations between two people of the same gender. 

This is not a modern invention; it’s already there in Plato.  The idea 

that in Plato’s day it was always a matter of exploitation of younger 

men by older men or whatever…of course there was plenty of that 

then, as there is today, but it was by no means the only thing.  They 

knew about the whole range of options there.
40

   

 

Note also the following from Stanley Grenz: 
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Some Christians insist that a move to recognize homosexual 

relationships is long overdue.  In support of this claim, they look to 

the Bible.  Certain proponents point out that scripture nowhere 

explicitly condemns such unions.  The idea of homosexual marriage 

was simply unknown in the ancient world, they argue, and therefore 

the biblical authors never spoke to the issue. 

 

This claim, however, fails to take into consideration the presence of 

homosexual unions in ancient Greek and Roman culture.  In Greece, 

same-sex unions were sometimes formalized through wedding 

ceremonies.  Likewise, homosexual marriages may have been in 

vogue in first-century Rome, especially among young males of well-

to-do families.  Emperor Nero himself was supposedly involved in 

two homosexual weddings…This is not to suggest that homosexual 

marriages were the accepted social pattern, but to point out that they 

were not as unknown in the ancient world as some contemporary 

theorists suggest.  Paul, therefore, was likely aware of the possibility 

of same-sex marriage.
41

   

 

Granted, much of the homosexual behavior in the Bible’s day was 

oppressive and violent and not like the consensual and 

monogamous homosexual relationships of many today.  But not all 

homosexual behavior in the Bible’s day qualified as oppressive 

and violent.  Not all homosexual behavior was between men and 

boys.  Not all homosexual acts were forced onto an unwilling 

participant.   

 

In fact, my quick (admittedly, non-academic) scan of the topic of 

homosexuality in the ancient Greco-Roman world provided several 

confirmations of the presence of non-exploitative, same sex 

intimacy, although the exploitative relationships such as pederasty 

are confirmed as, indeed, deplorably common.
42

   

 

Does anyone seriously believe, Robert Gagnon asked, that if the 

Corinthian Christians had written back to Paul, explained that in 
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their church were two men having sex with each other, but they 

were truly in love, that Paul would have responded, “Oh, I’m not 

talking about them”?
43

  It seems clear: Those who penned 

Scripture knew about homosexual practices beyond that of 

pederasty and other exploitative relationships, but did not limit 

their denunciations to those negative activities.  They denounced 

all homosexual intimacy.
44

 

 

Even in granting the possibility that the Bible is speaking primarily 

about exploitative same-gender sex, we still have to follow 

Scripture in the direction that these texts clearly point—

homosexual behavior is prohibited.  For us to grant permission 

(despite admirable motives) where the Bible does not grant 

permission would be a grave error.   

 

Moreover, to believe in the divine inspiration of the Bible is to 

believe that the writers of Scripture wrote about topics they could 

not yet fully have understood and yet they wrote truth about those 

topics.  Let’s assume that Paul, for example, when he wrote 

Romans 1, did not understand all that we presently understand 

about same-sex orientation.  My view of biblical inspiration is that 

a writer of Scripture did not need to understand everything in order 

to write accurately.  Isaiah could not have understood the full 

Messianic implications of his 53
rd

 chapter, for example, yet he 

wrote accurately of the sacrificial death of Jesus 700 years before it 

occurred.  Certainly God inspired Paul to write of realities greater 

than he or any of his contemporaries could have understood.  Such 

is the confluence of the divine and human in the inspiration of 

Scripture. 
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2) Heterosexual intimacy is built into the “natural 

order.” 
 

In Romans 1:26-27 note the use of “natural” and “unnatural.”  

 

…Because of this, God gave them over to shameful lusts. Even 

their women exchanged natural sexual relations for unnatural 

ones. In the same way the men also abandoned natural 

relations with women and were inflamed with lust for one 

another. Men committed shameful acts with other men… 

 

“It’s Adam and Eve,” some opponents of homosexuality crassly 

say, “not Adam and Steve.”  While such flippant statements are not 

helpful to the debate, there is indeed a “natural order” reflected in 

the Creation Story which helps to undergird some of the rest of the 

biblical texts prohibiting same-sex intimacy.  Genesis 1:27 reads, 

“Male and female he created them.”  It is not insignificant that in 

the very beginning there is emphasis on “the relational (including 

physical/sexual) complementarity of male and female, that is, on 

the companionship and support provided by heterosexual 

marriage.”
45

  That intrinsic, complementary quality of the male-

female relationship is one of the truths underlying the New 

Testament’s prohibitions against same-sex intimacy.
46

   

 

Mark Achtemeier disagrees with this belief that only male-female 

relationships are “natural” and that only male-female relationships 

reflect the creative order: 

 
Male and female bodies clearly do complement each other.  And as a 

consequence, the union of male and female is clearly established as 

the majority pattern for love and marriage across the whole span of 

human history.  It would be silly to try and claim otherwise.  But 

acknowledging this obvious fact of human experience hardly settles 

the gay marriage question.  The mere existence of a majority pattern 
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does not mean that all departures from this pattern are automatically 

off-limits or condemned.
47

   

 

Achtemeier and others would call our attention to the fact that Paul 

uses the same term, “natural,” to argue against long hair for men (1 

Corinthians 11:14).  If I am reading the context and flow of 1 

Corinthians 1 correctly, however, when addressing the length of 

men’s hair Paul is using “natural” in the sense of that which is 

customary.  The “unnatural” sense of homosexual unions, on the 

other hand, seems to go beyond the idea of “everyday 

expectations.”  It appears to me that by “natural” and “unnatural” 

the New Testament, in Romans 1:26-27, is referring to the created, 

intended order—the physical union of opposite genders.   

 

In Romans 1:26 the phrase “unnatural” is a translation of the Greek 

words para physin.  That phrase, para physin, “unnatural,” was 

used in other literature of the day to speak of homosexual practice. 

Kevin DeYoung notes that para physin “was commonly used in 

the ancient world to speak of deviant forms of sexual activity, 

especially homosexual behavior.”
48

   

 

Therefore, based on the use of “unnatural” in other literature of the 

time, as well as the context and flow of Romans 1:26-27, I contend 

that the “natural” (divinely designed) sexual relationship is 

heterosexual.  Furthermore, to violate the divine design is not only 

a deviation; it is an act of disobedience.  To quote Robert Gagnon, 

homosexual practice is “an instance of pride, a supplanting of 

God’s design in creation for sexuality in favor of one’s own 

design,”
49

 and thus we see homosexual practice in Romans 1 

described as a form of idolatry.
50

 

 

In Romans 1, homosexual practice is a reflection of an overall 

idolatrous mindset.  Same-gender intimacy is a form of idolatry—

the willingness to prioritize human ideas over the self-revelation of 
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God Himself.  If one’s idea about sexuality takes priority over 

God’s plan for our sexuality, that is idolatry.  “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.”
51

  The same can be said, of course, about any 

sexual intimacy outside of the marriage of a man and woman. 

John Stott put it like this: 

 
The reason for the biblical prohibitions (against homosexual behavior 

in the first century) is the same reason why modern loving 

homosexual partnerships must also be condemned, namely that they 

are incompatible with God’s created order (heterosexual monogamy).  

And since that order was established by creation not culture, its 

validity is both permanent and universal.
52

 

 

3) The Church has been consistent on this issue for 

two millennia, and thus the burden of proof for the 

overturning of that lies with the advocates of same-sex 

intimacy. 
 

In my opinion, advocates of same-sex relationships and marriage 

fail to make a case sufficient to overturn the longstanding teaching 

of the church.  The departure from the mainstream of Church 

teaching on this issue by mainline denominations and some 

Evangelicals is, from my perspective, despite the evidence not in 

light of the evidence. 

 

4) An honest submission to our best understanding of 

the biblical witness trumps experience and reason. 
 

As a fan of John Wesley, I find his “quadrilateral” fascinating.  

Wesley believed that theological thinking should reflect a balance 

of four “proofs”:  Scripture, experience, reason and tradition.  I 
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would concur that it is imprudent, even impossible, to interpret 

Scripture without the invocation of experience, reason and 

tradition.   

 

Yet, for Wesley, Scripture was the clear test of the other three, and 

appropriately so.  Neither experience nor reason nor tradition 

should be considered to be on the same level of authority as the 

Bible.  The balance is difficult to maintain, and yet it is critical.
53

  

 

It appears to me that the position taken by some of those 

mentioned above promotes experience and reasoning over the 

authority of Scripture.  The “affirming” or Revisionist position, 

from my perspective, elevates the “rights” and “scrutiny” of 

mortals over the revelation of the Creator of the universe.   

 

It is one thing to argue over the interpretation of Scripture; it is 

quite another to subject Scripture to human approval.  Of course, it 

would be an unscrupulous over-reach for me to imply that 

everyone who wants churches to approve same-sex intimacy holds 

the Bible in such disregard.  There is enough of this on the part of 

advocates of homosexuality, however, that the pro-homosexual 

argument is weakened. 

 

I do not doubt the sincerity of my Christian brothers and sisters 

who advocate for the legitimization of same-sex intimacy or 

marriage.  I believe most of them are motivated by compassion.  

However, I do not believe my Christian friends can appeal to 

biblical authority to support their position.  In fact, I believe they 

have to attempt somehow to explain away the plain reading of 

Scripture which limits the beautiful gift of sexual intimacy to the 

covenant of marriage between a man and a woman. 
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5) Being on the wrong side of history is not always a 

bad thing. 
 

Many suggest that I, and others who hold the Traditionalist, or “not 

affirming,” position are on the wrong side of history. That phrase, 

“on the wrong side of history,” is, of course, intended to shame 

people into a more enlightened, progressive stance on the issue.  

The phrase communicates that one is simply slow to catch on, and 

that eventually people will look back on those holding such views 

as old-school and, at best, ignorant. 

 

Even Matthew Vines, whose tone I generally appreciate, resorted 

to this tactic when contending for an affirming position regarding 

homosexuality: “For the first sixteen hundred years of church 

history,” Vines writes, “every major Christian leader and 

theologian believed that the earth stood at the center of the 

universe.”
54

  The simplistic, and rather insulting, implication is that 

the unwillingness to bless same-gender sexuality is tantamount to 

the ancient view that the world is flat.   

 

John Shore compares those of us who are not affirming of same-

sex intimacy to the Japanese soldiers stranded in the jungles of the 

Philippines who continued to wage guerrilla warfare even after 

WWII had ended.  He goes on to say:  

 
The bottom line on the whole LGBT-Christianity issue is that within 

what historically is an astonishingly short period of time (yay 

Internet!), we have reached Ye Olde Tipping Point.  And from this 

point on that seesaw will only continue tipping further to the left.  

That certainly works for me personally.  For verily am I just ever so 

slightly weary of hollering into the jungle for the deeply confused, 

bizarrely obdurate Christian combatants in there to stop fighting.
55
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I believe Shore is right to say that culture is moving rapidly toward 

the widespread affirmation of same-sex intimacy.  I do believe it is 

very possible that same-sex intimacy will be accepted by the 

majority of Christians in the next few decades.  The trend is 

undeniable.   

 

A trend is not a validation, however, for changing what I see as a 

matter of honest interpretation of sacred Scripture which, at least 

as it appears to me, limits sex to the covenant marriage between a 

man and a woman.  Right and wrong are not determined by 

majority opinion, but by divine revelation. 

 

While the trend is undeniable, I don’t believe the widespread 

affirmation of homosexual relationships will be a good thing.   

The “free love” of the 60’s, for example, changed attitudes in our 

culture about sex outside marriage.  The pill made sex without fear 

of pregnancy a reality, and fueled the changing attitudes about 

sexual intimacy.  And I don’t think the “sexual revolution” was a 

good thing, either.  Look at the curse of pornography, the rise in 

sexually transmitted diseases, the number of abortions, the broken 

lives and hearts resulting from promiscuity, and so on. 

 

And, perhaps the “wrong side of history” argument is not a 

foregone conclusion!  Note this from McDowell and Stonestreet: 

 
After the Roe v. Wade decision in 1973, many people thought the 

abortion question was settled.  To the contrary, the pro-life movement 

has grown stronger with each decade, and young people today are 

more pro-life than their parents’ generation.  That’s the result of 

sound argument and winsome engagement on the subject.  The 

marriage question demands no less of us today. 

 

The pro-life movement was launched from the devastating loss of 

Roe v. Wade…Many thought that with the Roe decision, the abortion 

debate was effectively over.  But it was not…Thirty years later, 
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public opinion has shifted away from abortion without restrictions; 

state-level regulations have put many abortion providers out of 

business; and the 2014 abortion rate reached its lowest point since 

1973.  “Forty years ago abortion-rights activists won an epic victory 

with Roe v. Wade,” said a January 2013 cover of Time magazine. 

“They’ve been losing ever since.”
56

  

 

The reversal in public opinion has grown out of an obvious care for 

women.  Crisis Pregnancy Centers, care for women facing 

unwanted pregnancies and their babies, adoption and foster care 

emphases, all have contributed more to the change in public 

opinion than the harsh rhetoric. 

 

Bottom line, I’m willing to live with the charge that I am on the 

wrong side of history.  It is not a bad thing to be on the wrong side 

of history if history is on the wrong side of morality. 

 

I want to respond here to what I believe are 

some of the key weaknesses of the Revisionist 

position. 
 

1) I believe preconceived ideas shape Revisionist 

biblical interpretation. 
 

It is my opinion, in reading the works of some who advocate for 

monogamous homosexual relationships, that they have reached 

their conclusions before doing the serious work of biblical 

interpretation.  Relationships with gay persons, feelings that the 

church is being unfair and judgmental, convictions that a God of 

love would not limit the joy of gay persons by prohibiting their 

loving relationships, and so on, have prompted people to look for 

loopholes.  It seems to me that many have “imposed a wishful 

interpretation on the biblical passages.”
57
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They seem to begin with the assumption, for example, that because 

God is loving, He would not create someone with a homosexual 

orientation and then deny him or her the option of the personal 

fulfillment that comes through a lifelong, loving relationship.  

Then they re-read the texts dealing with homosexuality through 

those lenses, seeking support for their already-arrived-at position.  

They approach the Scriptures with a presupposition.   

 

It is difficult to discover the meaning of a text if we already have 

an assumption about the “right” interpretation.  Looking to the 

Bible to justify one’s predetermined position is not new, but 

neither is it right.
58

 

 

Admittedly, none of us can completely bracket out our 

assumptions.  But prejudgment surely minimizes the possibility of 

sound interpretation.  And in both my readings and my personal 

conversations with Revisionists, it seems to be a common practice 

among them to seek biblical evidence for a decision at which they 

have already arrived. 

 

Of course, in all fairness, it is not only advocates of homosexual 

practice who are guilty of this.  That kind of biblical interpretation 

is all too common.  Nevertheless, the preconceptions that I 

perceive on the part of so many Revisionists do cast doubt on their 

use of the Bible to justify the affirmation of same-sex 

relationships. 

 

2) The Church’s loss of people over this issue 

certainly is heartbreaking.  However (and I’m not 

trying to sound pious), our ultimate responsibility is 

to the revelation of God as we understand it. 
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One of the arguments against a “non-affirming” stance is that 

Evangelicals are being seen as judgmental, pharisaical, and closed-

minded.  Thus we are losing lots of people who are choosing to 

distance themselves from the church.   

 

On the one hand, this is heartbreaking. To have anyone despise or 

distrust the church is disastrous.  Our words and tones seemingly 

have not only turned people off to church; apparently there have 

been those who have either left the Christian faith altogether, or 

chosen not to consider the Christian faith at all.  We must not fail 

to appreciate how tragic that is.   

 

I’m not speaking only in generalities, by the way.  I’m talking 

about how this conversation could have an impact on First Baptist 

Church.  We are experiencing a revitalized emphasis on young 

adults, and the statistics show that many young adults are turned 

off by the condemnation of their homosexual friends.  So, I am 

concerned that a statement by FBC which isn’t fully affirming and 

inclusive of same-sex relationships will throw up an obstacle 

between our church and many whom we would like to reach.   

 

Ken Wilson is right:  “Causing an unnecessary disincentive to 

follow Christ is a serious offense, at least as serious as failing to 

uphold a moral good.”
59

  

 

On the other hand, it would be unwise to reach moral conclusions 

based on the potential of others’ reactions.  Jesus recognized that.  

Remember the following from John 6:53-67: 

 

Jesus said to them, “Very truly I tell you, unless you eat the 

flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in 

you. … 
 
On hearing it, many of his disciples said, “This is a 

hard teaching. Who can accept it?” 
 
Aware that his disciples 

were grumbling about this, Jesus said to them, “Does this 
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offend you?...
 
From this time many of his disciples turned back 

and no longer followed him.
 
“You do not want to leave too, do 

you?” Jesus asked the Twelve. 

 

It would be neither faithful nor honest to relax one’s position on 

homosexuality just so that one’s church will grow numerically.  It 

would be disingenuous for a traditionalist like me to pretend I 

don’t believe homosexual practice is wrong, even if the motivation 

is as wonderful as reaching young adults. 

 

Moreover, the idea that if the church were to be on the “right side” 

of this debate we could attract more people to us is somewhat 

naïve.  Even if all of us were to declare we are completely open to 

same-sex intimacy and embrace same-sex marriage, we would 

certainly be demonized by someone for something else.  Consider, 

for example… 

 

 The claim that Jesus is The Way to God is deemed narrow-

minded.   

 Our insistence that people (heterosexuals included) not 

have sex until they are married is thought to be antiquated.   

 Hell is thought to be a ghoulish fantasy.   

 The fact that people without Jesus are “lost” and need to be 

“saved” is taken by many as an offense.   

 And the cross has been considered a “stumbling block” and 

“foolishness” for two millennia (1 Corinthians 1:23).   

 

Thus, while I appreciate the desire not to be thought of as archaic, 

puritanical, pharisaical ignoramuses, it is surprisingly gullible to 

think we would be embraced by our surrounding society if we 

merely declared ourselves to be so open-minded that we are now 

affirming same-sex intimacy.   
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3) Homosexuality and divorce are, in fact, different. 
 

