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To the local church:

May we be faithful witnesses who offer guidance
and spiritual sustenance to those who are navigating

sexual and religious identity concerns.
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A b o u t  t h e  A u t h o r

Mark A. Yarhouse is a professor of psychology and the Hughes Chair 
of Christian Thought in Mental Health Practice at Regent University, 
where he also directs the Institute for the Study of Sexual Identity (www.
sexualidentityinstitute.org). Mark received BAs in philosophy and art 
from Calvin College, and MAs in theological studies and clinical psy-
chology, and a PsyD in clinical psychology, from Wheaton College. 
Mark is an award-winning educator and scholar who has spent several 
years promoting dialogue between people who view the topic of sexual 
identity differently. In 2000, he chaired a groundbreaking symposium 
at the American Psychological Association’s annual convention that 
brought together both gay psychologists and Christian psychologists to 
discuss common ground in treatment options for persons sorting out 
sexual and religious identity conflicts. He chaired similar symposia at 
the APA on the many meanings of marriage among different religions 
and various groups within the gay community; services for adolescents 
experiencing sexual identity confusion; and a new approach to working 
with sexual identity issues in counseling. Mark has written over fifty 
articles and book chapters and is the coauthor of several books, including 
Modern Psychopathologies: A Comprehensive Christian Appraisal; Family 
Therapies: A Comprehensive Christian Appraisal; and Sexual Identity: A 
Guide to Living in the Time Between the Times. 
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A c k n o w l e d g m e n t s

People ask professors all the time about the courses they teach, what 
they write about, and what they research. When I answer, the conversa-
tion often either changes abruptly or is taken to another level. What 
I mean by this is that people either do not want to touch the topic 
with a ten-foot pole, or they want to share their two cents because 
they have really strong opinions. I want to acknowledge a few people 
who were willing to share their opinions with me, help expand my 
perspective, or otherwise challenge me on this difficult topic.

I have been blessed by the quality and longevity of conversations 
I have had with colleagues and students over the years. The School 
of Psychology and Counseling and the Doctoral Program in Clinical 
Psychology at Regent University have become stimulating schools and 
programs for the discussion of these and related topics. I am grateful 
for my colleagues here at Regent. In particular, William Hathaway, 
James Sells, Jennifer Ripley, Glen Moriarty, Judith Johnson, LaTrelle 
Jackson, Linda Baum, Lynn Olson, Vickey Maclin, Joseph Francis, 
Elizabeth Suarez, Cornelius Bekker, and Erica Tan have stimulated my 
thinking through ongoing discussions on this and related topics. Core 
team members and affiliates of the Institute for the Study of Sexual 
Identity (ISSI) have also played an important role in my thinking over 
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the years, and there are far too many to acknowledge here. Current 
team members involved in ongoing discussions about sexual identity 
this past year include Audrey Atkinson, Katherine Chisholm, Kristina 
High, Robert Kay, Tiffany Erspamer, Camden Morgante, Heather 
Poma, and Alicia Tomasuno. Several ISSI team members served as 
readers of an earlier version of this book manuscript, including Jill 
Kays, Veronica Johnson, Trista Carr, Katie Maslowe, Heidi Jo Erickson, 
Heather Poma, Mary Zaher, and Deborah Mangum.

Colleagues, friends, and family also provided me with their com-
ments and suggestions on an earlier draft, including Stanton Jones, 
Warren Throckmorton, Andrew Marin, Stephen Stratton, Janet Dean, 
Gary Strauss, Heather Sells, and Lori Yarhouse. Diane Cook helped 
edit portions of chapters 2, 8, and 9 for a DVD on sexual identity for 
young adults. I want to thank each of them for what they offered in 
terms of feedback to me, as well as the support and encouragement 
they have provided me over the years.

I need to also thank the people I have known both personally 
and professionally who have been sorting out sexual identity con-
cerns. They have shaped my thinking about sexual identity through 
the relationships we have had, and I am especially grateful for the 
opportunity to know something about their lives and the decisions 
they have faced over the years.

Mark A. Yarhouse
Virginia Beach, Virginia
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P r e f A c e

In a talk I gave recently at a Christian college campus, I asked the 
audience to “Raise your hand if you are nervous about listening to a 
conservative Christian speak on the topic of homosexuality.” Several 
hands went up. While I was able to use that question to break the 
ice, it points to a real concern that faces the church today: Sexuality 
in general, and homosexuality in particular, are increasingly sensitive 
and divisive topics.

Some people are pushing hard for the church to change its teach-
ings on homosexuality. Many mainline denominations are fracturing 
over the issue; people just don’t want to hear anything that sounds like 
a compromise on a topic that has become something of a watershed 
issue for Christ and our culture. But these hot-button conversations 
are not just occurring within and across denominations; as our culture 
changes and as young people are coming into their own, these discus-
sions are also taking place across generations. Many young people in 
the church, while theologically conservative, want to find new and 
creative ways to engage the topic in light of the relationships they 
have in their social circles.