It is perhaps true that the Church has become too soft on divorce 

and re-marriage.  I would not want to try and defend any 

willingness to condone, wink at, turn a blind eye to, or overlook 

the destructive impact of divorce in the Church.  However, Robert 

Gagnon makes a terribly important point here: 

 
For the situation (of a divorced person) to be comparable to a self-

affirming, practicing homosexual, a person would have to be engaged 

in self-avowed serial divorce actions…Some people are divorced 

against their will or initiate divorce for justifiable cause against a 

philandering or violent spouse.  Such people should be distinguished 

from those who divorce a spouse in order to have love affairs with 

others or to achieve “self-fulfillment.”
60

  

 

The rate of divorce among Christians is regrettable.  Divorce itself, 

however, is not comparable to an ongoing same-gender 

relationship and/or marriage.  Divorce is an event; not a way of 

life.
61

   

 

4) The slavery error does not justify advocacy of 

homosexuality. 
 

Slavery and its justification is a tragic chapter in the history of 

southern churches.  Yet, this logic (“We misinterpreted Scripture 

regarding slavery, therefore we must be misinterpreting Scripture 

regarding homosexuality”) is unconvincing.  Let’s acknowledge 

the tragic sins of slavery, but let’s not appeal to our shame over 

those sins in order to justify a re-reading of Scripture on 

homosexuality. 

 

Many of my African American friends, in fact, deeply resent the 

co-opting of the imagery and principles of the Civil Rights 
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Movement by those calling for the affirmation of homosexual 

practice.  

 

Granted, the comparison of the “gay issue” to the erroneous 

interpretation of the Bible regarding slavery is not unfounded.  So, 

later in this booklet we will dig a little deeper into the slavery issue 

when we consider “Slaves, Women and Homosexuals.” 

 

5) The fact that only a small number of biblical texts 

address homosexuality, and that Jesus is silent on the 

topic, are not arguments for homosexual practice. 
 

The contention that the church should be affirming of homosexual 

intimacy because the Bible only speaks to the issue a few times, 

and because there is no record of Jesus mentioning it, is 

unpersuasive.  An argument from silence is, in fact, a tenuous 

argument. 

 

I would counter that the Bible doesn’t talk about it for the same 

reason that I didn’t talk about it for the first two decades of my 

ministry—it wasn’t such a big issue.  In the context from which the 

Bible emerged, homosexual behavior was assumed to be wrong.
62

  

Furthermore, the Bible speaks to bestiality and incest with less 

frequency than it speaks to homosexuality, but we certainly don’t 

interpret the Bible’s reticence as license to engage in sexual 

activities with siblings or farm animals.
63

 

 

It is quite a stretch to assume that He would have had a different 

position than the Hebrew Scriptures.
64

  In fact, when Jesus did 

speak to such issues as marriage, he reflected a firm interpretation 

of the sexual morality of the Jewish Law (for example, “if you lust 

you have committed adultery,” Matthew 5:28).  Regarding 

sexuality, Jesus spoke in affirming words strictly of the covenant 
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love between and man and a woman (Matthew 19:4-6; Mark 10:5-

9). 

 

6) An appeal to “love” is no justification for 

immorality. 
 

John Stott understood the argument that the presence of love 

makes everything right.  He noted: 

 
The Lesbian and Gay Christian Movement borrows from Scripture 

the truth that love is the greatest thing in the world (which it is) and 

from the “new morality” or “situation ethics” of the 1960’s the notion 

that love is an adequate criterion by which to judge every relationship 

(which it is not).  Yet this view is gaining ground today.
65

  

 

Stott appropriately warns of the appeal to “love” as a 

justification for same-sex intimacy. 

 

Walter Wink, in contrast, is one who has said that “love” is 

the overriding biblical sex ethic, and that love negates the 

isolated restrictions on homosexual behavior.  The 

following is from Wink’s article in Christian Century cited 

above.  I include it here because it demonstrates, in my 

view, the weakness of the “love” argument: 

 
The crux of the matter, it seems to me, is simply that the 

Bible has no sexual ethic. 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. 

 

…the question ceases to be “What constitutes a breach of 

divine law in the sexual realm?” and becomes instead “What 

constitutes obedience to the God revealed in the cosmic lover, 

Jesus Christ?” Approached from the point of view of the 
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Spirit rather than of the letter, the question ceases to be 

“What does Scripture command?” and becomes “What is the 

Word that the Spirit speaks to the churches now, in the light 

of Scripture, tradition, theology, psychology, genetics, 

anthropology and biology?” 
 

So does the presence of love make same-sex behavior moral?  Of 

course it does not.  In fact, Wink’s logic reminds me of the lines 

from an old pop song: “It can’t be wrong when it feels so right.”  

And I remember John Stott’s words:  “No man is justified in 

breaking his marriage covenant with his wife on the ground that 

the quality of his love for another woman is richer.  Quality of love 

is not the only yardstick by which to measure what is good or 

right.”
66

  

 

7) I believe some of those arguing for acceptance of 

homosexuality by the Church might simply be looking 

for validation of their choices. 
 

We humans have an uncanny ability to rationalize.  Since the Fall 

(humankind’s first sin and its catastrophic impact) we have been 

born with a sin nature, the overwhelming tendency to do the wrong 

thing.  With the Fall came also the curse of the ability to rationalize 

or explain away our sinful choices. 

 

Steve Constable, a Presbyterian minister friend, noted that it’s 

easier to justify and rationalize bad behavior than to discipline 

ourselves.  In a conversation and subsequent email exchange with 

me, Steve explained that at the core of any human being’s 

conscience is the awareness that something is right or wrong – and 

perhaps that’s all the stronger with a sexual sin. For the person 

struggling with same-sex attraction, life becomes much simpler if 

that voice inside saying “this is wrong,” is drowned out by other 

external voices, saying “No, this is right.” Steve suspects that’s 
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why this has moved from what otherwise would be an issue of the 

right to privacy (and the right to sexual expression as one may 

wish behind closed doors) to an issue of public acceptance where 

the rest of us are expected to agree “homosexual behavior is right.” 

 

Steve gives an example:  Let’s say I have the temptation and the 

means to steal money from the company I work for.  I have, given 

enough time, access and the know-how to siphon off enough to 

buy a home in Tahiti.  But my conscience says that’s the wrong 

thing to do.  My spirit is troubled over the prospect of stealing.  

And that discomfort, that disequilibrium, in my spirit is not fun. 

 

So, Steve continues to explain, I construct a whole narrative to tell 

myself it’s alright to steal the money.  I tell myself, “The company 

has insurance for theft, so they’re covered.  And besides, in a 

multi-billion-dollar company they probably won’t even miss a few 

thousand.  On top of that, the president of the company makes $3 

million a year!  That’s 50 times the average salary of employees of 

the company!  And don’t forget that people do it all the time.  

Good people.  And it’s just a white collar crime, not a violent 

crime.  I’m not like those drug dealers downtown.”  Thus, with 

those rationalizations, my desire to steal is justified. 

 

Steve’s point is that many could be trying to drown out the voice 

of conscience (and the whisper of the Holy Spirit), which are 

saying, “Homosexual behavior is wrong.”  They are looking for 

(and, perhaps, manufacturing) voices saying, “No, this is right,” in 

order to mitigate their remorse.  They are attempting to alleviate 

their “cognitive dissonance”—the mental and spiritual discomfort 

we experience when we hold contradictory beliefs or values.  That 

could be what is behind the re-interpretation of Scripture and the 

aggressive efforts by some to mainstream homosexuality in our 

society.
67
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Interpreting the key texts 
 

The following three texts are essential in this debate, and their 

rightful, plain interpretation, I believe, is the basis of the traditional 

view on sexuality. 

 

Romans 1:18-27 (NIV) 
The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the 

godlessness and wickedness of people, who suppress the truth 

by their wickedness,
 
since what may be known about God is 

plain to them, because God has made it plain to them. 
 
For 

since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities—his 

eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being 

understood from what has been made, so that people are 

without excuse. 

 

For although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God 

nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and 

their foolish hearts were darkened. 
 
Although they claimed to be 

wise, they became fools 
 
and exchanged the glory of the 

immortal God for images made to look like a mortal human 

being and birds and animals and reptiles. 
 

 
Therefore God gave them over in the sinful desires of their 

hearts to sexual impurity for the degrading of their bodies with 

one another. 
 
They exchanged the truth about God for a lie, and 

worshiped and served created things rather than the Creator—

who is forever praised. Amen. 

 

Because of this, God gave them over to shameful lusts. Even 

their women exchanged natural sexual relations for unnatural 

ones. 
 
In the same way the men also abandoned natural 

relations with women and were inflamed with lust for one 
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another. Men committed shameful acts with other men, and 

received in themselves the due penalty for their error. 

 

This is perhaps the most important text in this conversation.  

Romans 1:18-27 communicates the following: 

1. Homosexual behavior is “unnatural,” meaning that it 

violates the divine design.   

2. The people addressed here are attracted to each other; so 

this is clearly not exclusively addressing exploitative sex.
68

 

3. The introduction to lesbian sex here solidifies the argument 

that the Bible denounces all same-sex intimacy; not just 

that of men with boys. 

 

1 Corinthians 6:9-10 (NIV) 
 
Or do you not know that wrongdoers will not inherit the 

kingdom of God? Do not be deceived: Neither the sexually 

immoral nor idolaters nor adulterers nor men who have sex 

with men nor thieves nor the greedy nor drunkards nor 

slanderers nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. 
 
 

 

In the New International Version the phrase, “men who have sex 

with men” translates two Greek words, malakoi and arsenokoitai.  

Malakoi literally means “soft ones.” Arsenokoitai is a conjunction, 

a combination word, combining “man” and “bed,” leading to the 

possible translation as “man-bedders,” or “men who take men to 

bed.”   

 

The New American Standard version tends to be a bit more literal 

than many other translations.  Note that the NASB translation, 

unlike the NIV, translates those two Greek words separately: 
 

 
Or do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit the 

kingdom of God? Do not be deceived; neither fornicators, nor 

idolaters, nor adulterers, nor effeminate (malakoi), nor 
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homosexuals (arsenokoitai), 
 
nor thieves, nor the covetous, nor 

drunkards, nor revilers, nor swindlers, will inherit the kingdom 

of God. 

 

These two words (malakoi and arsenokotai) are key to the present 

debate over homosexual practice.  Those who support, and 

advocate for, monogamous same-sex relationships contend that 

this combination of malakoi and arsenokoitai in 1 Corinthians 6:9-

10 indicates the relationship of men and boys known as pederasty, 

or perhaps male prostitution.  “Soft ones” indicates, they say, the 

forced participant in the sex act.  So this is not, Revisionists 

contend, talking about two people who are in a consensual, 

monogamous, even marriage relationship.
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I do not find that interpretation compelling.  It seems much more 

likely that malakoi simply refers to the consenting, though more 

passive, partner in a homosexual relationship, while arsenokoitai 

refers to the more assertive partner in the relationship.
 70

   That is 

why the NIV combines those two words into the translation, “men 

who have sex with men.”
 
 

 

What seems clear to me is that, should God have wanted Paul to 

speak of exploitative homosexuality, that would have been simple 

and easy.  To try and re-translate these texts, giving the texts such 

radically different meanings, is rather presumptuous and appears to 

be an attempt to justify conclusions already reached.   

 

1 Timothy 1:10 (NIV) 
…the sexually immoral, for those practicing homosexuality, for 

slave traders and liars and perjurers… 

 

The word translated into the English as “those practicing 

homosexuality” in 1 Timothy 1:10 is arsenokoitai.  Its placement 

in the sentence, and whether its placement is important, is debated.   
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Those who affirm same-sex relationships often note that “those 

practicing homosexuality” (arsenokoitai) is placed between “the 

sexually immoral” and “slave traders.”  That means, they contend, 

that Paul is talking not about the mutually consenting and fulfilling 

homosexual relationships we know today, but rather about sex-

trafficking of boys.
71

  But I believe such a conclusion, based 

simply on the order in which the words are placed, is a stretch. 

 

Regarding 1 Corinthians 6:9 and 1 Timothy 1:10, David Gushee 

suggests that the words malakoi and arsenokoitai could have been 

translated differently than “homosexual,” at least in the sense that 

we use the term, “even if not the majority scholarly reconstruction 

at this time.”
72

    

 

Gushee’s phrasing is important, for Gushee admits that Revisionist 

renderings of 1 Timothy 1:10 (to translate arsenokoitai as “sex 

traffickers,” “sexual exploiters” or “rapists,” etc., instead of “those 

practicing homosexuality”) “are not the majority scholarly 

reconstruction at this time.”  In other words, Gushee acknowledges 

that any attempt to revise the meaning of 1 Corinthians 6:9 and 1 

Timothy 1:10 to downplay the Bible’s denunciation of homosexual 

relationships is to contradict the majority of biblical scholarship.
73

 

 

Slaves, Women, and Homosexuals 
 

It is not enough to think of the above biblical texts in isolation.  

We need to dig a little bit, and try to find underlying principles and 

recurring themes in Scripture.   

 

One of the most helpful resources I’ve found is William J. Webb’s 

book, Women, Slaves and Homosexuality.  Webb writes about 

what he calls the “redemptive-movement hermeneutic.”  It’s a way 
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of noticing the Bible’s movement, its progression, on important 

issues. 

 

My simple summary of Webb’s insights is this:  God took the 

people of the Bible where they were.  Through Scripture, God 

“nudged” His people toward life as it should be lived, but He knew 

He couldn’t jerk them immediately into a mature Judeo-Christian 

ethic.
74

   

What God said about important social and spiritual matters was 

often in stark contrast to the messages His people were getting 

from their culture. So God took them at their level of 

understanding and moved them in the right direction.  

 

Webb takes that principle and applies it to three important topics:  

slavery, the role of women, and homosexuality.  He makes a really 

important observation about those three: 

 
The bulk of the biblical texts concerning slaves and women move in a 

less restrictive or freeing direction relative to their original culture.  

They may not go as far as we might like, but they clearly move in a 

liberalizing direction relative to the setting in which they were given.  

On the other hand, the homosexual texts move in a conservative or 

restrictive direction relative to the original culture.
75

 

 

In other words, Scripture moved the people of God to look at 

slaves with an increasingly more loving spirit than others in their 

culture did, and increasingly to accept women as far more valuable 

than what was reflected in their culture.  On homosexuality, 

however, Scripture was not as affirming as the culture was.  While 

the culture was somewhat permissive about homosexuality, 

Scripture was strictly prohibitive. 

 

Webb also notes the progression within the Bible itself toward 

freedom for slaves and the elevation of the role of women.  Again, 

he makes a distinction between women and slavery on the one 
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hand, and homosexuality on the other.  Regarding women and 

slavery, Webb writes that,  while the New Testament never speaks 

with the clarity we would like about these issues, there is a clear 

progression within its pages that leads us as Christians to condemn 

slavery and affirm women.  With homosexuality, however, the 

same restrictive tone that we find in the Old Testament appears 

again, and is reinforced, in the New Testament.  He writes, “When 

one comes to the New Testament, there is no softening of 

Scripture’s negative assessment of homosexuality found in the Old 

Testament.”
76

 Thus, Webb concludes:  “If we talk about the 

homosexuality texts…we discover a different kind of 

movement…the Christian community must continue its negative 

assessment of homosexual behavior and restrict such activities 

within the church, even if society at large does not…”
77

  

 

So, there are signs in the New Testament that the truth of Galatians 

3:27-28 (no more Jew/Greek, slave/free, male/female) is beginning 

to break through in this new Christian community.  A new day for 

women and slaves was, by the time the New Testament closed, still 

emerging.  Yet, again, there is no indication in the New Testament 

of a “new day” regarding homosexuality.  Nothing even hints at 

contradicting the texts that prohibit same-sex intimacy. 
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So what should a homosexual 

Christian do? 
 

First, let’s distinguish between a) same-sex attraction; b) 

homosexual orientation; and c) gay identity. 

 

Same-sex attraction is simply a physical attraction to people of the 

same gender, often in addition to an attraction to the opposite 

gender. 

 

Homosexual orientation is “a same-sex attraction that is strong 

enough, durable enough, and persistent enough for them to feel 

that they are oriented toward the same sex.”
78

  

 

Gay identity is seeing one’s self defined by homosexuality.  This is 

a matter of how one sees one’s self and one’s way of life. 

 

These distinctions are particularly important when helping young 

people sort out their sexuality.  Mark Yarhouse has important 

words for parents and teens here: 

 
I encourage young people to describe their experiences (‘I experience 

same-sex attractions’) rather than form an identity around their 

attractions.  This can help them avoid polarized ‘positions’ with their 

parents and move them toward a more honest and respectful 

relationship. 

 

When I talk to parents, I encourage them to be descriptive too, or to at 

least keep descriptive language in mind.  I don’t want them to insist 

that their teen think of it in a descriptive way; that’s up to their teen.  

But as parents, they can choose how they think about their son or 

daughter, even if their teen is making a strong declaration.  Is your 

son saying, “I am gay and wanted you to know who I really am”?  Or 
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is he saying, “I experience same-sex attractions and am sorting out 

what that means”?  There is a significant difference.
79

 

 

Besides the three-fold distinctions of same-sex attraction, 

homosexual orientation and gay identity, it is also important 

(perhaps more so) to draw the distinction between sexual 

orientation and sexual behavior.  There are a number of Christians 

who acknowledge their same sex attraction, and even a 

homosexual orientation, who do not assume a gay identity and do 

not engage in homosexual practice.  It seems to me that 

homosexual intimacy is sin; homosexual attraction or orientation is 

not. 

 

Celibacy, Chastity or Abstinence
80

 
 

I believe the appropriate choice for Christ-followers with a 

homosexual orientation is the same as that for unmarried 

heterosexuals—celibacy, chastity or abstinence.       

 

A celibate (abstinent, chaste) homosexual is one who recognizes an 

attraction to persons of the same gender, but, who does not act on 

that attraction.  That is no more sinful than an unmarried 

heterosexual recognizing an attraction to a member of the opposite 

sex, yet choosing not to engage in a sexual relationship outside of 

marriage.  (Remember:  Jesus was tempted but did not sin, 

Hebrews 4:15.) 

 

Whether fulfillment is possible through a life of Christian celibacy 

seems to depend on the one speaking/writing.   It has been widely 

noted that to encourage abstinence of homosexuals is not to ask 

anything we don’t also ask of single heterosexuals.  Yet, others 

have pointed out that for the single heterosexual there is always the 

hope out there that, if he or she wanted to, he or she might find a 

mate and be able to be married.  The traditional teaching of the 
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church does not offer that potential option, however, to the single 

homosexual.   

 

Many see absolutely no redeeming aspects of homosexual 

celibacy, even pointing to what they believe to be devastating 

psychological results from attempts to remain celibate.   James 

Brownson predicts dire consequences for those who experience 

same-sex attraction and choose not to act on it: 

 
The distinction between orientation and behavior will probably 

condemn those gay and lesbian Christians who embrace Traditionalist 

teaching to a lifetime of 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…(T)he emotional 

burden imposed explicitly or implicitly by Traditionalists on 

contemporary gays and lesbians…creates a profoundly difficult and 

duplicitous message of acceptance laced with rejection 
81

 

 

Some believe the very idea of gay persons remaining abstinent is 

ridiculous.  John Shore writes, “It’s an argument that could only 

make sense to a brain-dead person. It’s just too lame for words.”
82

  

 

Yet all reflections on abstinence for homosexuals are not so 

dismal. Some even speak/write of the fulfilling lives of celibate 

homosexuals.  In Washed & Waiting, Wesley Hill explains his 

decision, as a homosexual, to be celibate.  He acknowledges the 

struggle of “my homosexuality, my exclusive attention to other 

men, my grief over it and my repentance, my halting efforts to live 

fittingly in the grace of Christ and the power of the Spirit.”  Yet he 

says, “I am…slowly but surely, learning to view that journey—of 

struggle, failure, repentance, restoration, renewal in joy, and 

persevering, agonized obedience—as what it looks like for the 
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Holy Spirit to be  transforming me on the basis of Christ’s cross 

and His Easter morning triumph over death.”
83

  Hill declares he 

has found fulfillment in his identity in Christ.  Here are his words:  

“Imitating Jesus; conforming my thoughts, beliefs, desires, and 

hopes to his; sharing his life; embracing his gospel’s “no” to 

homosexual practice—I become more fully alive, not less…To 

renounce homosexual behavior is to say yes to full, rich, abundant 

life.”
84

   

 

Deb Hirsch is a wonderful lady who experienced a dramatic 

conversion to faith in Jesus after a life of drug abuse and illicit sex 

with both men and women.  She holds a traditional view of 

sexuality, but has invested herself in ministry to people on the 

margins of the Christian faith, many of whom are homosexuals.   

 

Deb Hirsch writes: 

 
I am thankful that Jesus was a single man…because in him we find 

the redemption of celibacy, and therefore singleness.  And as many of 

my dear friends (both gay and straight) are walking the celibate path, 

this gives them a deeper insight and appreciation of what Jesus 

experienced. …Celibacy can be a difficult thing to bear, an issue of 

sacrificial discipleship.  It flows out of a relationship and commitment 

to follow Jesus—no matter what.  It does involve loss, but…that can 

sometimes make spiritual giants out of celibate Christians.
85

  

 

Chastity is a spiritual discipline which is part of an overall process 

of sanctification, or, “becoming holy.”  Sexual restraint has been 

recognized throughout the Christian centuries as a means of 

opening ourselves up to the Spirit’s work in us.  In today’s sex-

crazed culture chastity sounds almost ludicrous, but we cannot 

allow ourselves to be shaped by what the Bible calls “the world,” 

no matter how archaic that notion seems.  Romans 12:2 reads, “Do 

not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the 
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renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve 

what God's will is--his good, pleasing and perfect will.”
86

 

 

Notice there that God’s will is described as “good, pleasing and 

perfect.”  The sexual guidelines given to us by God (sex is to be 

celebrated within the covenant marriage of a man and woman) are 

not given by a spoilsport, but by a loving Father who understands 

and desires what is best for us.  Ed Shaw, a celibate, Christian gay 

man writes, “…We have, unintentionally, made Jesus’ way sound 

like a bad deal rather than the best way for any human life to be 

lived—which it is!”
87

   

 

Shaw doesn’t deny the costly nature of his choice to remain chaste, 

but he also decries the obsession with self-gratification that seems 

to characterize so many of us.  He speaks of the spiritual value of 

sacrifice, believing that Jesus himself, as a single man, “teaches us 

that suffering for a good purpose is not to be avoided but 

embraced.”
88
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What should a church’s response 

be? 
 

Countless churches are struggling to know the right response to 

homosexuality.  Many of us genuinely struggle to find the balance 

between fighting for too much and standing for too little. 

 

One thing seems clear to me:  Downplaying the Bible’s 

denunciation of homosexual practice is not a favor to those with a 

homosexual orientation.  Jerry Kirk, pastor in the Presbyterian 

Church is right in asking this question: “When God says such acts 

are sinful in His sight and contrary to His intention, is it loving for 

us to tell such persons that their active sexual conduct is not sinful?  

Should we tell them that it is really okay, and even good?”
89

  

 

Likewise, Robert Gagnon declared: 

 
It can be as much a cruel abuse of religious power not to say what 

Scripture says, however unpleasant it is to hear, as to say what it says 

in a cold and callous manner…Should we say that the serpent, upon 

reassuring Eve that she would not die if she ate from the tree 

forbidden by God, was adopting a more loving and inclusive stance 

than God?
90

 

 

Gagnon also writes:   

 
If indeed homosexual behavior is sin and an obstacle to the fullness of 

life available in Christ, then the church has an obligation both to 

protect the church from the debilitating effect of sanctioned 

immorality and to protect the homosexual for whom more is at stake 

than the satisfaction of sexual impulses.
91
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Speaking with clarity about our convictions is appropriate, even 

necessary.  Yet, we have to admit that our response to 

homosexuals has not always been Christ-like.  A number of 

homosexuals openly embrace the Christian faith, just as do many 

heterosexuals who live together outside of marriage, yet get up on 

Sunday morning and go to church.  A homosexual Christian leader 

said to Philip Yancey, “We get such hatred and rejection from the 

church that there’s no reason to bother with church at all unless 

you really do believe the gospel is true.”
92

   

 

I’d like to add here a word to those with a same-sex orientation 

who are members of our church family.  There are a number of 

compassionate people in our church who want to help you but 

don’t know how to go about it.  So help us.  Find a minister or 

church leader in whom you have complete trust, share your story, 

and share what you need from the church.  Don’t give up on us.  

Help us help you.  You can, in turn, help us with our own struggles 

with pride, egotism, hypocrisy, and our own sexual struggles.  We 

are in this together. 

 

“Welcoming but Not Affirming” 
 

This is the position being embraced by a number of centrist 

evangelicals, and the phrase communicates my personal position 

on the issue. (I like to add the words “and mutually transforming,” 

but I recognize that “welcoming but not affirming” is a more 

common, and more easily remembered, phrase.) So what does 

“welcoming but not affirming” mean?  The phrase comes from the 

title of a book by the late evangelical scholar, Stanley Grenz. 

Grenz described his position like this: 

 
My goal is to indicate that the mandate we have received from our 

Lord calls the church to welcome homosexual persons on the same 

basis that all persons are to be welcomed.  But this same mandate 
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prohibits the church from condoning same-sex behavior as well as 

same-sex sexual unions.
93

 

 

I believe Grenz got it right.  Simply put, I believe we should 

welcome all followers of Jesus who want to be part of our church 

family.  I also believe we are to make clear the biblical message 

about sexual intimacy—that it is to be expressed only within the 

marriage between a man and a woman.  I further believe that 

spiritual leadership should be reserved for those whose life choices 

reflect biblical values.  Thus I cannot affirm openly gay persons for 

leadership roles.  Let me flesh that out…  

 

Membership 
 

Of course, there are those churches that are “not welcoming.”  

They would restrict membership (and, perhaps, even worship and 

fellowship) to those either in a heterosexual marriage or living a 

completely celibate life.  I can appreciate the moral convictions 

behind such a stance.  However, that is not an appealing option for 

me.   

 

For one thing, membership as most churches practice it (voting 

people in and maintaining membership rolls and such) is not in the 

Bible as I can find.  Therefore, we have to make decisions about 

church membership based on New Testament principles, without 

explicit guidance from Scripture. 

 

Furthermore, if a church has not made any particular moral issue a 

qualifier or disqualifier for membership up to this point, then it 

would be very difficult for that church to justify making sexuality a 

litmus test for membership now.   Since I have known First Baptist 

Huntsville, as an example, we have not singled out any specific 

moral issue as a qualifier or disqualifier for membership.  We have 

not asked if heterosexual, unmarried couples are living together.  
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We have not asked if people are willing to stop smoking or get 

help for their addictions.  We have not asked people if they cheat 

on their tests or tax returns.  It would seem wrong, then, for a 

church like ours to make this the issue that we choose as a 

disqualifier.
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I am certain there will be those in evangelical churches who agree 

with my traditional (non-affirming) stance on same-sex 

relationships, and yet who will disagree with me on allowing 

openly gay people to be members.  I truly appreciate that position.  

However, if you are not yet willing to grant membership to gay 

persons I ask you to consider the following. 

 

One, does your church really want to single out this issue as the 

disqualifier from membership?  If so, what is the biblical rationale 

for that?  Personal disgust for homosexual practice is not a valid 

justification for denying membership to gay people. 

 

Two, what if this were your son or daughter, grandson or 

granddaughter?  If your son or daughter, or grandson or 

granddaughter, were living a life you didn’t agree with, wouldn’t 

you still want somebody in some church to put an arm around your 

son or your daughter and say, “I cannot affirm your choices but I 

love you and you are welcome here”?  Would it not be wonderful 

for your church to be the kind of place where our own sons and 

daughters are welcomed, not shunned, even when we don’t affirm 

their lifestyles?  

 

But, someone might ask, if we welcome openly gay people won’t 

we be endorsing bad behavior? Won’t we be condoning sin? 

 

Nope. Welcoming people and condoning sin are two different 

things. 
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Jesus welcomed sinners.  Moreover, your church has a long history 

of welcoming sinners.  If you don’t believe me, look around the 

room next time you’re in worship!   

 

Membership and Transformation 
 

Of course, church membership is not about “privilege.”  It is about 

commitment to common values, devotion to a shared mission, and 

responsibility to each other.  Membership ought to imply a 

willingness to undergo, with others on the same journey, ongoing 

transformation.  Church membership should require from anyone a 

commitment to increasing holiness, through spiritual disciplines 

and with the support of the community.  

 

Implied in church membership is the sacrifice of discipleship, not 

an opportunity to be coddled or to have one’s every decision 

affirmed.  Richard Hays writes that his close friend Gary, who 

experienced same-sex attraction, expressed the following in his 

final letter to Hays before Gary’s death.  It is an urgent plea for 

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, learning, and not 

merely a place to be comforted and indulged.
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What would “Welcoming” mean for First Baptist?  It would 

mean no change from our present practice.   

 

Presently, when people come forward to express a desire for 

membership, they are not asked about their sexual activity.  And if 

we haven’t asked about people’s sexual behavior before, I can’t 

imagine beginning now. 
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Remember that a person is not a member of our church until that 

person publicly expresses the desire to join and completes the two 

required sessions of our membership class, “Meet FBC.”  Based on 

that two-step membership process, this is how I envision things 

unfolding if a gay person wants to join:   

As noted above, we would not change anything about our current 

practice when people come forward to express their desire for 

membership.   

If a non-celibate gay person asks to speak with a minister before 

making a decision about church membership, that minister will 

explain the church’s position/teaching on the matter.  If the church 

has taken a position that affirms homosexual practice then that will 

be communicated and the path to membership and leadership will 

be simple.   

Likewise, if the church has taken a “not-affirming” position, that 

will be communicated. The potential gay member will then have a 

choice:  Do I want to submit myself to the discipline taught by this 

church?  Do I want to be part of a church family where my sexual 

behavior is not affirmed?  Then the decision will be his or hers.   

If the church has issued a position statement on the issue, the 

position statement will help all potential members make their 

decisions.  The “Meet FBC” new member orientation classes offer 

an opportunity to unpack the mission and values of our church, as 

well as our Core Beliefs and positions on important matters such as 

this.   

 

Though such would not be my intention, a “not-affirming” position 

(if that is where we end up) might mean some gay Christians 

would not choose to be members of FBC.  The following, from 

Justin Lee, is insightful.  It describes a conversation with a pastor 

who was “welcoming but not affirming”: 
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In response a partnered gay man spoke up.  “I hear your earnestness,” 

he said.  “I see that you want to welcome me.  But I have to tell you 

that I just couldn’t sit Sunday after Sunday in a church where my 

relationship with my partner—the most important person in my life—

is viewed as something sinful.  Could you be a member of a 

congregation that said your relationship with your wife was really just 

living in sin?  My integrity and respect for my partner and myself 

won’t allow me to do that.”
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Stanley Grenz has a lot to offer to this conversation about church 

membership.  I offer a rather long quote from him for your 

consideration.  If you are struggling with the idea of openly gay 

persons being members of your church, please read this carefully: 

 
Can (gay persons) be members in good standing of the church? 

Even if we find such liaisons questionable, we might nevertheless 

assert that the church ought to minister to, and even provide a 

spiritual home for, homosexual persons.  Regardless of the moral 

status of homosexual behavior, lesbians and gays are people whom 

God values, for whom Jesus died, and to whom the gospel must 

come. 

 

Further, the church is composed of sinners—redeemed sinners to be 

sure—but sinners nonetheless.  It consists of people who are seeking 

to do God’s will in the midst of the brokenness of life.  The church 

can only assist people to overcome sin and live in obedience to God if 

they receive the ministry of, and perhaps even participate in, the 

believing community.  This is as true for gays and lesbians as for 

anyone else. 

 

In addition, homosexual persons have an important contribution to 

make to the life of the community…Consequently, the church and its 

ministry are poorer if it ostracizes homosexual believers.   

 

The church, therefore, ought not only to minister to all but also to 

welcome all into membership on the same basis.  And this basis 
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consists of personal reception of salvation by faith through Jesus 

Christ together with personal commitment to discipleship. 

 

At the same time, participation in the faith community involves give-

and-take.  Discipleship demands that each member understand that he 

or she is accountable to the community in all dimensions of life, 

including the sexual…Because it is a community of discipleship, the 

church in turn has a responsibility both to nurture and also to 

admonish and disciple the wayward in its midst, including those who 

are not living in sexual chastity, whatever the exact nature of the 

unchaste behavior may be.
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With apologies for including one more long quote, I want you to 

see what Richard B. Hays says about gay people and church 

membership.  Please consider his words seriously. 

 
Can homosexual persons be members of the Christian church?  This 

is rather like asking, ‘Can envious persons be members of the 

church?’ or ‘Can alcoholics be members of the church?’  De facto, of 

course, they are.  Unless we think the church is a community of 

sinless perfection, we must acknowledge that persons of homosexual 

orientation are welcome along with other sinners in the company of 

those who trust in the God who justifies the ungodly.  If they are not 

welcomed, I will have to walk out the door along with them, leaving 

in the sanctuary only those entitled to cast the first stone…If the 

church is going to start practicing the discipline of exclusion from the 

community, there are other issues far more important than 

homosexuality where we should begin to draw a line in the dirt: 

violence, and materialism, for example. 

 

At the same time, I would argue that the pastoral task of the church is 

to challenge self-defined homosexual Christians to reshape their 

identity in conformity with the gospel.  Those who hold the offices of 

teaching and preaching in the church should uphold the biblical 

standard and call all who hear to follow.  This is a tricky line to walk, 

but we do it on many issues.  Can a racist be a member of the church?  

Probably so, but we hope and pray that the church will become a 
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community of moral formation that will enable him or her to 

change.
98

  

 

If our church takes the same position that I have taken—

Welcoming, But Not Affirming, and Mutually Transforming—it 

will not be uncomplicated.  I have to acknowledge how difficult it 

would be for gay persons to invest themselves in a church that does 

not affirm their sexual choices. I also have to acknowledge the 

unique combination of compassion and courage that is required to 

continue to teach what the Bible says about sexuality (which I 

believe we must do) while making everyone feel wanted.  Living 

out the “welcoming” side of “welcoming but not affirming” could 

be challenging for any biblically-centered church, and it might get 

“messy.”  I simply believe we have no choice but to give it our 

very best. 

 

Could we at FBC pull it off—welcoming gays and lesbians among 

us while teaching that abstinence is the only option for those not in 

a heterosexual marriage?  Our history tells me we can.  We have 

come a long way regarding divorced persons—coming to 

understand, with time, that their divorces did not disqualify them 

from leadership among us.  Our church, many years ago, reversed 

its position on women’s roles in the church.  Although it was a 

difficult decision, now many wonderful, ordained ladies serve our 

church on our deacon body and ministerial staff.  In other words, 

given time, we adjust to new things when we believe we are being 

true to Scripture.  I have to believe the welcoming of gay persons 

among us would (with time) be no exception.
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Leadership 
 

So, I am “welcoming” when it comes to membership.  Because I 

am “not affirming,” however, church leadership is another matter.  
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Because of the responsibilities and influence that come from the 

high profile of leadership in the church, leaders are held to a higher 

standard than others.  That is supported by Scripture.  James 3:1 

reads,  

 

Not many of you should presume to be teachers, my brothers, 

because you know that we who teach will be judged more 

strictly. 

 

It’s true; the church is for broken people.  It is a hospital for 

sinners; not a hotel for saints.  Nevertheless, I believe leadership in 

the church is reserved for those who have demonstrated spiritual 

maturity, deep loyalty, and moral and ethical decisions that reflect 

the model of Jesus and the demands of Scripture. 

 

Now, as a matter of fairness, I should let you see an argument 

against my suggestion of “Welcoming but Not Affirming.”  Ken 

Wilson believes it is not helpful to “split the difference” by 

welcoming practicing homosexuals into the church but denying 

them the opportunity to lead.  He writes the following: 

 
When we single this issue out as the basis for a categorical 

disqualification for ministry we are practicing a form of indirect or de 

facto exclusion.  We are saying to an entire group of people in the 

church and beyond: you cannot be trusted to do (fill in the blank).  