This book is intended to be part of that discussion, and in some 
ways it is meant to help the conversation become more constructive. 
I think it can be helpful to move away from the well-worn path of 
discussing and debating the causes of sexual orientation and whether 
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12 •  h o m o s e x u a l i t y  a n d  t h e  c h r i s t i a n

orientation can change. There is a place for an informed discussion 
about the causes of homosexuality and whether it can change; however, 
the overemphasis on those two points has left many people with far 
too few resources for navigating their sexual and religious identities. 
With apologies to Robert Frost, my focus is on the road less traveled: 
the intersection of sexual identity and religious identity. I encourage 
people to spend more time here, as I think sexual identity can be a 
neglected yet significant area for personal reflection, as well as a way to 
relate to others in a more constructive manner. It isn’t so much about 
getting people into counseling so they can change; it’s about equip-
ping them to understand their attractions with reference to a larger 
sense of self and purpose. These things can be cultivated whether or 
not (or to whatever extent) orientation changes. Put differently, the 
cause of a homosexual orientation and the question of whether it can 
change, while meaningful topics in and of themselves, are secondary 
to the more pressing questions surrounding identity, sanctification, 
and stewardship.

I framed this book primarily around questions that people have 
asked me directly, as well as questions that point to what I believe to 
be important considerations. For example, a few years ago a young 
man asked me, “What does God think about homosexuality?” While 
it might not be the way I would phrase the question, it represents a 
concern facing many people who are sorting out this issue. Similar 
questions include “What causes homosexuality?” and “Can homo-
sexuality change?” As I mentioned above, I am not convinced that 
these questions in particular are the most critical ones for the church 
today, but I understand they are important and that people want 
honest, informed answers.

Other questions get at what I think are important but often 
ignored issues, such as, “Why is sexual identity the heart of the mat-
ter?” The chapter that answers this question helps us take the discus-
sion to another level. I want to demonstrate why I think shifting our 
focus away from orientation and toward identity can help us better 
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P r e f a c e  •  13

understand what it means to be stewards of all we are, including our 
sexuality.

As the church wrestles with the topic of sexual identity and how 
to meet the needs of those who experience same-sex attraction, there 
are other questions that I think we should be asking ourselves, such as, 
“Whose people are we talking about?” and “What is our community 
response to enduring conditions?” The answers to these questions form 
a framework for providing counsel and pastoral care. The answers will 
also help us with how to deal with sexual identities within our fami-
lies, so part 2 of the book answers several questions asked by family 
members: “What if my child or teen says he or she is gay?” “My adult 
child announced a gay identity: What now?” and “What if my spouse 
announces a gay identity?”

This book has been in the works for many years. In some respects 
it traces back to an invited address I gave at Calvin College years ago 
on sexual identity development among Christians. I remember that 
when I gave the talk, the person who was invited to respond to me 
thought I was going to lecture on how religious people are either not 
as likely to be homosexual or that they are unable to change orienta-
tion. So he talked about how religious people do have homosexual 
orientations, and he called into question whether people can willingly 
change sexual orientation. Both are valid discussions, but what he did 
not understand was that I was not talking about sexual orientation. 
Rather, I was talking about sexual identity—the act of labeling oneself 
based upon one’s sexual attractions— and what influences it and how it 
develops over time. I was exploring the psychology involved in making 
meaning out of one’s sexual attractions, and how that meaning could 
lead to labeling (or not), as well as the role of religious beliefs and 
values in that process. It was as though the other speaker and I were 
speaking past one another, and I have found that speaking past one 
another happens more often than not in discussions about homosexual-
ity and sexual identity. This is partly because people are caught up in 
the familiar debates (e.g., what causes homosexuality and whether it 
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14 •  h o m o s e x u a l i t y  a n d  t h e  c h r i s t i a n

can change) or are unable to step outside of the ways they normally 
think about this topic (discussing only orientation).

Please note that I open most of the chapters with a story out of 
my counseling practice or from consultations of which I have been 
a part. The people and their experiences are real, but the names and 
details have been changed to protect their identities.

This book is intended for a general Christian audience. I would 
like to see it help parents, pastors, and friends of fellow believers who 
experience same-sex attraction, and I anticipate that Christians sort-
ing out these issues for themselves will find several of the chapters 
helpful too. It is a resource for the Christian community, some of 
whom experience same-sex attraction. We need new ways to think 
about this topic and the people who need support as they navigate a 
difficult path.
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c h A P t e r  o n e

what does god think  
About homosexuality?

At the time, Scott stood out in my mind as a fairly unique teenager. 
His father brought him in for counseling because Scott had recently 
told him that he was attracted to other guys. Scott’s dad shared this 
with his mom, and the two of them wanted Scott to “get help.” I asked 
about Mom, but Scott’s dad said she was working and wanted him to 
bring Scott in without her.

Scott’s parents were Christians. When I asked how their faith 
related to their concerns, Scott’s dad offered very little other than to 
say they did not think homosexuality would be a good idea for Scott. 
I wondered if Scott’s father really thought that homosexuality was an 
“idea” that Scott came up with one day. But that discussion would 
have to wait.

Both of Scott’s parents approached counseling for teenagers with 
the same mind-set: drop him off for help and pick him up in an 
hour. Neither of Scott’s parents wanted to be involved in counseling, 
although I was able to convince Scott’s dad to come in for a couple 
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18 •  h o m o s e x u a l i t y  a n d  t h e  c h r i s t i a n

of consultations. This allowed me to get his perspective on Scott’s 
concerns.

As it turned out, Scott’s concerns were quite different from his 
parents’. Scott was not as interested in discussing his experiences of 
same-sex attraction. In fact, Scott wanted to talk more about theology 
than sexuality. He led off with the question, “What does God think 
about homosexuality?”