You cannot be full participants in this church, even if in every other 

respect your service here is exemplary.  Such disqualification from 

ministry is not consistent with how we handle the legitimate disputes 

over equivalent moral concerns.
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Wilson’s argument is thought-provoking.  However, I do believe 

there is biblical justification for holding higher standards for 

leadership in the church.  I believe we can, and must, expect more 

from our leaders.  There are a number of issues that would 

disqualify one from spiritual leadership, same-sex intimacy being 
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but one of them.  I can remember asking two lay leaders to step 

down from leadership for moral reasons in the 25+ years I have 

been the pastor of local churches.  Both of them are heterosexuals.  

This is not just a “gay thing.” 

 

But why would openly gay behavior be one of the disqualifiers 

from leadership?  As I understand the New Testament, there are 

three specific “categories” of sins that are treated more seriously 

than others within the body of Christ:  divisive behavior, sexual 

sins and erroneous teachings.  These three are singled out, if you 

will, because of the depth of their impact on both individuals and 

on the congregation as a whole.
 
 

 

Back to Stanley Grenz.  Above you read his rationale for including 

gay persons into church membership.  Grenz does not, however, 

affirm ordination for practicing homosexuals.   

 
A person who willfully continues in sinful practices—whatever the 

case may be—is not fit for ordained leadership, not because clergy 

are perfect but because willful sin casts doubt on one’s spiritual 

vitality (1 John 3:4-10).  This suggests that the church ought not to 

ordain a practicing homosexual person for the same reason we dare 

not place an immoral heterosexual person—or anyone else who 

deliberately continues in any sin, including greed and self-

righteousness—in office.  Such persons simply cannot serve Christ’s 

people as examples of Christian integrity.
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I could not support the ordination of deacons or ministers who are 

practicing homosexuals.  I do, however, agree with Richard B. 

Hays, by the way, that “a person of homosexual orientation seeking 

to live a life of disciplined abstinence would clearly be an 

appropriate candidate for ordination.”
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Before we move on from the topic of “leadership,” let me quickly 

remind you that a church which decides to welcome openly gay 



69 

 

persons into membership, but not leadership, will then have to 

define “leadership.”  Is “leadership” limited to ordination, such as 

the ordination of deacons and ministers?  Does “leadership” 

include high profile positions such as Church Council or Sunday 

School teacher?  Can an openly gay person serve in any elected 

leadership role?  Those are the hard questions with which a 

congregation must wrestle. 

 

If our church were to agree that there are a number of issues that 

would disqualify one from spiritual leadership, homosexual 

practice being one of them, then I would be more than comfortable 

letting the church determine what levels of leadership are not open 

to practicing homosexuals. 

 

“Welcoming and Mutually Transforming” 
 

David Fitch, a professor and writer, offered a term that is getting 

lots of traction:  “Welcoming and Mutually Transforming.”  This 

transformation, of course, is toward the image of Jesus.  Fitch’s 

proposal reminds us that 1) we all are broken; and 2) all of us are 

on the discipleship journey together—none of us having arrived 

and all of us taking steps backward and forward along the way. All 

of us are in need of ongoing transformation.
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Tony Campolo, in his article explaining why he changed his mind 

and is “finally ready to call for the full acceptance of Christian gay 

couples into the church” said, “When we sing the old invitation 

hymn, ‘Just As I Am,’ I want us to mean it, and I want my gay and 

lesbian brothers and sisters to know it is true for them too.”
104

 

That’s a gracious sentiment, and I agree.   

 

However, I also remember the quote attributed to Leighton Ford, 

“God loves us the way we are, but too much to leave us that way.”  

“Transformation” means we are not content to live with any of 
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those things in our lives that do not align with God’s intentions for 

us, including but certainly not limited to, homosexual practices.  

All of us are to submit to the transformation that is both possible 

by God’s Spirit and mandated by Scripture.  

My favorite term, then, is “Welcoming, Not Affirming, and 

Mutually Transforming.”  That is what I see as the biblical 

position—reflecting the appropriate emphasis on both grace and 

truth. 
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Should a church issue a position 

statement? 
 

Churches across the country are deciding whether or not to issue a 

position statement on the topic of homosexual practice.   

The idea of issuing a position statement has elicited deeply 

emotional responses among congregations.  Congregations have 

been divided, with some wanting to take a conservative stance, 

with others wanting to issue a very affirming statement, and with 

still others hoping their church will not say anything at all about it.  

David Gushee calls these three groups the Traditionalists, the 

Revisionists and the avoiders. 

 

Gushee writes: 

 
Everywhere I go I run into three different kinds of responses to the 

LGBT issue…Traditionalists…Revisionists…and 

avoiders….Avoiders want to evade the subject for a wide variety of 

reasons, including genuine convictional uncertainty, fear of hurting 

people and fear of conflict and schism…avoiders are often quite 

intense in their desire to avoid the issue altogether, often linked to 

their responsibility for holding institutions together or keeping their 

jobs…Whether rightly or not, the LGBT issue has become the hottest 

of hot-button issues in our generation, so ultimately avoidism proves 

insufficient. Everyone will have to figure out what they will think and 

do about this.
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I believe Gushee is right.  Avoidance of a decision, and position, 

on this matter is no longer an option for churches.  I believe that 

for a number of reasons. 
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1. My sense is that most in our congregation (FBC) are 

expecting us to address this, and not to address it would be to 

break faith with them. 

 

2. A church will either take a proactive position now, or a 

reactive position later. 

 

There used to be an ad campaign for Fram oil filters.   An auto 

mechanic would say, “You can pay me now…or pay me later.”  

The message was that the consumer could spend a little money 

now or a whole lot of money after a catastrophe.  The same is true 

for churches and positions on this issue.  We can make a decision 

now…or make it later. 

 

The issue is exploding in divisive ways among congregations all 

over the country.  Without having given the topic prayerful 

thought, churches are responding “on the fly” to… 

 

 the request for the dedication of children adopted by same-

sex couples 

 requests for same-sex weddings in the facilities 

 requests of ministers to perform same-sex weddings (inside 

or away from the church facilities) 

 the question of whether same-sex couples can be in their 

church directories 

 requests from potential ministers to know the position of 

the congregation, and vice versa 

 the call for ordination of openly gay ministers and deacons 

 

Congregations are now being forced into big decisions, often 

forced to make the decisions amid the heat of controversy instead 

of through a prayerful, reasoned, calm process. 
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I am fully convinced that we will address the matter now 

proactively or down the road reactively.  And a reactive response 

will have a name or names attached to it.  It will be personal.  It 

will be in response to a situation involving a beloved member of 

our church family.  And that will be a far more difficult 

environment in which to make a healthy decision than our present 

environment. 

 

3. This has become a defining issue in our society.  Neutrality 

on this issue is no more an option.   

 

This is arguably the biggest cultural discussion of our generation.  

For the church to remain silent on this would violate our call to be 

salt and light in the world.  Churches that choose to isolate 

themselves and not even engage in dialogue about this topic will 

become increasingly irrelevant. 

 

4. Without a guiding principle, future decisions about such 

issues as who the church will consider for ministers, who can 

be married and by whom, who is eligible for leadership,  and 

so on, will be made without direction from the congregation.   

 

In Baptist polity, the healthiest processes involve the 

congregation’s speaking to major issues, giving direction for their 

leaders and ministers to follow when tough questions arise. 

Whether it is future search teams, future business meetings, or 

future leadership discussions, for the church to clarify its direction, 

at least in a general sense, will be critical. 

 

5. Avoidance is not a healthy option at this juncture.   

The desire not to make a decision is often a matter of unhealthy 

wavering.  While often rooted in an admirable motive, such as the 

desire to avoid conflict, avoidance is not ultimately a helpful 

decision.  
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6. FBC Huntsville can model compassion and truth. With so 

many embracing an unqualified affirmation of homosexual 

practice, and so many others taking the route of hostile 

condemnation of homosexual individuals, we can do our best to 

find, and model, the balance.    

 

7. If indeed same-sex intimacy is less than God’s intention for 

His people, then we have a responsibility to offer a compelling 

perspective both to those inside and outside the church who 

are struggling to find an answer, whether that answer is 

theoretical or personal.   

 

This includes, of course, the next generation. 

 

8. This gives us an opportunity to explore anew, and to declare 

anew, our commitment to the authority of Scripture, as we 

understand it, under the leadership of the Holy Spirit.  
 

This is not only a defining issue in society; in many ways it is a 

defining issue within churches. 

 

9. If the church has issued a position statement on the issue, it 

is likely that the position statement will help potential church 

members make their decisions. 

 

There are a number of churches and church leaders who prefer not 

to make statements on the same-sex issue. Some simply hate the 

potential for division.  Some suggest that any statements on this 

issue are likely to be misinterpreted no matter how they are 

written.  Others disagree with a church taking a position based on 

principle.  Deb Hirsch writes, for example,  
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I have never been one for developing church policies on 

homosexuality.  If we have a policy on homosexuality, why wouldn’t 

we also develop policies about every other ethical issue?...The 

problem with writing policies on a particular issue is that you make 

that issue more important than others…
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My opinion, however, is that this is such a defining issue in our 

day that a position cannot be avoided.  It should not be the kind of 

position that says, “Unless you agree with this you cannot be part 

of our church,” and it should not reflect poorly on congregations 

who take different positions.  It should, however, reflect the 

majority view of this congregation. 

 

I certainly believe a statement by a church should address the 

broad Christian view of sexuality; not just homosexuality.  Yet I 

believe a position statement by individual congregations is not 

only helpful; it is necessary.
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If we are going to ask homosexuals to remain celibate, 

the church owes to them a great deal of grace and 

support. 
 

Deb Hirsch again:  

 
Let’s face it; singles in the church today get the raw end of the deal.  

Not only do they have to navigate isolation and loneliness, but they 

have to do it in a context that by and large idolizes marriage and 

family, and therefore focuses much of its resources and attention in 

that direction.  And into this journey steps Jesus, a single man who 

not only redeems singleness but also has the gumption to redefine 

family.  Jesus breaks the fixation with more biological bonds and 

creates a new family where all can belong by virtue of their 

relationship to God through him.  There can be no such thing as a 

single person in God’s expansive family.
108
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Wesley Hill, whose book Washed & Waiting is quoted earlier, is a 

gay man who has chosen abstinence.  His admonition to the church 

is important:  “Celibacy is a hard choice, and if churches are not 

willing to hold it up as an honorable pursuit and support it with 

practices of friendship and hospitality, I’m not sure it will seem 

viable to many sexual minorities.”  He adds, “The congregations 

that give me hope are ones where I see married people and single 

people, older people and younger people, all sharing meals and 

ministries and small groups together.”
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Kevin DeYoung echoes that:  “If we ask the single Christian to be 

chaste, we can only ask them to carry that cross in community…If 

everything in Christian community revolves around being married 

with children, we should not be surprised when singleness sounds 

like a death sentence.”
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This has implications for our church’s vision.  We need to be 

careful, for example, about articulating our desire to reach “young 

families.”  When we say we want to reach young families, what we 

unintentionally communicate is, “If you are single, we are not 

trying to reach you.”  All our churches ought to do an audit to 

uncover ways we unintentionally, and perhaps unknowingly, send 

subtle signals that we are “family friendly” but not “single 

friendly.”   

 

We must “cross the street.” 
 

In today’s “culture wars” it is as if we are standing on opposite 

sides of a wide street yelling across the expanse at each other.  

(Justin Lee laments:  “There is undeniable tension in our country 

between the gay community and the Christian community, and, 

increasingly, it feels like a full-scale fight to the death.”)
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We are going to have to cross that street and develop relationships, 

share our stories, and truly hear the stories of others.  Whether we 

change anyone’s mind or not, it is ours to love our neighbor, and 

loving our neighbor is impossible from “across the street.” 

 

It’s easy to make pronouncements about people from a distance, 

but I don’t know anyone whose life was changed because someone 

criticized them from afar.   

 

We need to remember that a relationship with people is not 

tantamount to an affirmation of their choices.  Jesus modeled the 

balance perfectly.  People of all kinds were very much at home 

with him.  Yet he was willing to say, “Go and sin no more” (John 

8:11).  We are going to have to avoid the extremes of toleration 

and isolation.
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I really don’t like getting painted into a corner 
 

Note this declaration by John Shore, one who affirms same-sex 

intimacy: 

 
In recent years some Christian leaders have responded to the gay 

issue by making a ministry of ‘building bridges’ between those who 

believe that being gay is a sin and those who don’t…I certainly 

understand how great that sounds.  But it’s not great.  It doesn’t even 

make sense.  Because when it comes to the issue of LGBT equality, 

there is no middle ground.  There can’t be.…The Christians on one 

side of this debate are claiming that, in the eyes of God, those on the 

other side are less than human. No matter how strenuously he or she 

might deny it, any Christian who fails to forthrightly and 

unambiguously assert that there is nothing whatsoever inherently 

immoral about same-sex relationships has chosen a side in this 

conflict.  They’ve chosen to perpetuate the maligning, ostracizing, 

and degradation of gay people by Christians.
113
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It is unfortunate that Shore wants to paint me, and people like me, 

into a corner.  Phrases like, “there is no middle ground,” and 

“building bridges doesn’t even make sense,” do not help those of 

us who want to at least maintain relationships across this divide.  I 

would love to be part of bridge-building—both within our church 

among people who see this issue differently, and between myself 

and people who are gay.  I do not believe that articulating my 

beliefs invalidates or quashes such efforts. 

 

Moreover, I don’t know any reasonable Christian who is claiming 

that gay people are, as Shore charges, “less than human.” It is 

irresponsible to make such claims about those who hold a 

traditional view, and we don’t have to accept that charge.  We do 

not have to plead guilty to sins we have not committed, and do not 

have to be bullied into accepting the charge that “any Christian 

who fails to forthrightly and unambiguously assert that there is 

nothing whatsoever inherently immoral about same-sex 

relationships has chosen…to perpetuate the maligning, ostracizing, 

and degradation of gay people.”   

 

In all fairness, many writers on the “affirming” side are not as 

harsh and belligerent as Shore.  Writers like Justin Lee (Torn),  

James Brownson (Bible, Gender, Sexuality) and Ken Wilson (A 

Letter to my Congregation) are much more conciliatory and more 

eager to find common ground.   

 

But neither is Shore alone in his approach.  There are others like 

him who would like to shame those who hold a traditional view 

into a more Revisionist position.  No one—no matter his or her 

position—should allow bullies to pressure one into a position one 

feels to be wrong.
114

   

 

I do not like the spirit I perceive behind Shore’s “ultimatum.”  But 

it is true that this is such a hot-button issue that neutrality seems 
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not to be an option.  A church does not (and should not) have to 

stake a militant position or establish overly restrictive policies, but 

making some sort of statement on the issue is now necessary.  We 

cannot wander aimlessly on this topic.   

 

The question, “Where should we draw the line?” is an 

appropriate question. 
 

Ken Wilson recalls the old hymn by Frederick Faber: 

 

But we make His love too narrow 

By false limits of our own; 

And we magnify His strictness 

With a zeal He will not own. 

For the love of God is broader 

Than the measure of the mind; 

And the heart of the Eternal 

Is most wonderfully kind. 

 

Wilson is right to ask whether “we are making God’s love too 

narrow by false limits of our own,” and whether, perhaps, “we 

magnify God’s strictness with a zeal He will not own.”  If we are 

being more rigorous than God would be in the application of the 

biblical texts that address same-sex intimacy, and if by doing so we 

are excluding people from leadership that God Himself would 

include, that is serious business.   

 

My favorite theme is grace, and the possibility that I might 

unintentionally imply there are limits on God’s love deeply 

concerns me.  However, I always try to remember that there’s not a 

word in the definition of grace that implies leniency, enabling, or 

“anything goes.”  Grace is not cheap, gullible, or happy-go-lucky.  

Grace must not be diminished or dishonored by turning it into 

indulgence.  In fact, the small New Testament book of Jude warns 
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against people who, in Jude’s words, “change the grace of our God 

into a license for immorality” (vs. 4). 

 

Grace is unconditional, undeserved, unlimited, unrelenting love; 

not undiscerning, unrestrained leniency. 

 

Grace does not mean our behavior doesn’t matter.  Grace simply 

means that our worth in God’s eyes, and our place in His heart, are 

not dependent on our behavior. 

 

But still…I always want to be examining my motives and the 

potentially negative impact of my comments on divisive issues like 

this one.  I don’t want to “make God’s love too narrow by false 

limits of my own.” 

 

Is This a “Disputable Matter”? 
 

Ken Wilson pleads admirably for unity within the body of Christ, 

despite our differences on homosexuality.  He promotes a “third 

way approach”—one that moves beyond the division that arises 

when people migrate to the two extremes.  Wilson asserts, “I think 

it is reasonable to regard this limited question—how the biblical 

prohibitions apply to monogamous gay relationships—as a 

‘disputable matter.’” 

 

Wilson appeals to Romans 14:1, “Accept the one whose faith is 

weak, without quarreling over disputable matters.”  He sees in that 

verse (and in the two chapters that follow) the biblical instruction 

for congregations to hang together over issues that are not central 

to the gospel. 

 

I would absolutely agree that same-sex relationships are not central 

to the gospel.  Even if a church were to issue a position statement, 

that statement does not belong among their core beliefs.  The 
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Bible’s teaching about homosexuality does not rise to the same 

level as such paramount biblical teachings as the resurrection of 

Jesus and salvation by grace.  Is homosexuality, however, a 

“disputable matter”?  Perhaps it depends on how we define 

“disputable.” 

 

Faithful Christians certainly do disagree over this topic.  Yet the 

disputes addressed in Romans 14 and 15 are over “diets and days.”  

I don’t mean to underestimate the tension in New Testament 

churches over what people ate and which days they considered 

“holy,” but I don’t believe they equal the gravity of sexual choices.   

So is homosexual practice a disputable matter? 

 

It is not a minor, unimportant, insignificant issue.
115

  Yet, one’s 

stance on this is not a test of one’s faith or orthodoxy.  There 

certainly can be people in the same congregations who hold 

differing perspectives on this.  It is not a central doctrine.  I hope 

our church can make a decision about this without the church’s 

dividing or losing people over it. 
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What about our youth?  
 

We must consider the impact of our position on emerging 

generations. 

 

Both Stanley Grenz and Robert Gagnon suggest that unless the 

church speaks clearly on this matter, young Christians with any 

sort of attraction to people of the same gender will be encouraged 

to experiment with homosexual relationships.  Without a 

motivation to pursue their heterosexual potential, Grenz and 

Gagnon say, we could inadvertently nudge youth in the direction 

of homosexuality.  Grenz quotes Fuller Seminary professor Don 

Williams:  “For the church at this point to surrender to gay 

advocacy and gay theology…untold numbers of children and 

adolescents who are struggling with their sexual identity will 

concede that ‘gay is good’, deny their heterosexual potential and 

God’s heterosexual purpose for them.”
116

   

 

Grenz also quotes Ruth Tiffany Barnhouse: “(T)here are a great 

many youngsters whose childhoods have been sufficiently 

problematic so that homosexuality presented to them as an 

acceptable alternative would be convincingly attractive.”
117

   

 

On the other side of the argument, however, Ken Wilson reports 

the results of a study which found that in churches taking a strong 

traditional stance “the kids kept their sexuality a secret from 

pastors and youth workers.” Wilson continued, “Kids in these 

settings were at greater risk for self-harm, including suicide.”
118

  

 

These two conflicting perspectives (some saying, “If we don’t take 

a stance young people will feel free to experiment with same-sex 

relationships,” and others saying, “If we do take a strong stance 

they will not ask for help and will dangerously internalize their 
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struggles”) are confusing.  At least the conflicting perspectives 

remind us to speak about this topic wisely and compassionately.  

We must not stifle honest questions and we cannot address the 

issue without doing our homework.  We cannot just tell teenagers 

how to behave; we have to equip them to think for themselves.  We 

must love our youth enough to embrace them, to be honest with 

them about our own struggles, and to walk with them when they 

are dealing with difficult issues of sexual identity. 

 

Churches must offer a compelling “script” to those 

who experience same-sex attractions.   Many in the 

gay community, you see, are going to offer them a 

script that is attractive. 
 

I cannot describe this concept of the script as well as Mark 

Yarhouse can, so let’s follow his thought… 

 
Let’s imagine a sixteen-year-old named Chris.  He experiences same-

sex attraction and is looking for resources to inform him about who 

he is and what his experiences are all about.  Let’s imagine that Chris 

is like an actor on a stage.  He is looking for instructions or guidance 

on how to relate to the audience.  Chris is looking for a script. 

 

And, Yarhouse says, “Much of the gay community is ready to hand 

Chris a ‘gay’ script.” That “gay script,” Yarhouse says, looks 

something like this:   

 

 Your true identity, who you really are, is tied to your 

gender orientation. 
 Your behavior should reflect who you are at your core. 

 Thus, you need to join us as a gay person living life as one 

of us, a member of the gay community. 
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This, writes Yarhouse, is a compelling script for someone who is 

confused and looking for clarity, and/or feeling rejected yet 

longing to feel included.  Yarhouse continues: 

 
…The question is, what other options are even made available to 

Chris and other sexual minorities?  What competing or alternative 

script can he expect from the church?  When Chris looks to the 

church he hears very little, and what he does hear is usually an 

oversimplification of the causes of homosexuality, followed by the 

claim that it can easily be changed or healed through efforts or faith.  

Is this the only message the church wants to send Chris?
119

  

 

Yarhouse makes the point that, by either not talking about this 

issue or talking about it in abrupt language (“Don’t ask questions; 

just live right!”), we are not helping our youth make important 

decisions.  If we don’t get serious about this, and if we don’t offer 

what Yarhouse calls a “compelling script,” we are writing off 

scores of young adults.   

 
The answer (the “script” we can offer) is that one’s identity in 

Christ is primary. 

 

Again we turn to Yarhouse: 

 
It is essentially an “identity in Christ” script that stands in sharp 

contrast to the gay script. Here are the script’s basic points: 

 Same-sex attraction does not signal a categorical distinction 

among types of persons, but is one of many human 

experiences that are “not the way it’s supposed to be.” 

 Same-sex attraction may be part of your experience, but it is 

not the defining element of your identity. 

 …The most compelling aspect of personhood for the Christian 

is one’s identity in Christ, a central and defining aspect of 

what it means to be a follower of Jesus.
120
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We cannot simply demand that those with same-sex attraction 

“change.”  They might comply outwardly with our expectations 

but they will either die inwardly or secretly pursue their passions in 

homosexual relationships. 

 

We can, however, help people with both heterosexual and 

homosexual orientations have a sense of identity.  We can both 

teach and model an identity in Christ that is compelling and life-

transforming.  We owe that to those among us; they are “our 

own.”
121

 

 

We must make sure our young people who express 

their same-gender attractions know they are “our 

people.” 
 
A study by the research firm Christian Community found gay-

identified teens in virtually every congregation they surveyed, even 

those with the most negative things to say about homosexuality.  Not 

surprisingly, the kids had often not told any adults at the church about 

their sexuality.
122

   

 

I understand (and lament) that the position I am taking might not 

encourage teenagers (or others) who recognize an attraction to the 

same gender to speak up at our church.  I honestly hope and pray 

that my non-affirming position on same-sex intimacy and marriage 

will not discourage teens (or anyone else) from being willing to 

discuss with me or others their attraction. So if and when they do 

discuss their attraction, what shall be our response? 

 

Mark Yarhouse, as a psychologist, has wonderful insights at this 

point, so I offer his perspective again. 

 
I don’t think Christians who are sexual minorities feel like they are 

part of “us.”  The nature of their struggle is tremendously isolating, 
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and there is so much shame involved in it.  Shame is different from 

guilt.  Guilt is about feeling bad for something you’ve done.  Shame 

is about feeling bad for who you are.
123

 

 

So, I want my young Christian brother or sister to know that in our 

church he or she is among family, that this is a safe place, and that 

if he or she will stick around and help people like me wrestle with 

our stuff, we’ll help him or her wrestle with his or hers. 

 

I will not affirm homosexuality as a viable alternative, for I believe 

that would not be the loving thing to do.  Yet I will plead with him 

or her to remain engaged in the church even though we are so 

awkward when it comes to talking about this topic.  And I will ask 

him or her, just as I ask those with heterosexual attractions, to 

remain sexually pure from that day on, to be celibate, to abstain 

until when and if he or she is married.  I will try to offer a 

compelling, Christ-centered “script.” 

 

Remember, I’m talking about our sons, daughters, grandsons and 

granddaughters.  And I will say to them, “In this, your church, you 

can live out your holy identity in Christ and inspire the rest of us as 

we deal with our own issues.”  This is what “welcoming, not 

affirming and mutually transforming” means. 

 

Ralph Longshore, former director of the Department of 

Evangelism of the Alabama Baptist Convention, wrote about a 

young lady who came to the pastor’s office one day.  After she was 

sure she could trust him, she admitted that she was only fifteen 

years old and a mother.  At the age of fourteen she had become 

pregnant.  The father had stayed around for only a short while.  For 

several months she wanted to die.  She confided in the pastor that 

had it not been for her baby she would have taken her own life. 

 

“Do you think God can forgive me?”  she asked. 
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The pastor spent time assuring her that God would forgive, and 

showed her from the Bible the promises and examples of His 

grace.   

 

Finally she asked, “Can the church accept me?”   

 

Now, “Can God forgive me?” and “Can the church accept me?” 

are two different things.  So the pastor took the matter to the 

church. 

 

When the people of the church were gathered, the pastor simply 

said that a teenage girl had come to him.  She had made some 

sinful choices, was in trouble, and wanted to be forgiven.  He gave 

no name.  He shared no details.  He simply said a teenage girl had 

made some bad choices and wanted to know if the church would 

accept her. 

 

Parents were all asking themselves, “Is this my child he’s talking 

about?”  Grandparents wondered, “Is that our granddaughter?”  All 

were convinced that if this happened to be their child or grandchild 

they would want the rest of the church to be merciful and 

forgiving.  And they all agreed they would love her no matter what 

she’d done. 

 

So when the young lady came into the church she was 

overwhelmed by the mercy and forgiveness which she found there.  

For they all had realized that they or their families could have been 

in her shoes. 

 

Let’s change that story to the story of a young man or woman who 

comes to the pastor to say, “I am attracted to people of the same 

gender…”  Let’s imagine the pastor coming back to us, the 

congregation, and asking if we are willing to embrace that young 
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man or woman.  Might we wonder if the young person were our 

son or daughter, grandson or granddaughter?  Would we embrace 

him or her?  I certainly hope so. 

 

It is imperative that we be compassionate and make sure that our 

youth know they are “our people” no matter what. 
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What can you and I do? 
 

This is not merely a church matter; it is an individual matter.  This 

is something that each one of us must decide for ourselves and a 

calling to which each of us must respond.  So how can we go about 

doing that?  (Here I am speaking primarily to those of us who hold 

a traditional view of marriage and sexuality.) 

 

We must seek out relationships with people who are 

gay. 
 

Deb Hirsch writes,  

 
Unless people actually get to know gay people personally and invest 

in meaningful relationships, they will simply continue to perpetuate 

the stereotypes…Unless we actually engage in some form of 

relationship with the people themselves, we will likely never have our 

assumptions and attitudes challenged.
124

  

 

I have found it wonderfully rewarding to sit down and have 

cordial, candid conversations with people who are gay.  Not as a 

crusader, or even a convincer, but as a listener.  I have not hidden 

my position; my convictions about the matter have been clear.  But 

neither did I shame or belittle anyone.  I have listened, really 

listened, to their stories.  I have prayed with people who are gay.  

And I have recognized my own need for ongoing spiritual 

transformation. 

 

What if you and I were to sit down with someone who is gay and 

ask a simple question:  “How do I represent Jesus to the LGBT 

community?”  I believe our overture would be welcomed by most, 

and we would learn a great deal. 
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We must confess. 
 

So what should we confess?  Here are some suggestions: 

 

1) The way we have treated gay people 

 

The mistreatment of people who identify as having same-sex 

attraction is widespread and, frankly, some of it is rooted in the 

church.  Young people are being rejected by their families and 

their churches.  There is a large percentage of gay young people 

who are runaways and homeless mainly because of the way people 

around them have treated them.
125

  

 

Some of us church folks have pressured our sons to be more 

masculine and our daughters to be more feminine, and some of us 

have implied to our kids that God loves only straight people.  We 

have warned our children to keep their same-sex attractions a 

secret lest they shame us.    

 

Some of us have made fun of those who are different.  We have 

suggested that those who have suffered with AIDS have gotten 

what they deserved.  Some Christian leaders have blamed natural 

disasters on the gay community. We have, in subtle and obvious 

ways, treated gay people as “less than.”   

 

It’s time to confess that and repent. 

 

2) Our disgust  

 

Truth be known, some of the opposition to homosexuality grows 

not primarily out of a careful study of Scripture, but out of 

revulsion.  Some are simply repulsed by the idea of same-sex 

intimacy and respond with what they pass off as righteous 

indignation.  Moreover, some of the most outspoken critics of 



91 

 

homosexuality are trying to suppress their own homosexual 

attractions.  Hirsch observed: 

 
Some of the most horrific acts of homophobic abuse have been at the 

hands of those who experience a form of ‘homosexual dread’—a fear 

of their own latent homosexuality.  This is the only way one can 

understand fallen pastor Ted Haggard’s homophobic vitriol, only to 

be found himself having a homosexual encounter.
126

   

 

Richard Lovelace declared the need for a “double repentance,” 

meaning that gay Christians should renounce the active lifestyle 

and that straight Christians should renounce homophobia.
127

 

 

3) Our sexual hypocrisy 

 

At a men’s retreat I heard what I understand is a pretty well-

known story.  A national men’s ministry was holding a stadium 

event some years ago.  A block of rooms in a nearby hotel had 

been booked for men who would attend the convention.  In the 

morning one of the hotel managers said to the representative 

who had booked the rooms, “I thought this was a Christian 

meeting.”   

 

“It is!” 

 

“That’s interesting.  Over half the rooms last night rented an 

adult movie.” 

 

Maybe we need to confess our sexual hypocrisy.
128

 

 

A Facebook friend of mine recently shared a quote from one of 

America’s leading evangelical voices who said something like, 

“America’s only hope is for Christians to speak up!”  And we 

should speak up—against things like racism and unfair lending 
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and, yes, sexual immorality.  But the question is how we will 

speak:  with hate and fear in our hearts or with love in our hearts 

and with the clear understanding that we, too, desperately need 

God’s grace? 

 

4) The idea that sexual sins are somehow more abhorrent than 

sins such as greed and pride. 

 

It would be helpful for us to acknowledge that the Bible gives a lot 

more attention to matters of poverty, fairness, the Great 

Commandment (love people and love God) and the Great 

Commission (Go to all the world) than to the behavior of two 

people behind closed doors.  Of course that doesn’t mean we 

should ignore the Bible’s teachings on homosexuality, for 

whenever the Bible addresses the topic it condemns the practice of 

same-sex intimacy.   However, the weight that the Bible gives to 

this and other issues does serve as a reminder for us to place our 

emphasis where the Bible places its emphasis.  Richard Hays 

chastises us:  “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.”
129

 We tell the shameful story of homosexuality from 

Sodom and Gomorrah, as an example, and almost forget what 

Ezekiel declares as the most condemning sin of those two cities:   

“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). 

 

We must be sure that our prophetic role in culture is 

tempered by humility. 
 

We Christians ought to be salt and light in our world.  We ought to 

have a prophetic voice in our culture, speaking against injustice 
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and immorality.  I don’t believe we ought to confine our 

convictions to our building.   

 

Our prophetic role, however, ought always be tempered by 

humility and a recognition that it is wrong to rail piously against 

the evil in others’ lives while conveniently ignoring the evil in our 

own. (Jesus, in fact, said something about the planks in our own 

eyes.) 

 

Our prophetic role in culture ought to be tempered by humility 

because we’ll never change the world with stones in our hands and 

sins in our hearts. 

 

So much of what churches and self-appointed Christian 

spokespersons do comes across as hypocritical because our 

prophetic roles are not tempered by humility.  It’s helpful to 

remember Galatians 6:1, “If someone falls into sin, forgivingly 

restore him, saving your critical comments for yourself. You might 

be needing forgiveness before the day is out,” (The Message). 

 

We must be consistent. 
 

I choose not to perform the marriages of people of the same 

gender, and have turned down one invitation to do that (though I 

was honored to be asked).  I also choose not to perform the 

marriages of heterosexual couples who are living together.  I ask 

that they separate between the time they ask me to perform their 

ceremony and the day of the wedding.  Then, if they agree, I gladly 

marry them. 

 

I say that to say that I do not intend to single out homosexuals in 

any discriminatory way. 
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So, whether the matter is membership or leadership, let’s be sure 

we are applying biblical standards for sexuality fairly, regardless of 

sexual orientation.  Let’s make sure we have the same expectations 

of heterosexuals as homosexuals, and let’s be very clear about that. 

I would want us to make clear our belief that any sexual activity 

(homosexual or heterosexual) outside of marriage (which I believe 

God intended exclusively for a man and a woman) is wrong.   The 

very least we can do is be consistent in our moral convictions. 

 

We must celebrate, and work hard to strengthen, 

Christian marriage 
 

Our culture needs for us to model an attractive and compelling 

view of marriage and biblical sexuality as God designed it.  

Husbands and wives also need the intimacy and genuine love that 

only marriage as God intended it can offer.  And if we have 

children at home, they need to see our love. Our children need to 

see love expressed between us so that they can know that the 

physical relationship God planned for marriage between a man and 

women really is beautiful and really is worth waiting for. 

Dorothy Day wrote in her autobiography about her parents’ 

relationship.  She wrote that she never saw any signs of romantic, 

passionate love between her parents, and that fact made what she 

was hearing about pre-marital relationships seem all the more 

alluring. 

 

Think about it.  A teenager is growing up in a home where mom 

and dad don’t spend time together and don’t ever show affection to 

each other.  The teen goes to a movie where he or she sees a couple 

(heterosexual or homosexual) who barely know each other, but 

they cannot keep their hands off each other.  On their first date 

they jump into a steamy bed. They have a relationship that sizzles.  

And that teenager compares what he or she has seen on the screen 

with the stale, boring, relationship he’s seen at home between a 
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married man and women.   Which do you think this teenager will 

see as the more desirable?  Chances are, when that teenager gets 

the opportunity he or she is going to experiment with what he or 

she has seen on the screen, for what the teenager has seen at home 

isn’t all that attractive. 

 

Moms and Dads, let your kids know you love each other.  They 

need it.  It will do them good to see Daddy give Mommy a big ol’ 

kiss.  And it ought to be a lot of fun for Mom and Dad, too!  

Our cries for “family values” ring hollow when the model we 

present is not compelling.  Let’s strengthen the family as God 

designed it. 
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Conclusion 
 

This is a complex issue.  While I stand firmly on my position, I 

stand here humbly.  Lots of bright and devoted Christians disagree 

with me.  They pose questions of interpretation that are not easily 

dismissed.  They pose difficult practical questions, such as, “So, if 

a homosexual married couple decides they have been wrong, are 

they supposed to get a divorce?” 

 

Moreover, I understand that my position on this issue could be 

hurtful to homosexual people with whom I would love very much 

to have a positive relationship.  I deeply regret that potential result.  

Yet my heart and head are settled on the position I have taken on 

this issue.  It is, I believe, supported by Scripture as rightly 

interpreted. 

 

My goal is the appropriate balance. We are going to have to find 

the balance that Jesus struck with the woman caught in adultery.  

He was kindhearted but not condoning.  He was compassionately 

present with her without affirming her choices.  He did not dismiss 

the religious leaders’ concern for morality, but neither did he 

tolerate their hypocritical condemnation.  Somehow we are going 

to have to strike that very balance. 

 

The way of compassionate morality is the way of Jesus and the 

way I believe we must take.  The way of compassionate morality 

means extending our arms and hearts to people who are making 

bad sexual choices, whether they are heterosexuals who are 

shacking up or homosexuals who are not celibate, but not 

endorsing those choices.  If I were to have my way (and I certainly 

don’t always), we would continue to welcome imperfect people 

(like us), but we would remember that the bar is higher for those 
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who lead in the church and would reserve leadership for those 

whose lifestyles reflect God’s intentions as expressed in Scripture.   