SOurCeS OF AuTHOriTy

This is not the ideal way I would frame the question, but it is what 
some people ask, particularly when they are Christians struggling with 
same-sex attractions. For other Christians, the answer has already been 
comfortably settled in their minds: They believe God does not con-
done homosexuality, or, at least, that He doesn’t condone homosexual 
behavior. But an increasing number of people, Christians included, 
are asking this question for the first time. This is undoubtedly related 
to the broad social shift that has happened in which popular culture, 
entertainment, and the media have embraced homosexuality.

We must walk humbly around the question of what God thinks 
about anything. Not that we can’t ultimately come to conclusions, but 
we need to be very careful in our approach. For one thing, when we try 
to answer this question, we don’t want to lose sight of the person behind 
the experience. We will try to keep this in mind throughout this book.

In any case, as we think about this question, the first thing we 
need to decide is where we should go for the answer. Christians like 
Scott look to a number of sources of authority for guidance today, 
including (1) Scripture, (2) Christian tradition, (3) reason, and (4) 
personal experience.1 All four of these sources are important to some 
extent, so let’s look at each in turn.

Scripture
Christian doctrine affirms that the Bible is a reliable guide for the 

believer. Scripture is “fully truthful in all its teachings.”2 It is a “sure 
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w h a t  d o e s  g o d  t h i n k  A b o u t  h o m o s e x u a l i t y ?   •  19

source of guidance”3 in matters of faith and life, and although it is 
not a detailed textbook on human sexuality, it is a trustworthy guide 
in matters of sexuality and sexual behavior.

Rather than looking at Bible verses related only to homosexual-
ity,4 it is important to take a broader look at how God’s Word deals 
with sexuality as a whole. A Christian understanding of sex is best 
understood through the four stages of redemptive history in the Bible: 
creation, the fall, redemption, and glorification. Each stage teaches us 
something unique about what God had in mind for our sexuality.

Creation. We begin with the creation story in Genesis 1 and 2. What 
are some things it teaches us about who we are as human beings, 
especially as it relates to our sexuality? First, we are completely depen-
dent on God but also distinct from God.5 Second, we are part of the 
creation. Third, human beings are placed in relationships; we are 
placed in families.

What is the nature of these family relationships? What we see in 
Genesis is that God created heterosexual marriage as the foundation 
of the family. This is affirmed later in the New Testament by Jesus, 
Paul, and others. God places the act of sex within the bounds of 
heterosexual marriage, and Christians should understand sex to be a 
good thing, something intended by God at creation.

Genesis affirms that God created two sexes, male and female, and 
that he wanted sexual intimacy to be kept within heterosexual unions. 
Creation is particularly important because it reveals what life was like 
before the effects of the fall. It was a state that God said was good, and 
therefore Christians should look at the creation story as having impor-
tant implications for sexuality and sexual behavior. Through God’s 
design and His stated pronouncements, Christians have understood 
that He is blessing monogamous, heterosexual unions.

We may go on from there to wonder why God placed human 
sexual expression in heterosexual marriage. There may be more than 
one answer to this question. First, sex in marriage is a “life-uniting 
act”6 that is tied to transcendent, spiritual purposes. In other words, 
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20 •  h o m o s e x u a l i t y  a n d  t h e  c h r i s t i a n

sex is more than just a physical activity, though it certainly involves 
the body. When Christians talk about how sex is tied to purposes that 
transcend it, they mean that it has a spiritual dimension to it that 
makes it bigger than the act itself. Sex is truly sacred. Therefore, sex 
outside of marriage violates what sex is meant to be—a life-union of 
man and woman.

Sex also has the potential to bring about new life. It’s the natural 
way for a couple to “be fruitful and multiply,” as we read about in 
Genesis. Of course not all sex in marriage brings about new life: some 
couples choose not to have children, and others are unable to have 
biological children because of infertility. But despite these exceptions, 
heterosexual sex is the means by which new life is formed, and the 
Bible places this way of forming new life in the specific relationship 
of heterosexual marriage.

There is also something that sex in heterosexual marriage can 
teach us if we look at it as a symbol of something bigger than the act 
itself. I mentioned above that sex is tied to transcendent purposes. 
In some ways our sexuality and the desire for completion in another 
reflects our yearning for transcendence, for something that is above or 
beyond the world we know. That alone is instructive. But we also learn 
in the Old Testament about the covenant, or promise, that God made 
with His people. God related to His people like a faithful husband 
to a wayward wife. He uses that image to convey something of how 
He feels when His people pursue other gods, when His people prefer 
idols. In the New Testament, Jesus Christ ushers in a new covenant. 
The husband-wife relationship is again used to illustrate the relation-
ship between Jesus and the church, as the church is called the bride 
of Christ. For some reason God repeatedly uses marriage between a 
man and a woman as an object lesson; it tells us about God’s love for 
His people—it tells us about Christ’s love for the church.

However, sex is more than just life-uniting, or about procreation, 
or instructive, as important as each of those things are. It is also plea-
surable, as we read about in other parts of Scripture.7 It is something 

HomosexualityChristian.indd   20 7/16/10   11:16:33 AM

Mark A. Yarhouse, Homosexuality and the Christian
Bethany House, a division of Baker Publishing Group,  © 2010. Used by permission.



w h a t  d o e s  g o d  t h i n k  A b o u t  h o m o s e x u a l i t y ?   •  21

that couples take delight in. But again, in the Bible this is all in the 
context of the life-union between man and woman.