 

We obviously don’t want to throw up our hands and say “anything 

goes.” But we also don’t want to fold our arms condescendingly 

like the Pharisees whom Jesus so often condemned.  If we fold our 

arms, then people who are struggling with their sexual identity 

won’t even give us the honor of a conversation.  That includes the 

sons, daughters, grandsons and granddaughters I talked about 

earlier in this booklet.     

 

Believing that a sexual relationship between people of the same 

gender is wrong is one thing.  Choosing to ignore, reject, bully or 

loathe people who engage in those relationships is another.   

 

I have called for a statement to be issued by our church.  I 

understand that such a suggestion is fraught with danger.  I would 

not issue such a call without the deep conviction that it is 

necessary.  Yet, with the same depth of conviction with which I 

call for a statement I also plead for unity despite our inevitably 

diverse perspectives on this important matter. 

 

Within our congregation I urge people to be willing to move as far 

in the direction of the opposing position as you can without 

violating your consciences.  Of course, I would not ask anyone to 

disregard your sincere sense of the biblical message.  I would, 

however, urge you to remember that there are equally sincere 

Christians who hold opposing views.  Do not violate your 

convictions, but if you can affirm the balanced, majority opinion of 

our church, that would be good for First Baptist. 

 

There will be those on each side of the debate who struggle with 

the “Welcoming but Not Affirming” approach that I advocate here.  

Some will struggle with “Welcoming,” while others will struggle 
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with “Not Affirming,” and each will have good arguments for their 

positions.  Yet, whatever statement the church decides on, I urge us 

all to be as accommodating and collaborative as we can be for the 

sake of the precious fellowship and compelling mission of our 

great church. 

 

The late pastor, Ed Dobson, led his church in Grand Rapids to 

minister to people with HIV, though, as far as I know, he never 

wavered on what he considered to be the sinful nature of 

homosexual practice.  One gay person said to Dobson, “We 

understand where you stand, and know that you do not agree with 

us.  But you still show the love of Jesus, and we’re drawn to 

that.”
130

  Dobson and the church he led demonstrated that a church 

does not have to make a choice between biblical morals and 

biblical compassion. 

 

High moral standards and Christian love are not mutually 

exclusive.  I reject the idea that we cannot stand for biblical values 

and, at the same time, be caring.  It is possible to love gay people 

without being either condescending or condoning.  I want us to 

stand for what we believe is right, while still being compassionate.  

 

That will require you and me doing more than sitting around 

talking about this issue.  It will require us initiating loving 

relationships with people who are gay.  It will require a softening 

of our tone without a relaxing of our convictions.  May God give 

us all the wisdom to find the balance between the crusader and the 

servant, and the Christ-like combination of morality and grace. 

 

To love God is to keep His commandments as best we can 

understand them.  To love people is to extend grace.  We cannot 

falter on either. 
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Appendix A 

Convictions 
 

Conviction. 

 

Not merely a preference. 

 

Not merely an opinion. 

 

Not merely an assumption. 

 

Not merely a presupposition.  

 

A conviction is deeply held.  Firm.  Grounded.   

 

“Conviction” is rooted in the Latin word for “convince.”   

 

Thus, a conviction is not something we’ve been told is true, have 

always assumed to be true, or something we judged to be true 

without considering evidence.  People who hold a conviction 

should be able to give a reasonable explanation as to what 

convinced them. 

 

We don’t have to have convictions about every topic, by the way.  

There is no shame in holding a mere opinion about something, or 

in merely stating a preference.  It is not dishonorable to say, “I 

don’t know,” or to say, “I have not reached a conclusion on the 

matter.” 

 

So let’s not confuse preferences, opinions, assumptions and 

presuppositions with convictions.   
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Convictions are those deeply held, firm, grounded, defensible 

beliefs that define us.  They shape our worldview and thus 

determine the trajectory of our lives. 

 

Churches who thrive despite their diversity understand the value of 

wide-ranging preferences and opinions.  They grant grace to each 

other regarding even their assumptions and presuppositions, 

recognizing that we all have them.  They refuse to fragment over 

non-essentials, and they recognize a shorter list of essentials than 

others do.  In a “big tent” church, for example, everyone is in the 

minority over something. 

 

True, sometimes people of conviction find it impossible to remain 

in a church whose positions are deeply different from their own.  

Decisions like that are best reached, however, with an 

understanding that, as the saying goes, every hill is not worth 

dying on.  People in healthy, diverse churches are willing to move 

as far in the direction of the opposing position as they can without 

violating their consciences.   

 

Painful divisions over diverging convictions are understandable, 

though deeply regrettable.  What is even more regrettable, 

however, is that some churches divide over mere opinions and 

preferences. 

 

As our church faces this difficult issue, some will inevitably 

wonder whether or not they can remain in the congregation 

following the decision about a position.  Whatever that position 

turns out to be, I urge us all to be as accommodating and 

collaborative as we can be for the sake of the precious fellowship 

and compelling mission of our great church.  
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When we have a conviction it is indeed dishonorable not to defend 

it, even contend for it.  The dishonor comes in labeling something 

a conviction that does not deserve that weighty description. 
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Appendix B 

Are practicing homosexuals really 

Christians? 
 

What do we do with the idea that homosexuals “will not inherit the 

Kingdom of God”?  1 Corinthians 6:9-10 offers a solemn warning: 

 

Or do you not know that wrongdoers will not inherit the 

kingdom of God? Do not be deceived: Neither the sexually 

immoral nor idolaters nor adulterers nor men who have sex 

with men nor thieves nor the greedy nor drunkards nor 

slanderers nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. 

 

A similar message is found in Ephesians 5:3-5: 

 

But among you there must not be even a hint of sexual 

immorality, or of any kind of impurity, or of greed, because 

these are improper for God’s holy people. 
 
Nor should there be 

obscenity, foolish talk or coarse joking, which are out of place, 

but rather thanksgiving. 
 
For of this you can be sure: No 

immoral, impure or greedy person—such a person is an 

idolater—has any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of 

God. 

 

Frankly, these are hard texts to interpret.  Of one thing we can be 

sure:  This covers many more people than homosexuals.  Our 

discussion should be about whether any of them will inherit the 

Kingdom of God.  Of course most of us are, at times, greedy, or 

have impure thoughts (or actions).  And since “foul language” is 

included in this list, lots of us are in trouble!   

 

There is far more to the miracle of the new birth than I ever will 

understand.  But salvation is dependent upon repentance, and 
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repentance seems to me to be an intentional turning from one way 

of thinking to God and a new way of thinking.  About these texts 

(1 Corinthians 6:9-10 and Ephesians 5:3-5), Deb Hirsch writes 

 
To be saved we have to know what it means to turn to him in 

repentance, with all our broken parts, to reorient our lives toward God 

and His kingdom.  And this means accepting the logic of the biblical 

narrative about our waywardness and transgression…We can’t have it 

on our own terms; we have to accept God’s perspective on the human 

condition.…We all must turn, with all that we are (sexuality 

included), in order to receive saving grace.
 131

 

 

Perhaps the point here is that, when we truly have experienced the 

new birth, have passed from death to life, there is evidence of that 

in the way we live. Perhaps the Bible is speaking here about those 

who engage in sin, without remorse or repentance.   

 

Furthermore, it seems to me that these two texts belong in the “It’s 

easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich 

man to enter the Kingdom of God” (Matthew 19:24) category.  All 

these verses demonstrate the depravity of humanity and our 

desperate need for grace.   

 

What is absolutely clear is that the discussion is far broader than 

homosexuality.  If these texts say sexually immoral people cannot 

enter the Kingdom, then they likewise say lots of others are going 

to end up on the outside looking in.  This is a matter that I simply 

have to trust to our merciful, just God. 
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Appendix C 

Same-sex Attraction, Same-sex 

Orientation, Same-Sex Identity 
 

Because the distinctions between attraction, orientation and 

identity are so important to our discussion, I include here a lengthy 

excerpt from Mark Yarhouse’s book, Homosexuality and the 

Christian.  Yarhouse, a therapist, has done significant work on this 

topic: 

 
When talking about homosexuality, I think it is helpful to make a 

three-tier distinction between attractions, orientation, and identity.  

No, they are not the same thing. 

 

The first tier is same-sex attraction.  Using this term is the most 

descriptive way people can talk about their feelings. This is the part of 

the equation they can’t control.  Certain people, regardless of the 

cause, have experiences of attraction to the same sex.  This fact 

doesn’t say anything about either their identity or their behavior.  It 

doesn’t hint at who they are or what they do.  It is descriptive.  We 

are simply talking about the fact that a person experiences same-sex 

attraction. 

 

The next tier is homosexual orientation.  When people talk about 

having a homosexual orientation, they are essentially saying that they 

experience a same-sex attraction that is strong enough, durable 

enough, and persistent enough for them to feel that they are oriented 

toward the same sex.  If it is only toward the same sex, they might say 

that they have a homosexual orientation, whereas if it is toward both 

sexes they might say they have a bisexual orientation.  The person is 

simply describing the amount and persistence of their own attraction, 

which is based on what they perceive attraction to be.  That may seem 

like a subtle difference, but it is an important one to consider, because 

one’s perception of attraction may be on target or it may be skewed. 
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No one knows how much attraction to the same sex is necessary for a 

person to feel that their orientation is now homosexual or bisexual.  

We do know that some people experience some same-sex attraction 

but are completely comfortable saying that their sexual orientation is 

still heterosexual.  We take this to mean that the attractions to the 

same sex are either not particularly strong, are fleeting, or are limited 

to a specific person. 

 

The third level, gay identity, is the most prescriptive.  It is a socio-

cultural label that people use to describe themselves, and it is a label 

that is imbued with meaning in our culture. 

When people take on this label, they move beyond describing their 

experience and instead are forming their identity.  When most people 

talk about “being gay,” they are usually revealing more than their 

attraction to the same sex; rather, “being gay” has taken on certain 

connotations – perhaps some would say it has taken on a life of its 

own. 

 

Here’s another way to look at the three-tier distinction: The vast 

majority of people have opposite-sex attractions.  About 6 percent of 

men and 4.5 percent of women report feeling attracted to member of 

the same sex.  But only about 2 percent of men and about 1 percent of 

women apparently have strong enough same-sex attractions that they 

would say they have a homosexual orientation.  Then, presumably, 

some percentage of those with a homosexual orientation have 

integrated their attractions and orientation into a gay identity.  I don’t 

know what percentage that is because researchers do not typically 

tease that out.  

Often we presume they are the same thing- we collapse the three tiers 

into one so that the person experiencing same-sex attraction is 

presumed to be gay.  

 

What I want to recommend is that we keep the three tiers distinct and 

try to be more descriptive. 
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Talking to people in specific terms about their attractions is more 

helpful than presuming that an identity has already been shaped 

around these attractions. 

 

Interestingly, in the 1970’s the average age of labeling oneself as gay 

was twenty years old.  Today the average is about fifteen.
132
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Appendix D 

What about legal protection of gay 

people? 
 

McDowell and Stonestreet say the following:  “Just because we 

argue that marriage should be restricted to heterosexual 

relationships does not mean…we think loving, committed 

homosexual relationships should have no legal protections when it 

comes to property, inheritance, and care of partners.”
133

  

 

I believe they are right.  Granted, this is a complicated issue with 

history and legalities that I don’t understand.  From what I know, 

however, it seems only fair and prudent to extend these privileges 

(i.e. property, inheritance, and care of partners) to gay people.  

Moreover, discrimination is unchristian, so whether it is a gay 

person wanting to buy a house or wanting to visit a partner in 

critical care at the hospital, I support the full recognition of that 

person’s rights. 
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Appendix E 

After the Ball 
 

In my readings on this topic I noticed references to what seems to 

have been a pivotal book in the so-called gay movement—After the 

Ball:  How America Will Conquer Its Fear & Hatred of Gays in 

the 90’s (published 1989)—so I bought and read it.  The authors, 

Marshall Kirk and Hunter Madsen, clearly see homosexuals as an 

oppressed minority.  They lament “the genuine sufferings of gays 

in America today,” and they describe those sufferings:   

 
As children they are humiliated, beaten, even turned out of their 

homes.  As adults, insult and injury are added to insult and injury: 

exposed gays lose their jobs, their homes, their churches, their 

friends, their children, and, not infrequently, their very lives.”
134

 

 

Much of the book is dedicated to the articulation of a very-well-

thought-out strategy for changing the American perception of 

homosexuality.  Below are some quotes from the book that 

illustrate the approach advocated by Kirk and Madsen.  When you 

see their plan, and then look back on the tremendous cultural shift 

during the last twenty-five years, I believe you will find them to 

have been brilliant strategists. 

 

 “You can forget about trying right up front to persuade folks that 

homosexuality is a good thing.  But if you can get them to think 

it is just another thing—meriting no more than a shrug of the 

shoulders—then your battle for legal and social rights is virtually 

won…The free and frequent discussion of gay rights by a variety 

of persons in a variety of places gives the impression that 

homosexuality is commonplace.”
135

 

 “Talk about gayness until the issue becomes thoroughly 

tiresome.”
 136
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 “(T)he imagery of sex per se should be downplayed, and the 

issue of gay rights reduced, as far as possible, to an abstract 

social question...to emphasize the civil rights/discrimination side 

of things.”
137

 

 Their strategy entailed “publicizing support by moderate 

churches.” Furthermore, “gays can undermine the moral 

authority of homohating churches over less fervent adherents by 

portraying such institutions as antiquated backwaters, badly out 

of step with the times and with the latest findings of 

psychology.”   That has already worked, the authors said, “on 

such topics as divorce and abortion.”
138

 

 The authors noted “mainstream groups that can actually advance 

our interests (e.g. the Democratic Party, the National 

Organization for Women, or the Presbyterian Church).”
139

 

 “(g)ays must be portrayed as victims in need of protection…The 

purpose of victim imagery is to make straights feel very 

uncomfortable and sympathize with [gay persons’] underdog 

status.”
140

 

 “(a)n effective media campaign would make use of symbols and 

spokespersons that reduce the straight majority’s sense of threat 

and to induce it to lower its guard…Persons featured in the 

media campaign should be wholesome and admirable by straight 

standards, and completely unexceptional in appearance; in a 

word, they should be indistinguishable from the straights we’d 

like to reach.”
141

 

 “The best way to make homohatred look bad is to vilify those 

who victimize gays…For example, for several seconds an 

unctuous, beady-eyed Southern preacher is shown pounding the 

pulpit in rage against those ‘perverted, abominable creatures.’  

While his tirade continues over the soundtrack, the picture 

switches to heart-rending photos of badly beaten persons, or of 

gays who look decent, harmless, and likable; and then we cut 

back to the poisonous face of the preacher.  The contrast speaks 

for itself.  The effect is devastating.”
142

 

 “Jam homohatred by linking it to Nazi horror.”
143
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 “…declarations of civility toward gays, of course, set our worst 

detractors on the slippery slope toward recognition of 

fundamental gay rights.”
144

 

 

As I noted near the beginning of this booklet, all gay people are not 

on a crusade to impose an “agenda” on the culture.  Furthermore, it 

is true that many homosexuals have been horribly mistreated by 

people, often Christian people. 

 

However, there is no denying the genius marketing scheme that 

resulted in an unprecedented, dramatic, rapid shift in public 

perception of homosexual practice.   About no issue in my lifetime 

has the American public changed its mind so quickly.  This book 

by Kirk and Hunter was the playbook, or at least a primary 

playbook, for the “gay movement.”
145
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Endnotes 
 
1 “Welcoming But Not Affirming” is a phrase made popular by Stanley Grenz.  “Welcoming and 

Mutually Transforming” was coined by David Fitch.  We will look at both phrases in this booklet. 

2 Some, of course, are promoting what is often known as the “gay agenda,” demonizing all who do 

not agree with them.  However, “We often forget that the vast majority of our fellow citizens who 

identify as homosexuals are not part of a decades-old conspiracy to undermine the foundation of 
civilization; they are everyday people with jobs, hobbies, family and to-do lists.  What they want 

may be wrong and more harmful than they know, but our tendency to overlook their humanity has 

hampered our ability to communicate with them effectively and to convey the love of Christ.”  
(McDowell and Stonestreet, Same-Sex Marriage, 88) 

3 I feel I should include this caveat by John Stott:  “…we should not deny that homosexual 

relationships cannot be loving (although a priori they cannot attain the same richness as the 
heterosexual complementarity which God has ordained).” (Stott, Same-Sex Partnerships? 55) 

4 “Numerous studies demonstrate that children fare better when cared for by their biological mothers 

and fathers.  A 2008 report published by the Witherspoon Institute entitled Marriage and the Public 
Good:  Ten Principles summarizes this data.  Children who live with married moms and dads show, 

on average, advantage in literacy and graduation rates, emotional  healthy, family and sexual 

development, and behavior as both adults and as children.”  (McDowell and Stonestreet, Same-Sex 
Marriage, 33,45); But note also this from  James Brownson:  “David Myers and Letha Scanzoni cite 

the conclusions of a 2004 briefing paper for the American Psychological Association, which affirms 

that children raised by gay or lesbian parents are no more likely to become gay or lesbian themselves 
than others in the general population.  Moreover, the paper concludes, ‘not a single study has found 

children of lesbian or gay parents to be disadvantaged in any significant respect relative to children 
of heterosexual parents.’  Finally, one might also note that an important way in which many same-

sex couples acquire children is through adoption, providing vital support and care for those children 

most gravely in need of a loving home.” (Bible, Gender, Sexuality, 125) 

5 “Several studies have shown that certain structures in gay people’s brains more closely resemble 

the corresponding structures in the average brains of the opposite sex than the corresponding 

structures in the average brains of the same sex…specific structures in their brains seem to have 
developed in ways that are more typical for the opposite sex.  This may be due to differing hormone 

levels in the womb. 

“Our brains continue to change while we’re alive, so it’s possible these differences could be the 
result of being gay rather than the cause, but most scientists think that’s unlikely.  Many researchers 

now believe that these different brain structures help explain why some people are attracted to the 

same sex instead of the opposite sex—their brains may truly be different from both. 

“Many scientists now believe that sexual orientation is related to the hormone levels a baby 

experiences during its development in the womb.  According to the theory, these hormones help 

distinguish boys’ brains from girls’ brains, but if the hormone levels are different from the usual 
amount at a certain time in fetal development, parts of the baby’s brains (including parts responsible 

for sexuality) develop closer to what is typical for the other gender. 

…“It may be that that part of the brain really is wired as if it were the brain of the opposite sex…the 
hormone levels they received could have determined the development of multiple parts of their 
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brains, not just the ones responsible for sexual and romantic attraction…There could be a number of 

reasons for the differing hormone levels, and the tendency of women’s bodies to respond differently 
to a baby after several male pregnancies might be one of them…Researchers haven’t definitely 

proven that hormones are the cause, and if they are, a lot is still unknown about why.  Some 

scientists have searched for a single gene or set of genes that might cause this to happen, but the 
results have been inconsistent, and no ‘gay gene’ has yet been found…At this point, the evidence 

makes it look very likely that biology has something to do with sexual orientation, but scientists are 

still learning, and nothing is set in stone.”  (Justin Lee, Torn, 63-7) 

6 Those who have been advocates of homosexual behavior have long contended that homosexuality 

is innate, genetic.  There are two problems, however, with basing one’s position on that.  What if we 

find out that homosexuality is not genetic?  Will that mean people are just making bad choices?  

On the flip side, those who do not advocate homosexual behavior have long contended that it is a 

choice, not genetic.  But basing one’s position solely on the notion that homosexuality is purely a 

choice also has its weaknesses.  What if, for example, it can be determined conclusively that there is 
a gene for homosexuality?  Their argument will have been based on faulty information. 

7 “Even if research does conclude at some point that there is some biological component, it will only 

ever be one piece of the puzzle, not the complete picture, perhaps enough to predispose one’s 
orientation, not predetermine.  In other words, it’s not a determinative fact.  An individual would 

have to have a whole host of other psychological factors working in line with the biological.  This 

means there could potentially exist heterosexuals with genetic predispositions toward 
homosexuality, which never develops because of the lack of other influences…The latest statement 

from the American Psychological Association affirms this complexity:  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.  Tracy Baim:  I also do not 

believe we should base our quest for civil rights on an argument that ‘we can’t help ourselves’ 
because of our genes.  This is a very dangerous and slippery slope.  There have been fictional books 

and films made about this topic: if there is a gay gene, should it be eliminated, or a child aborted, if 

it’s found?”   (Deb Hirsch, Redeeming Sex, 113-114) 

“While the jury is still out on what causes any specific instance, most scientists and psychologists 

agree that a constellation of factors—biological and predispositions, personal experiences, and the 

attitudes and actions of others (including parents)—can contribute to disposing a person to this 
sexual preference…Yet in this equation we dare not overlook the likelihood of some element of 

personal choice.”  This is not to say that one’s orientation “can be abolished by an arbitrary act of 

will,” but it is to say that some, experiencing an initial attraction to those of the same gender, choose 
to pursue and act on that attraction.  Furthermore, “(E)ven if homosexuality were indisputably 

‘natural’ for certain people, this would not in and of itself justify their engaging in same-sex 

practices.”  (Stanley Grenz, Welcoming But Not Affirming, 117) 

8 Yarhouse, Homosexuality and the Christian, 30; Also Justin Lee: 

 “It’s especially tempting to choose a theory that we think will fit better with our political or 

theological worldview.  If you believe that gay relationships are sinful, for instance, it’s more 
appealing to assume that gay feelings result from childhood trauma—because if people are born with 

them, that leads to the uncomfortable thought that God might have created people with a deep 

longing for intimacy and no legitimate means to fill it.  Conversely, if you are an advocate of gay 
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rights, it might be much more appealing to assume that sexual orientation is inborn; research shows 

that people are  more likely to be sympathetic to gay rights measures if they believe people are born 
gay or straight.” (Justin Lee, Torn, 68) 

Richard B. Hays suggests, “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…Perhaps 
homoerotic attractions should be treated similarly.”  (The Moral Vision of the New Testament, 398). 

9 See Mark Yarhouse, Homosexuality and the Christian,  90-91, 163-164. “Re-orientation” seems 

possible, but difficult.  Complete “about-faces”—from homosexual to heterosexual orientation—are 
not common.  Such re-orientation must not be the requirement for the exercise of Christian love and 

welcome. 

10 Lee, Torn, 49-50. 

11 Unless otherwise indicated, biblical quotes are taken from the New International Version. 

12 “Sodom and Gomorrah are associated with homosexual practice in the New Testament.  Jude 7 

says, ‘Sodom and Gomorrah and the surrounding cities, which likewise indulged in sexual 
immorality and pursued unnatural desire…’  The phrase, ‘unnatural desire’ (sarkos heteras) could be 

translated literally as ‘other flesh,’ leading some scholars to argue that the sin in view is having sex 

with angels.  This interpretation is possible, but it’s better to take ‘other flesh’ as a reference to men 
lying with a male instead of a female…It would be hard to hold the men of Sodom accountable for 

pursuing sex with angels when they had no idea the guests with Lot were angelic beings.”  

(DeYoung, What  Does the Bible Teach About Homosexuality?, 38)    

13 “Now this was the sin of your sister Sodom: She and her daughters were arrogant, overfed and 

unconcerned; they did not help the poor and needy,” Ezekiel 16:49. 

14 Gushee, Changing Our Minds, 144;  Matthew Vines also believes the church should support and 

affirm the “God-reflecting covenant” between same-gender couples:  “Is it acceptable to deny gay 

Christians the opportunity to sanctify their sexual desires through a God-reflecting covenant?”  (p. 
156)  Vines goes so far as to say that not to affirm such relationships is sin:  “So it isn’t gay 

Christians who are sinning against God by entering into monogamous, loving relationships.  It is the 

church that is sinning against them by rejecting their intimate relationships.”  (162) 

15 Vines, God and the Gay Christian, 2 

16 Mark Achtemeier says:  

“The passages behind the traditional condemnations were actually “directed against behaviors that 

were completely different from the loving, committed same-sex partnerships that I was concerned 

with.” (105) 

“Neither the OT nor NT writers have any concept of sexual orientation.  This means that when the 
biblical writers consider same-sex behavior, they can understand it only as a deliberate rejection of 

fully available heterosexual options in service to out-of-control passions like anger, lust, or 

aggression…The Greco-Roman world that Paul inhabited had no concept of sexual orientation and 
no cultural spaces or institutions that could support egalitarian, committed, same-sex relationships 

based on mutual love…” (Achtemeier, The Bible’s YES to Same-Sex Marriage, 89,92-3) 
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“The Bible does present us with a consistently negative view of certain kinds of same-sex activity.  

But…these were violent and exploitative behaviors that any reasonable person would view 
negatively, regardless of whether they occurred in a same sex or a heterosexual context.  The 

situations on which the Bible is passing judgment are miles removed from anything resembling the 

faithful, egalitarian, gay relationships that are newly possible in today’s world.” (Achtemeier, 110) 

17 Wilson, A Letter To My Congregation, 60. 

18 John Shore, Unfair, 11-12. 

19 James V. Brownson, Bible, Gender, Sexuality, 168-169 

20 Gushee, Changing Our Mind, 87, 90 

21 Quoted in Kevin DeYoung, What Does the Bible Really Teach About Homosexuality?, 132;  John 

McNeill is another who believes we have the right to contradict Scripture if our experience does not 
correspond to the message of the Bible:  “We lesbian and gay believers have the right and the duty to 

carefully scrutinize all religious belief systems and distinguish between those belief systems that 

support our need to achieve healthy self-acceptance and those that are destructive to our psychic 
health and maturity.”  (quoted in Grenz, Welcoming But Not Affirming, 88) 

22 http://www.religion-online.org/showarticle.asp?title=1265 

23 Spong, Living in Sin?, 151-153. 

24 David Gushee writes, “Cultural changes in recent years raise the prospect that Christians and 

institutions that hang onto traditional beliefs about the LGBT issue will eventually face total cultural 

rejection.” (Changing Our Mind, 12); Also see Mark Achtemeier, The Bible’s YES to Same-Sex 
Marriage, xiii-xiv) 

Sean McDowell and John Stonestreet have an interesting assessment of the overwhelmingly negative 

perception that people have of the church: As Christians, we might think this is unfair.  ‘Look at our 
soup kitchens and adoption rates,’ we say.  “How about our track record in disaster relief and 

sponsoring hungry children?”  And we add, “Who is leading the fight against worldwide sex 
trafficking?”  Yet, our appeals seem to fall on deaf ears.  The fact remains that we are far better 

known for being against gays than being for people. (Same-Sex Marriage, 9) 

25 Gushee, Changing Our Minds, 10;  The following satirical quote from Greg Boyd, in The Myth of 
a Christian Nation (Zondervan, 2007), has arrested me and forced me to think deeply about my 

approach to this and other moral issues:    

"We evangelicals may be divorced and remarried several times; we may be as greedy and as 
unconcerned about the poor and as gluttonous as others in our culture; we may be as prone to gossip 

and slander and as blindly prejudiced as others in our culture; we may be more self-righteous and as 

rude as others in our culture--we may even lack love more than others in the culture.  These sins are 
among the most frequently mentioned sins in the Bible.  But at least we're not gay!" (137) 

26 Wilson, A Letter To My Congregation,  35. 

27 Mark Achtehemeir asked, “Would faithful Christians one day look back at the traditional 
condemnations of homosexuality and similarly shake their heads at us?  I wondered.”  (19)   

28John Shore, Unfair, 4. 
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29 “I started to wonder if the traditional teaching was paying sufficient attention to the broader 

witness of Scripture,” writes Mark Achtemeier (19). 

30 Gushee, Changing Our Mind, 5. 

31 Achtemeier, The Bible’s YES to Same-Sex Marriage, 69-70; Achtemeier also saw in Mary, mother 

of Jesus, an example of God’s compassion for the sexually marginalized: “I started wondering if 
there was anything in the Bible that specifically suggested a willingness on God’s part to bless less-

traveled paths in the area of sexual life…Mary is an unwed bride-to-be, and if Gabriel’s message to 

her turns out to be true, she will be pregnant long before her marriage is consummated…Could there 
be a more striking sign of God’s intention to identify with the sexually marginalized?” (Achthemeir, 

71-72) 

32 John S. Spong, Living in Sin? 23, 80 

33 See, for example, Richard B. Hays, The Moral Vision of the New Testament, 388-389, 394. 

34See DeYoung, What Does the Bible Really Teach About Homosexuality?, 80-82. 

35 For the sake of fairness, I include here a note by James V. Brownson:  “Both Clement of 
Alexandria and Augustine interpret Romans 1:26 as referring to oral or anal intercourse between 

men and women…(T)here is good reason to question the contemporary assumption that Romans 

1:26 refers to lesbian sexual behavior.”  (Bible, Gender, Sexuality, 207-208)   

36 See Gagnon, The Bible and Homosexual Practice, 347-351 and Webb, Slaves, Women and 

Homosexuals, 156. 

37 “Even on the surface of it, the notion that mutually-caring same-sex relationships first originated 
in modern times sounds absurd.  Are we to believe that nobody with homosexual or lesbian urges in 

all of antiquity was able to provide a healthy example of same-sex love?  In fact, moving statements 

about the compassionate and beautiful character of same-sex love can be found in Greco-Roman 
literature.” (Gagnon, pp. 350-351) 

38 83ff. 

39 On p. 32 of his book, God and the Gay Christian, Matthew Vines (who takes the “affirming” 

position) acknowledges several ancient texts confirming that, in biblical days, bi-sexual attraction 

and behaviors were well-known. 

40 DeYoung, What Does the Bible Really Teach About Homosexuality? 86; see also Grenz, 

Welcoming But Not Affirming, 137 

41 Grenz, Welcoming But Not Affirming, 137. 

42 N. T. Wright mentioned Plato’s Symposium.  I’m not trained in classical literature, but the 

language of Plato here is unquestionably affirming of long-term, monogamous same-sex 

relationships; not the justification of pederasty.  Consider the following: 

And in choosing young men to be their companions, they mean to be faithful to them, and pass 

their whole life in company with them, not to take them in their inexperience, and deceive them, 

and play the fool with them, or run away from one to another of them.  But the love of young 
boys should be forbidden by law.  (http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/symposium.html) 

This second quote from Symposium is another example of the suggested virtues of same-gender love: 
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And if there were only some way of contriving that a state or an army should be made up of 

lovers and their loves, they would be the very best governors of their own city, abstaining from 
all dishonour, and emulating one another in honour; and when fighting at each other’s side, 

although a mere handful, they would overcome the world. For what lover would not choose 

rather to be seen by all mankind than by his beloved, either when abandoning his post or 
throwing away his arms? He would be ready to die a thousand deaths rather than endure this. Or 

who would desert his beloved or fail him in the hour of danger? 

(http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/symposium.html) 

In Plato’s later writings he apparently painted a very different, disapproving, picture of same-sex 

relationships. The point is not whether Plato approved or disapproved; the point is that monogamous 

relationships were known. 

James Davidson wrote: 

The secret of Greek homosexuality has only ever been a secret to those who neglected to 

inquire. The Greeks themselves were hardly coy about it. Their descendants under the Roman 
empire were amazed to read what their ancestors had written centuries earlier, drooling in public 

over the thighs of boys, or putting words into the mouth of Achilles in a tragic drama, as he 

remembered the "kisses thick and fast" he had enjoyed with his beloved Patroclus. The Romans 
certainly noticed what they called the "Greek custom", which they blamed on too much 

exercising with not enough clothes on. 

…Ancient Greece was in fact a constellation of hundreds of rivalrous micro-states, with their 
own calendars, dialects and cults - and their own local versions of Greek homosexuality. These 

revealed very different attitudes and employed very different practices: "We Athenians consider 

these things utterly reprehensible, but for the Thebans and Eleans they are normal." Part of the 
problem (for the Athenians) was that the men in these communities seem not only to have 

engaged in public "marriages" but that in these places same-sex couples fought together in battle 
and slept with each other afterwards, a clear reference to the famous "Sacred Band" or "Army of 

Lovers."  (http://www.theguardian.com/books/2007/nov/10/history.society) 

And there’s this depiction of homosexuality in ancient Greece from the Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy: 

Probably the most frequent assumption of sexual orientation is that persons can respond 

erotically to beauty in either sex. Diogenes Laeurtius, for example, wrote of Alcibiades, the 
Athenian general and politician of the 5th century B.C., “in his adolescence he drew away the 

husbands from their wives, and as a young man the wives from their husbands.” (Quoted in 

Greenberg, 1988, 144) Some persons were noted for their exclusive interests in persons of one 
gender. For example, Alexander the Great and the founder of Stoicism, Zeno of Citium, were 

known for their exclusive interest in boys and other men. Such persons, however, are generally 

portrayed as the exception. Furthermore, the issue of what gender one is attracted to is seen as 
an issue of taste or preference, rather than as a moral issue. A character in Plutarch's Erotikos 

(Dialogue on Love) argues that “the noble lover of beauty engages in love wherever he sees 

excellence and splendid natural endowment without regard for any difference in physiological 
detail.” (Ibid., 146) Gender just becomes irrelevant “detail” and instead the excellence in 

character and beauty is what is most important. 

Even though the gender that one was erotically attracted to (at any specific time, given the 
assumption that persons will likely be attracted to persons of both sexes) was not important, 
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other issues were salient, such as whether one exercised moderation.  

(http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/homosexuality) 

43 Robert Gagnon, The Bible and Homosexual Practice, 328-329  

44 “For Paul, the only legitimate sexual union for Christians is that between one man and one woman 

in permanent, exogamous, and monogamous marriage.  All other forms of sexual intercourse, 
including same-sex intercourse (6:9), are immoral perversions of this bond (6:18-19).” (Gagnon, 

293) 

45 Gagnon, The Bible and Homosexual Practice, 61; Gagnon further notes that the biblical account of 
creation “remains authoritative for conveying that the obvious complementarity (and concordant) 

sexual attraction of male and female witnesses to God’s intent for human sexuality.  Male and 

female are ‘perfect fits’ from the standpoint of divine design and blessing.  Male and male, or female 
and female, are not.”  (61-62) 

46 We turn again to Robert Gagnon: 

“Genesis 1-3, Leviticus 18:22, and…Romans 1:26-27 all suggest that same-sex intercourse was 
rejected on the grounds that it constituted a violation of the anatomical and procreative sexual 

complementarity of male and female in creation—by definition an instance of pride, a supplanting of 

God’s design in creation for sexuality in favor of one’s own design.”  (86) 

But does this complementarity extend to a hierarchy of genders in ministry?  Not in my opinion.  

There is a complementarity nature to males and females, without a doubt.  But that does not negate 

egalitarian roles in ministry.  Physical and emotional complements to each other, for example, do not 
rule out the female minister. 

So when I speak of “gender complementarity” I am not speaking of hierarchy in the home or in the 

church.  I’m talking about males and females being biological, anatomical, even emotional 

(generally speaking) complements to each other in ways that males cannot complement males and 

females cannot complement females.  This complementarity is what I understand the divine design, 
or “nature,” in Paul’s writings, to be.  (See James Brownson, Bible, Gender, Sexuality, 20) 

47 Achtemeier, The Bible’s YES to Same-Sex Marriage, 63. 

48 Kevin DeYoung, What  Does the Bible Really Teach About Homosexuality? 54. 

49 Gagnon, The Bible and Homosexual Practice, 86. 

50 See Grenz, Welcoming But Not Affirming, 56. 

51 Richard B. Hays, The Moral Vision of the New Testament, 386. 

52 John Stott, Same-Sex Partnerships? 43. 

53 See Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, 1166. 

54 Vines, God and the Gay Christian, 21. 

55 John Shore, Unfair, 182-183. 

56 McDowell and Stonestreet, Same-Sex Marriage, 50, 114 

57 Richard B. Hays, The Moral Vision of the New Testament, 380. 
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58 The following, by Mark Achtemeier, is one of many examples of the “presume, then interpret” 

approach of which I’m speaking: “I knew that in order to fully embrace the hopeful conclusions I 
had turned up about God’s blessing of same-sex relationships, I would need to find a way to 

positively incorporate these traditional fragments into the big picture of the Bible’s witness.” 

(Achtemeier, 73)    

Note that Achtemeier arrived at his “hopeful conclusions about God’s blessing of same-sex 

relationships” and then found a way to “positively incorporate these traditional fragments into the 

big picture of the Bible’s witness.” 