Think about eating for a moment. Having sex outside of hetero-
sexual marriage is like the experience of eating for the pleasure alone. 
Although it is an imperfect analogy to sex, eating has many purposes. 
The primary reason for eating is to provide our bodies with the nutri-
ents we need to survive. But eating is also instructive. Eating reminds 
us of our need for God, since it is God who provides our every need. 
Fasting has long been an important spiritual discipline. It reminds us 
of our dependence on God as our sustenance.

In addition to these useful purposes, eating can also be fun. But 
we are not supposed to just focus on foods that are pleasurable to 
eat. It is one thing to “Eat dessert first!” as the popular saying goes; 
it is another thing to eat only desserts. (The analogy breaks down, 
however—we need to eat to live, but we do not need to engage in 
sex to live, despite the fact that our sexuality and its expression is an 
important and meaningful part of human experience.) The point is 
this: We do not want to eat in a way that deprives food of its true 
purpose. Nor should we approach genital sexual activity in a way that 
deprives sex of its true purpose.

The fall. The idea of losing the transcendent purpose of food or sex is 
directly related to the fall. Because of the fall, we engage in behaviors 
in a way that disconnects them from their true meaning. The Bible 
states that all of creation has been tarnished by the fall. Evangelical 
Christians often emphasize individual sins—either doing the wrong 
thing or failing to do the right thing. But sin is also a state or condi-
tion. We are fallen, and we live in a world that is fallen. One author 
reflecting on the fall wrote that the world is “not the way it’s supposed 
to be.”8

Another author talks about sin as the “white noise” in the back-
ground.9 Maybe you’ve seen white noise machines in a counselor’s 
office, or perhaps you’ve used one to help you sleep at night. They 
emit a low noise that covers other noises, keeping people from hearing 
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conversations or from being wakened by other sounds. Sin is like that. 
In fact, it is much more pervasive and far-reaching than that. It is the 
background noise of human existence. It’s always on—so much so that 
we can adapt to it and forget it’s even there. Sin affects human relation-
ships and human sexuality. Again, this is not just about what we do or 
fail to do, but also how we see and understand the world around us. 
So the question is, what is the impact of the fall on sexuality?

At the individual level, “being fallen” is probably best understood 
as a splitting of the will.10 In Romans 7, Paul talks about his own 
internal struggle with obedience and disobedience to God. This reflects 
a divided will, and in the area of sexuality, this divide is very clear. 
Many people struggle with obeying God’s revealed will for sexuality 
and sexual behavior.

The fall has affected sexuality in many ways that have little to do 
with homosexuality, and there are a large number of examples of this 
throughout Scripture. For instance, in the New Testament scene in 
which Jesus was asked about divorce, He noted that although divorce 
is allowed in the Old Testament, it is not God’s best for people; it isn’t 
God’s heart. Also, according to the Bible, sexual behaviors and rela-
tionships that occur outside of marriage (such as sex prior to marriage 
or adultery) are sinful. Additionally, sex that is demeaning, whether 
within marriage or outside of marriage, is a result of the fall and is not 
considered God’s intention for sexuality. Probably the most common 
effect of the fall that we struggle with today is our tendency to turn 
people into objects. As a society we have the sinful capacity to fragment 
others, to think about humans as interchangeable objects for personal 
sexual gratification.11 This is a growing problem with our easy access 
to such images through the Internet and magazines.

And finally, as important and meaningful as relationships can be 
between two people of the same sex, sexual behavior between them 
is considered one of many things that fall outside of God’s revealed 
will.

Christians tend to focus on the sins of others, including sexual 
sins, while overlooking or discounting their own struggle with sin. 
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But many Christians are beginning to realize that homosexuality is 
one of those areas that can get a disproportionate amount of attention 
while other areas of concern, such as greed, envy, or pride, remain 
largely unchecked.12

Redemption. Christians understand that God in His mercy did not 
leave us in our sin. He did not abandon us to our fallen state. Rather, 
God had a plan for the redemption of a chosen people and of the 
broader creation. Redemption was set in motion immediately after 
the fall, but it came to a culmination with the birth, life, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus. That said, the victory that believers experience in 
Christ is not yet complete. Indeed, Christians live in the “in between 
times,” as one theologian put it.13 We are in the “now” and the “not 
yet” of the victory we have in Christ. In other words, we live a life 
that is redeemed and set apart for God’s purposes, but not all has 
been made perfect.

God uses certain relationships and institutions to protect us and 
to foster in us the qualities that are important to Him. For example, 
the church can be thought of as an institution that God established 
to provide for us and to protect us. A healthy church is a blessing that 
helps equip the believer. Similarly, there are ways in which marriage 
can be seen as providential. Marriage is the relationship God identifies 
as reflecting the many purposes of sexuality and full sexual expression. 
So it is a place for sex to be “life-uniting” (or at least to have that 
potential); it is a place that offers us the instructional aspect of what 
God says to us about His relationship with His people; and it is a place 
for us to enjoy and delight in the physical pleasure of sex.

Sex outside of marriage does not reflect God’s intention for sexual 
behavior, but a person’s experience of sex outside of marriage may not 
be different from that of sex within marriage. In other words, Chris-
tians cannot deny that there are meaningful relationships, including 
same-sex relationships, that are formed and maintained outside of 
heterosexual marriage. Sex outside of marriage may be pleasurable or 
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even produce children. But this does not mean that these are the kind 
of relationships God intended for full expression.

Christians affirm that we are in a place in history in which Jesus 
has secured the victory on the cross, but that victory is yet to be com-
pleted. This is the time of redemption, and God uses us to further the 
cause of redemption in our own lives each day.

Glorification. The story of creation, the fall, and redemption comes 
to a culmination with the return of Jesus. This is referred to as “glo-
rification,” the last major act of redemptive history. So how does 
glorification affect how we view sexuality?

Glorification confirms that the church is our “first family”14 and 
that biological ties should not be our top priority on this side of heaven. 
Our primary identity is a Christian, and we must look at everything 
else we are in light of this fact.

The church is God’s most important institution on earth. The 
church is the social agent that most significantly shapes and 
forms the character of Christians. And the church is the primary 
vehicle of God’s grace and salvation for a waiting, desperate 
world.15

Do you remember when Jesus was asked about what marriage 
would be like in heaven? It was a trick question—people were trying 
to get Him to comment on a theological debate that was going on at 
the time. But Jesus didn’t bite. He said that there would not be giv-
ing and taking of husbands and wives in heaven. Should we assume, 
then, that there will be no marriage in heaven? No, that’s not quite 
right. You see, although marriage will not exist between two human 
beings, marriage will exist between the church, the bride of Christ, 
and Jesus, the Bridegroom.

This should give us some insight into our sexuality today. Keeping 
glorification in mind helps us understand the place of our sexuality 
and its expression. Sexuality is important for a number of reasons, but 
it is not our first identity. Our primary identity is that we are part of 
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a body of believers who are wed to Christ. This is true whether we 
are single or married. Each of us is part of the bride.

The church is not only considered the “primary vehicle of God’s 
grace”; it also represents the believer’s main identity as a Christian, 
a follower of Christ. This can be discouraging when the church falls 
short of its potential in important areas, including how we as a com-
munity respond to fellow believers who are sorting out sexual identity 
questions. On the other hand, it can also be inspiring when we catch 
a vision for who we could be in relation to those who are struggling 
among us and in our communities.

Glorification, then, reminds us of what we, as individuals and as 
a body of believers, are moving toward. God’s concern is to help us 
grow into the fullness of our potential.

To summarize what we have covered so far, sex in heterosexual 
marriage is affirmed by the Bible for three primary reasons. First, it 
is a symbol of our relationship with the Lord. This was conveyed in 
metaphors throughout the Old Testament between God and Israel, 
and in the New Testament between Christ and the church. Second, 
sex in marriage is good because of the unity it creates between one 
man and one woman. Third, sex in marriage is good because it is the 
sole means of procreation, even when procreation is not chosen or 
not possible due to other issues such as infertility.

According to the Scriptures, sex outside of a heterosexual union 
falls outside of God’s will and intention for us. This is not limited to 
homosexual sex, but it does include it. Despite the reinterpretations 
some theologians have attempted, it seems clear that Scripture speaks 
with one voice on the topic of homosexual behavior. Let’s now turn 
our attention to Christian tradition.

Christian Tradition
Scripture forms the basis for Christian tradition. Indeed, Chris-

tian tradition is not about believers discovering new truths about 
their faith; it is about passing on truths to the next generation and 
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addressing current issues in light of one’s faith. It involves being faithful 
to what those who went before us understood to be true in terms of 
the person and work of Christ. How has Christian tradition under-
stood homosexuality?

When considering homosexuality and Christian tradition, we 
need to acknowledge that there are a lot of different beliefs repre-
sented within the Christian faith. We can’t cover the whole spectrum 
in a book of this size, but let me briefly review Roman Catholic and 
Protestant stances.

Roman Catholic Christianity.16 Roman Catholicism has traditionally 
been shaped by the Church’s interpretation of the Scriptures and his-
torical traditions. According to the Catechism of the Catholic Church, 
a summary of the official teachings of Roman Catholicism, the purpose 
of marriage includes the good of the spouses as well as the procreation 
and education of children.17 Historically, more emphasis has been 
placed on procreation; more recently, however, there has been an 
emphasis on the relationship of husband and wife as a covenant that 
symbolizes the love Christ has for the church.18

In the twelfth century, marriage was recognized as a sacrament 
by the Catholic Church; it was formally accepted at the Council of 
Florence (1439) and the Council of Trent (1545–1563).19 Marriage as 
sacrament meant that the marriage ceremony was a “principal means 
by which God communicates the grace (favor) that heals human beings 
of sin and elevates them into the divine life.”20 The Catholic Church 
holds that a “married life that begins in this context has the overtones 
of a shared commitment to journey ever more deeply into the myster-
ies of salvation.”21

What does this understanding of marriage have to do with a 
Catholic view of homosexuality? The Catholic Church does recog-
nize homosexuality as a real sexual orientation, meaning that it is 
an enduring pattern of sexual and emotional attraction. (This is in 
contrast to some Christians who see heterosexuality as the only real 
sexual orientation, with homosexuality being more like an addiction 
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or other concern.) But in spite of this view, the Catholic Church holds 
that same-sex behavior is against natural law and that homosexuality 
itself goes against God’s original design for sex.