Here is another insightful quote from Achtemeier:  

I realized it was not enough simply to recognize that traditional condemnations of 

homosexuality were mistaken.  Such a recognition wouldn’t carry much credibility unless it was 
accompanied by a truer, better reading of the Bible that showed in a positive way how gay 

people were recipients of God’s blessing.  It was to the task of developing that truer, better 

reading that I now had to turn.  (Achtemeier, 24-25)    

I don’t mean to imply that Achtemeier is intentionally manipulative.  I don’t know him, and certainly 

do not intend to impugn his motives.  It does appear to me, however, that Achtemeier (like so many) 

reached a conclusion and then looked for biblical justification for his conclusion so as to appeal to 
his more traditional brothers and sisters. 

59 Wilson, A Letter to My Congregation, 50 

60 Gagnon, The Bible and Homosexual Practice, 442 

61 In a paper titled “The Joy of Love,” released on April 8, 2016, Pope Francis, “softened” the 

Roman Catholic Church’s position on divorce, but did not soften his Church’s position on same-sex 

marriage.   Pope Francis offered “absolutely no grounds for considering homosexual unions to be in 
any way similar…to God’s plan for marriage and family.”  

(http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/world/2016/04/08/pope-francis-releases-key-text-family-
matters/82782602) 

My point here is not to appeal to papal authority as support for my argument, but to note a broad 

agreement that there is indeed a difference between the failure of a marriage) and the choice to live 
in an ongoing intimate relationship with someone of the same gender.  As I see it, divorce is a sinful 

and a tragic event; gay marriage (or an ongoing homosexual relationship) is a lifestyle choice which 

places one in enduring rebellion against the design of our Creator.   

62 “Paul simply assumes that his readers will share his conviction that those who indulge in 

homosexual activity are ‘wrongdoers’ (adikoi, literally, ‘unrighteous’), along with the other sorts of 

offenders in his list…Paul is hardly making an original contribution to theological thought on the 

subject; he speaks out of a Hellenistic-Jewish cultural context in which homosexuality is regarded as 

an abomination, and he assumes that his readers will share his negative judgment of it.  In fact, the 

whole design and logic of his argument demands such an assumption.” (Richard B. Hays, The Moral 
Vision of the New Testament, 383, 387) 

63 “The Bible mentions only a few times that human beings are made in God’s image and that we 

should care for the environment.  Does this mean the Bible fails to take a moral stance on the dignity 
of humans or the treatment of the planet?  Of course not.” McDowell and Stonestreet, Same-Sex 

Marriage, 31) 
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64 See Gagnon, 187-188, 192, 227-8, 437; DeYoung, 227-228. 

65Stott, Same-Sex Partnerships? 49 

66 Stott, Same-Sex Partnerships? 54 

67 Ed Shaw offers a similar perspective: 

“Think for a moment of your greatest besetting sin.  The thing God asks you not to think or do, but 
you keep on thinking or doing.  Consider how much your efforts to say no to it would be undermined 

if suddenly you were told it wasn’t wrong any more or, at the very least, if a few voices started to 

raise doubts in your mind.  When next tempted, things would be much more challenging, wouldn’t 
they?  Why resist thinking or doing that if it isn’t really a sin anymore?  Welcome to one of the 

fiercest challenges of my life…Now reflect on how much harder it must be if you are a same-sex 

attracted Christian a couple of decades or so younger than me. 

“Many evangelical churches and organizations (perhaps including those that you are part of) are 

keeping totally silent on the issue, for fear of being labeled homophobic and hindering their 

evangelism.  With such silence from those supposed to be providing them with biblical pastoral care, 
it is inevitable that younger same-sex attracted evangelicals, repelled by the insensitive stridency of 

some more conservative groups, will go with the liberal flow of contemporary society and embrace 

the attractively permissive line of some other Christians.  This seems unstoppable.  It is hard to 
believe that without the anchor of clearer Bible teaching they will resist the ebbing tide running in 

the opposite direction.” (Same Sex Attraction and the Church, 27-28) 

If Steve Constable and Ed Shaw are right, we are not doing any favors to those struggling with their 
sexual identity when we avoid the topic or, perhaps, affirm homosexual practice. 

68 Matthew Vines disagrees with my assessment, and supposes that, in Romans 1:26-27, “Paul 

wasn’t condemning the expression of a same-sex orientation as opposed to the expression of an 
opposite-sex orientation.  He was condemning excess as opposed to moderation.”  (Vines, God and 

the Gay Christian, 105; emphasis his)  It’s hard for me to take this one seriously. To speak so 
categorically (that Paul was condemning excess as opposed to moderation) is quite a leap—an 

unjustified leap, in my opinion.   
69 See, for example, Achtemeier, The Bible’s YES to Same-Sex Marriage, 98-100; Also, Brownson, 

Bible, Gender, Sexuality, 82-83. 

70 To be explicit, this is probably a reference to the one penetrated and the one penetrating.   

71 Mark Achtemeier writes: 

“The grouping of arsenokoitais with the terms on either side of it may be significant.  The Greek 

word, pornois (sexually immoral) can also refer to male prostitutes.  This being the case, the three 

terms sexually immoral, those practicing homosexuality and slave traders may constitute a collective 
reference to the sex trade that developed in the Roman Empire, using young boys who were captured 

and subsequently castrated by the military in conquered territories.” (101) 

72 Gushee, Changing Our Mind, 79-80 

73 For those who enjoy digging into the original languages, I include here some references to the 

writings of “Revisionists” and “Traditionalists” and their treatment of the words arsenokotai and 

malakoi, both key words in Paul’s treatment of homosexuality. 
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Revisionist 

Achtemeier, The Bible’s YES to Same-Sex Marriage, 98-100 

Vines, God and the Gay Christian, 120-122 

Traditionalist 

Gagnon, The Bible and Homosexual Practice, 306-308, 312, 325-327, 336 

DeYoung, What Does the Bible Really Teach About Homosexuality?, 66-67 

74 Here’s the way William Webb put it:   “Sometimes God’s instructions are simply designed to get 

his flock moving…As one of my mentors used to say to me, “You don’t back the truck up and dump 
it all at once!”  A good professor takes his class through progressive stages of learning, starting with 

the basic building blocks and then moving on to more refinement…Scripture, as with a good 

teaching methodology, is designed to take people from where they are (the unknown) that has 
enough continuity with the present so that they can actually find their way into the preferred 

future…the educational level of the audience affected the level at which their human and divine 

instructors could teach…Good teachers, then, set the level of the instructional material at the level of 
their students.  A lower level of delivery might encompass the basics, but it will often not have the 

advantage of development or refinement that one might like” (60-61). 

75 Webb, Slaves, Women and Homosexuals, 87-88. 

76 Webb, Slaves, Women and Homosexuals, 82; see also Richard B. Hays, The Moral Vision of the 

New Testament, p. 389   

77 Webb, Women, Slaves and Homosexuality,  39. 

78 Yarhouse, Homosexuality and the Christian, 41 

79 Yarhouse, Homosexuality and the Christian, 109; “A person’s attractions or orientation is not 

something they choose.  They find themselves being attracted to the same sex.  This is an important 
point for parents and the church to recognize.  But people do have choices to make – choices about 

both their behavior and their identity.  They can choose whether or not they engage in same-sex 
behavior, and they can choose whether they integrate their attraction to the same sex into a gay 

identity.” (Yarhouse, 78-79) 

80 Many make the important distinction between celibacy and chastity or abstinence.  This actually 
seems to me to be an important distinction.  Celibacy seems to be a spiritual gift granted to some 

who have a particular calling to serve the Church alone.  Abstinence, or chastity, is a choice made to 

conform to biblical guidelines for sexual intercourse.  Celibacy is “foregoing marriage and genital 
sexual intimacy for the purpose of a special service to God and others.”  Abstinence is “not a 

particular calling for certain persons, but an ethical ideal for all who are not married.”  (Grenz, 126)  

Richard B. Hays expressed it like this:  ““While Paul regarded celibacy as a charisma, he did not 
therefore suppose that those lacking the charisma were free to indulge their sexual desires outside 

marriage.  Heterosexuality oriented persons are also called to abstinence from sex unless they marry 

(1 Cor. 7:8-9).”  (The Moral Vision of the New Testament, 402) 

81 Brownson, Bible, Gender, Sexuality, 177.  Brownson wonders, however, about the legitimacy of 

separating orientation from practice:  “Ultimately, Scripture does not sanction a sharp split between 

sinful acts and the inclination toward sinful acts.  If an act is sinful, the inclination to that act is also 
a manifestation of one’s sinful nature.  This calls into question whether the orientation/behavior 
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dichotomy in many Traditionalist approaches to homosexuality is theologically and ethically viable.”  

(178);  See also Achtemeier, The Bible’s YES to Same-Sex Marriage,  10-13. 

82 Shore, Unfair, 132. 

83 Hill, Washed & Waiting, 145 

84 Hill, Washed & Waiting, 77 

85 Deborah Hirsch, Redeeming Sex, 58-59; See also 125-129; One of the most influential Christians 

of the twentieth century was Henri Nouwen.  His writing on the principle of the wounded healer 

shaped pastoral care significantly.  His book on leadership, In the Name of Jesus (Crossroad, 1993), 
is one of the best I have in my library.  We know now, after his death, that Nouwen was a celibate 

homosexual.  It is helpful for us to take a glimpse into his personal struggle, and to acknowledge 

with gratitude the fruit of that struggle. 

In Soul Survivor (Doubleday, 2001) Philip Yancey writes, about Nouwen,  

“As a result (of being a celibate homosexual), he longed for intimate relationships yet recoiled from 

them out of fear where they might lead.  Ford (Nouwen’s biographer) says, ‘I came to realize just 
how central Nouwen’s long-repressed homosexuality had been to his struggles and how it had 

probably been the underlying stimulus for his powerful writings on loneliness, intimacy, marginality, 

love and belonging.’ (302) 

“…He once described the wound of loneliness as resembling the Grand Canyon: a deep incision in 

the surface of existence that has become an inexhaustible source of beauty and self-understanding.  

That insight typifies Nouwen’s approach to ministry.  He did not promise a way out of loneliness, 
for himself or for anyone else.  Rather, he held out the promise of redemption through it.  For readers 

and listeners, perhaps, the wound became a source of beauty and understanding.  For Nouwen 

himself, it rarely represented anything but pain.” (303) 

86 See Yarhouse, 166, 175; Ed Shaw is a Christian man who is attracted to men but remains chaste as 

a matter of conviction.  He lamented: 

“…the great authority in the world we live in today is our personal happiness.  If someone or 

something leads to unhappiness in our life, they or it must be wrong. If someone or something makes 

us happy, they or it must be right.”  (62) 

“Why replace our primary desire for happiness with a primary desire to obey God’s word?  Why 

surrender our personal sovereignty to him?  I find the middle section of Psalm 19 persuasive.  The 

law of the Lord is perfect, refreshing the soul…The precepts of the Lord are right, giving joy to the 
heart… 

C.S. Lewis writes... “When we want to be something other than the thing God wants us to be, we 

must be wanting what, in fact, will not make us happy.  Those Divine demands which sound to our 

natural ears most like those of a despot and least like those of a lover; in fact marshal us where we 

should want to go if we knew what we wanted.”   

“When I want to live life as a gay man, to embrace the whole modern identity and lifestyle, God’s 
Word assures me that it will not make me happy—even though denying my sexual feelings the 

affirmation and expression I so want sounds cruel and unloving, it is actually what I would choose 

myself if I knew what was best for me.” (Same Sex Attraction and the Church, 65-68) 

87 Same Sex Attraction and the Church, 22. 
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88 Same-Sex Attraction and the Church, 116.  Hays said it like this: “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 NT passages (Matt 19:10-12; 

1 Cor. 7) clearly commend the celibate life as a way of faithfulness.  In the view of the world that 
emerges from the pages of Scripture, sex appears as a matter of secondary importance…never within 

the canonical perspective does sexuality become the basis for defining a person’s identity or for 

finding meaning and fulfillment in life.”  (Richard B. Hays, The Moral Vision of the New Testament, 
390-391) 

89 Quoted in Grenz, Welcoming But Not Affirming, 8-9. 

90 Gagnon, The Bible and Homosexual Practice, 331-332. 

91 Gagnon, The Bible and Homosexual Practice, 34. 

92 Philip Yancey, What’s So Amazing About Grace? (Zondervan, 1997), 166 

93 Grenz, Welcoming But Not Affirming, 2; Grenz writes further: “Christ’s community welcomes all 
sinners, affirming them as persons of value in God’s sight.  But like the Master who boldly 

commanded the adulterous woman the Jewish leaders brought to him, ‘from now on do not sin 

again’ (John 8:11), the welcoming community of Christ’s disciples steadfastly refuses to affirm any 
type of sinful behavior.”  (Grenz, 157) 

94 1 Corinthians 6:9-11 tells us there were people in the church who were “gay” who had been 

“sanctified, washed.”  These were people who obviously had same-sex attraction who were now part 
of the church family.   

95Richard B. Hays, The Moral Vision of the New Testament, 401; 1 Corinthian 5:12-13 says, this:  

What business is it of mine to judge those outside the church? Are you not to judge those inside? 
God will judge those outside.  Our role is not to be, as someone said, the “morality police” for people 

outside the Christian family.  Within the family, however, we are to hold each other accountable.    

96 Justin Lee, Torn, 247 

97 Stanley Grenz, Welcoming But Not Affirming, 133-134. 

98 Richard B. Hays, The Moral Vision of the New Testament, 400-401.  

99 I talked about this with a friend who is gay and who wants to be involved in a church.  I explained 

my position as “welcoming but not affirming.”  She responded kindly, and said that on the one hand 
she likes that phrase, that she understands someone reaching the conclusion that, although she is 

welcome in a church, her life choices would not be affirmed by that church.  On the other hand, she 

wondered if, in practice, “welcoming” would look more like “tolerated.” She makes a great point; if 
we are going to call ourselves “welcoming” we are going to have to live up to our claim. 

100 Wilson, A Letter To My Congregation, 117 

101 Stanley Grenz, Welcoming But Not Affirming, 146. 

102The Moral Vision of the New Testament, 403, emphasis mine 
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103 Deb Hirsh writes, “And let me immediately add that I’ve never met a heterosexual who has been 

fully healed and still doesn’t struggle in some way with his or her sexuality.  Just because a 
heterosexual orientation (in direction) might appear to be closer to God’s original intent, it’s by no 

means flawless.  In fact, if we were equally honest we can probably say that most male heterosexuals 

are actually polygamous in orientation; in other words, their “natural” preference is for many sexual 
partners, not just one, which is clearly not what God would have originally intended.  Every human 

being on the planet is sexually broken.  Everybody’s orientation is disoriented.  All of us are on a 

journey toward wholeness; not one of us is excluded.”  (Redeeming Sex, 120) 

104 http://tonycampolo.org/for-the-record-tony-campolo-releases-a-new-statement/#.Vw8QfjArLNP 

105 Gushee, Changing Our Mind, 21, 43 

106 Deborah Hirsch, Redeeming  Sex, 197 

107 The process is as important as the decision, and the process is particularly important for “Big 

Tent” churches—churches who reflect a broad diversity of opinions on this topic in particular.   The 

process should…  

 be prayerfully deliberate; 

 offer multiple opportunities for input and reflection; 

 insure that those who do not approve are not made to feel excluded; and 

 be led by skilled leaders.  

A process such as this should be entered withe the full knowledge that it will be difficult, emotional, 

and potentially divisive.  The best most churches probably can hope for is substantial agreement. 

By the way, it is important to remember that a statement by one congregation does not implicate, 

accuse, or question the orthodoxy of congregations who have a different position.  It is simply 

stating, “This is what a majority of our church members believe to be true.”  

108 Hirsch, Redeeming Sex, 58. 

109 quoted in Hirsch, Redeeming Sex, 189; see also Shaw, Same Sex Attraction and the Church, 48 

110 Kevin DeYoung, What Does the Bible Really Teach About Homosexuality?, 119 

111 Justin Lee, Torn, 5-6 

112 “For liberals who think that an aggressive outreach to those on the margins of society entails 

acceptance without transformation and a diminishment of the church’s moral standards, Jesus’ 
ministry provides incontrovertible proof that the church can practice radical love without sacrificing 

‘one iota or one letter stroke’ from God’s demands for righteous conduct.  For conservatives who 

think that upholding holiness means complete separation from and contempt for the wicked of the 

world, Jesus’ ministry demonstrates that righteousness can be wed with love.  When either love or 

righteousness is sacrificed, the church proclaims a truncated gospel.” (Gagnon, The Bible and 

Homosexual Practice, 213) 

113 John Shore, Unfair, 171-172. 

114 Of course that would be true about pressure from the right, as well.  There are countless people 

who are truly homophobic, who despise homosexuals, who have declared that homosexuals and all 
their “sympathizers” are going to hell, and who, by their absurd remarks, make life very difficult for 

those of us who truly want to combine compassion with what we see as truth.   
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115 John Stott writes the following: “An appeal to the created order should also be our response to 

another argument which is being developed by a few people today, especially in the Church of 
England.  They point out that the early church distinguished between primary and secondary issues, 

insisting on agreement about the former but allowing freedom to disagree about the latter…Then 

they draw a parallel with homosexual practice, suggesting that it is a second-order issue in which we 
can give one another freedom…the second-order issues, in which Christian liberty was allowed, 

were neither theological nor moral in nature.  But this is not the case with homosexual practice. 

“A second parallel is sometimes drawn.  When the debate over women’s ordination was at its height, 
the General Synod of the Church of England agreed that the church should not be obliged to choose 

between the two positions (for and against), declaring one to be right and the other wrong, but 

should rather preserve unity by recognizing both to have integrity.  In consequence, we are living 
with ‘the two integrities.’  Why, it is asked, should we not equally acknowledge ‘two integrities’ in 

relation to same-sex partnerships and not force people to choose?  The answer should be clear.  Even 

if women’s ordination is a second-order issue (which many would deny), homosexual partnerships 
are not.  Gender in relation to marriage is a much more fundamental matter than gender in relation to 

ministry.  For marriage has been recognized as a heterosexual union from the beginning of God’s 
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