A Roman Catholic view also takes seriously the fact that same-
sex relationships do not allow for procreation. Same-sex relationships 
cannot reflect the various meanings of marriage found within Catholi-
cism. Therefore, the person who experiences same-sex attraction is 
called upon to live a chaste life, accepting their same-sex attractions 
as a personal trial in their walk with God.22

Protestant Christianity. Despite the diversity of denominations rep-
resented within Protestantism, the majority express similar views on 
sexuality and marriage because they share a common history in the 
Continental and English Reformation movements.23 The relationship 
between husband and wife is viewed as a “covenantal bond.” This 
covenant symbolizes the relationship between God and His people 
that is conveyed in the Old Testament (e.g., Jeremiah 3:14), or the 
relationship between Christ and the church as presented in the New 
Testament (e.g., Ephesians 5:22–33).24

One modern trend among Protestants has been to decrease the 
emphasis on procreation within marriage in order to take a more com-
panionship-oriented stance; 25 therefore, one of the primary purposes 
of marriage in Protestant Christianity is the love and companionship 
between husband and wife. Having children has become secondary 
and an outflow of the marriage relationship.26 Some view this compan-
ionship trend as a more secular, modern, and Western phenomenon, 
and believe that conservative Protestant Christians still emphasize the 
importance of procreation, or at least the potential to procreate, as it 
relates to marriage within a heterosexual union.

Protestant tradition sees sex within the context of marriage as a 
normal and positive product of humanity’s creation as male and female.27 
In other words, sex is good and proper in the context of heterosex-
ual marriage, but only in that context. Protestant Christianity values 
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celibacy but tends to show a preference for marriage.28 This preference 
is not true in Catholicism.

Those within the Protestant Church who oppose this traditional 
stance on sexuality and marriage are primarily coming from mainline 
denominations rather than conservative or evangelical ones. Since the 
early 1970s, many mainline churches began debating the morality 
of same-sex behavior and whether to bless same-sex unions. There 
certainly has been a historical consensus—a Christian tradition—but 
that is being challenged in many Protestant denominations today. This 
challenge seems to reflect broader issues, with many of the challengers 
questioning the authority of Scripture and opposing a theology that 
recognizes the potential value in redemptive suffering. But in spite 
of these challenges, most Protestant denominations still do not bless 
same-sex unions or ordain practicing homosexuals.

Some Protestant groups have moved toward a stance similar to 
that of Roman Catholicism, holding that if people cannot change 
their sexual orientation, they are called to live a chaste life in keeping 
with traditional interpretations of Scripture and Christian tradition.29 
In other words, their stance is that there is no sin in individuals being 
same-sex attracted, as long as they abstain from homosexual acts.

So there is a traditional Christian sexual ethic seen in both 
Roman Catholic and Protestant Christianity. That ethic is grounded 
in Scripture and has been held throughout the history of the church. 
It would be a radical departure from church tradition for Christians 
to embrace same-sex behavior and relationships today. Those Chris-
tians who are making this shift seem to be doing so based on reason 
and personal experience rather than the teachings of Scripture or 
church tradition.

reason
When people cite “reason” as a source of authority, they are typically 

thinking of scientific advances that have furthered our understanding 
of homosexuality. In a different book, a coauthor and I discussed the 
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relevance of science to the church’s moral debate.30 We identified 
several ways in which people have tried to move the debate about 
homosexuality away from the church’s traditional sexual ethic.

The major areas we discussed were: (a) the commonness of homo-
sexuality; (b) the causes of homosexuality; (c) whether it is a mental 
health issue; and (d) whether sexual orientation can change from 
homosexual to heterosexual. Here are a few quotes from people who 
have tried to use science to move the church away from the traditional 
sexual ethic in some of these areas:

Commonness of homosexuality•	 : “If the best scientific data . . . 
seems to put the figure of gay and lesbian people in the world 
at about 10 percent of the population . . . then you and I need 
to realize that 10 percent is such a large percentage that it could 
hardly be accidental.”31

Mental health issue•	 : “If it could be shown that homosexuality is 
generally a symptom of unmet emotional needs or difficulties 
in social adjustment, then this might point to problems in relat-
ing to God and other persons. But if that cannot generally be 
shown, homosexuality may be compatible with life in grace. . . . 
The scientific evidence is sufficient to support the contention 
that homosexuality is not pathological or otherwise an inver-
sion, developmental failure, or deviant form of life as such, but 
is rather a human variant, one that can be healthy and whole.”32

Cause of sexual attractions•	 : “If organic or body-chemical expla-
nations should, however, prevail, we are reminded . . . how this 
would make even more indefensible moral condemnation of 
same-sex preference or assertions of its unnaturalness.”32

In chapters 3 and 4  I will review some of the research that is being 
used to support these bold claims. But for now I’ll just say that the 
science is often poorly understood, it’s overstated, and it is essentially 
misused by those who are attempting to change the church’s historical 
teaching about sexuality and sexual ethics.

The best studies suggest that only 2 to 3 percent of the popula-
tion is homosexually oriented, but to some extent those numbers 
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shouldn’t affect a Christian stance either way. At least as far as behavior 
is concerned, many patterns of sin are common, such as pride, while 
others are rare, like cannibalism. The point is, whether something is 
common or rare is a separate issue from whether it is wrong.

When we look at the causes of homosexuality, we simply do not know 
why some people experience same-sex attractions or have a homosexual 
orientation. There are probably many factors that contribute in one way 
or another, with these factors varying from person to person. 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.

There was a definite shift thirty to forty years ago in which mental 
health professional organizations declared that homosexuality was 
no longer a mental disorder, and we’ve seen more recent attempts to 
portray it as a healthy expression of sexual diversity. But there is mixed 
evidence for the truth of this claim, and the fact that our culture has 
shifted is not fundamentally central to the Christian sexual ethic. In 
other words, the question of whether something is defined as a mental 
disorder has very little to do with whether or not it is a sin. Many 
patterns are deemed “mental disorders” but are not sinful patterns of 
behavior, such as schizophrenia. On the other hand, many sinful pat-
terns of behavior are not “mental disorders” but are sinful behaviors 
or attitudes, such as greed.

Finally, there has been an ongoing debate about whether people 
can change their attractions or orientations. When we look at this 
debate, we need to realize that this also is not directly relevant to the 
moral issue. The Christian should focus on being faithful to God’s 
revealed will, and for most Christians the concern is with behavior 
rather than attractions or orientation. Changing sexual orientation is 
one thing. Changing behavior is another.

So these are the common arguments from reason or science. They 
are often cited as grounds for moving the church down a certain 
path—away from the conclusions drawn from reading Scripture and 
from Christian tradition.
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Personal experience
One final source of authority that is brought into the debate about 

homosexuality is personal experience. It is important to listen to fellow 
believers who experience same-sex attraction. Gay Christians have an 
important perspective to offer, but we should also listen to the voices of 
sexual minorities who do not form a gay identity, by which I mean those 
Christians who are attracted to the same sex but decide not to act on these 
attractions or form a gay identity based upon these attractions. These 
people seem to be disparaged by people on both sides of the debate.

Perhaps the reason many conservative Christians won’t listen to 
them is because certain segments of the church have made very strong 
claims that people who are attracted to the same sex can be healed 
or completely changed. They think that if a person has enough faith 
they can change their sexual orientation to the point that they are 
attracted to people of the opposite sex. This could lead some same-
sex attracted Christians to feel the pressure to claim that they’ve been 
“cured” and are completely changed, even if they aren’t. This added 
pressure should be lifted, and the experience of those who attempt 
change and who have benefited from it, even if they haven’t changed 
completely, should be explored and better understood.

On the other side of the spectrum, many Christian communi-
ties have emerging groups supporting a gay identity. We see this in 
the Roman Catholic Church: The group Dignity, although not an 
official Roman Catholic group,33 was developed with this purpose in 
mind. Similar groups have emerged in nearly every Protestant mainline 
denomination today.

Gay Christians tend to emphasize that their homosexuality is 
“who they are.” They can no more remove that from their overall 
sense of identity than can African-American Christians remove being 
black from their identity. In our studies of gay Christians, a common 
theme was that of authenticity—gay Christians told us that it would 
be inauthentic to deny their own homosexuality. One woman we 
interviewed talked about her experiences that confirmed her sense of 
identity as a gay Christian: “Confirmation came for me when . . . I 
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found happiness or contentment . . . being with a woman. . . . Every 
time I chose to do what was natural, it felt like confirmation.”

It is important to recognize that sexuality should be experienced as 
central to a person’s overall sense of identity. I think this was intended 
by God. We are inherently physical beings, and we are inherently 
sexual beings. So we don’t want to communicate that our sexuality is 
somehow removed from who we are.

On the other hand, it is also important to recognize that when 
we ask what God thinks about homosexuality, we are likely to confuse 
the pattern of behavior with the person. In other words, while we 
can acknowledge that some gay Christians say behavior and identity 
cannot be separated, other Christians who experience same-sex attrac-
tion do precisely that. They separate behavior and identity, seeing it 
as a necessary step in navigating their sexuality in light of their faith. 
When we instead ask what God thinks about homosexually oriented 
people, or what he thinks of people who experience same-sex attrac-
tion, we can answer without hesitation that God loves them. And as 
Christians we should take the lead in demonstrating the love of God 
in real, sustained relationships.

When we are asked as a church to listen to the voices of sexual 
minorities, I think it is important that we do just that. We want to 
avoid, however, listening only to those who have chosen to embrace a 
gay identity. As I mentioned above, we do well to also listen to those 
who have chosen not to integrate their sexual attractions into their 
behavior. Their personal experiences contrast with those who embrace 
a gay identity. It isn’t that those who do not identify as gay deny their 
attraction to the same sex; rather, they choose not to form an identity 
around their attractions. In the studies we have conducted, they tend 
to form an identity around other aspects of who they are. For example, 
one person shared the following:

My faith in Jesus has allowed Him into my life to heal wounded 
areas. With healing comes strength and maturity—which 
enabled me to grow up and out of the [same-sex attraction]. 
And if I do have fleeting moments of [same-sex attraction]—I 
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remember why it happened, and I think of God and who I am 
in Him. I can let go of the attraction and move on and be at 
peace.34

As we discussed in seeing sexuality in light of glorification, some 
Christians foster a primary identity as part of a larger body of believers 
who share with one another an identity in Christ.

Their experiences, taken together with the proper role of science 
and an understanding of Christian tradition and biblical revelation, 
speak an important message to sexual minorities today. That message 
is a message of meaning and purpose that is found in God’s provision 
and in stewarding one’s sexuality and sexual identity. There are those 
who are attempting to live out the Christian sexual ethic as understood 
from Scripture and Christian tradition, and their voices, their personal 
experiences, must also be heard by the church today.

WHAT SOurCeS OF AuTHOriTy DO yOu emPHASize?

I’ve been reviewing the four major sources of authority that people 
in the church turn to for direction on the difficult topic of homosexual-
ity. But, of course, most people don’t treat these four sources as equally 
authoritative. Each of us places greater relative weight on some than 
others. It is important to reflect on what weight you give to each of 
them, as well as the weight others are giving to these various sources 
of important information.

Some Christians claim to give greater weight to personal experience 
and reason. But what I think they are actually doing is giving greater 
weight to the experiences of those Christians who have embraced a 
gay identity. Meanwhile, they don’t seem to be as open to the personal 
experiences of those Christian sexual minorities who have chosen not 
to embrace a gay identity. These same Christians also appear to favor 
a certain reading of science. They apply that understanding of sci-
ence to the moral debate in the church, and by doing so they believe 
the findings make Scripture and Christian tradition less relevant. 
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This then makes them question Scripture and Christian tradition, 
which can lead to some interesting efforts to reinterpret Scripture to 
fit a shift in beliefs and values that they have brought to the Word. 
This is understandable; it can be difficult to grapple with Scripture 
when someone you are close to, someone you know and love, such 
as a daughter or son, is struggling through these issues. Or perhaps 
they are not struggling but rather feel greater expressed happiness or 
contentment as a gay person in a same-sex relationship.

Other Christians appear to give greater weight to Scripture and 
Christian tradition. This is good, although I hope that all four sources of 
authority are given consideration. For them, Scripture is “trump,” and the 
weight of Christian tradition is substantial too. They can pay attention to 
the findings from science without believing that science is able to settle 
the moral debate for the church. After all, science describes what occurs 
and can be measured; it doesn’t tell us how we ought to live or why we 
should choose one behavior over another. In other words, this group of 
Christians recognizes the limits of science on ethical decision-making. 
If they do listen to Christian sexual minorities, they tend to listen to 
those Christians who do not form a gay identity. They may value that 
aspect of personal experience but are suspicious of those who identify 
as gay and Christian, seeing them as championing a cause—a change in 
sexual ethics that goes against Scripture and Christian tradition.

COnCluSiOn

“What does God think about homosexuality?” Scott asked. It’s 
an important question to a sixteen-year-old who takes his faith seri-
ously. It’s also an important question to those who love Scott and 
others like him.

At the time Scott’s question seemed unique, particularly for a 
teenager, but I see more and more young people asking it these days. 
Unfortunately, the question blurs the distinction between the person 
and their actions. People who experience same-sex attraction or have a 
homosexual orientation may or may not engage in same-sex behavior. 
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Such behavior is a concern to the Christian because of what we believe 
God intends for sexuality and its expression.

So what, then, should be our answer to this question? Although 
we could look at the specific passages of Scripture that address homo-
sexuality directly, many Christians find it more helpful to look at the 
Scriptures in their entirety. In the end, the Bible speaks with one voice 
on the matter. When we add the weight of Scripture to the weight of 
Christian tradition; when we look carefully at the relevance of scien-
tific research on matters of sexual ethics (science is able to describe 
what occurs in nature but not how we ought to live); and finally, when 
we reflect on the personal experiences of sexual minorities who inte-
grate their attractions into a gay identity and those who choose not 
to because of their effort to live in conformity to God’s revealed will, 
the evidence points to a traditional understanding of how God sees 
homosexuality. In other words, our conclusion is that homosexual 
behavior is not appropriate for the Christ-follower.

As for the person, the sexual minority, God loves them. And, just 
as with any other person, God desires a relationship with them.

So Christians will want to be careful and humble in their attempt 
to answer the question of what God thinks about homosexuality. At 
the same time, there is a tremendous cultural push to change Chris-
tian ethics and church teaching on the morality of same-sex behavior. 
In that sense, the question is being asked more frequently than ever, 
and there is a need to answer with doctrinal clarity in the context of 
pastoral care and respect. In all matters, including our sexuality, it may 
be helpful to talk about being good stewards of what we have been 
given. We will discuss this further in subsequent chapters.

But there is also a pastoral piece to this discussion. I don’t think 
God is sitting at a distance seeing what people will do with the circum-
stances they are in. I think God is very active in our lives, identifying 
with us in our longings and struggles, including attraction to the 
same sex and the desire to experience full sexual intimacy. And I think 
the Christian can invite God into that experience of longing—the 
Christian can invite God to speak to him or her in that desire. The 
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French writer Paul Claudel once said, “Jesus Christ did not come to 
take away suffering from the world. He did not even come to explain 
it. He came to fill suffering with his nearness.”

This language will sound foreign to our ears. Our culture today 
emphasizes personal fulfillment and individual attainment—not what 
it means to conform our lives to the Word of God. Although it contrasts 
sharply with a Western culture that focuses on felt needs and “self-
actualization,” Christians are called to say no to some experiences so 
that we can say yes to a life that is obedient to God’s revealed will. Our 
understanding of that revealed will is found in Scripture, witnessed 
to in Christian tradition, illuminated by science properly conducted 
and interpreted, and confirmed by the lives of those who are living 
faithfully before God. Indeed, from Christian sexual minorities we 
learn that the Christian life is one in which we become more Christlike 
rather than just fulfilling our potential. Or, to put it more accurately, 
our potential can only be truly fulfilled in obedience to God and His 
claim on our lives, including our sexuality and its expression.

TAke-HOme POinTS

Avoid proof-texting from Scripture.•	

A biblical understanding of sexuality and sexual behavior •	
should reflect the four acts of the biblical drama: creation, the 
fall, redemption, and glorification.

There are four general sources of authority: Scripture, Christian •	
tradition, reason (science), and personal experience.

Personal experience should include both those who want to •	
change the church’s teachings on homosexuality and those 
who live in conformity to God’s revealed will for sexuality and 
sexual behavior.

Everyone favors one or two sources of authority over others—•	
it can be helpful to reflect on which sources of authority you 
favor and why.
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