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Introduction

No one wants to be a bigot. 
Well, maybe some people relish accusations of intolerance and 

hate, but not most of us. We just want to be liked, and we try to 
treat people fairly. We want to be good citizens and good neighbors.

For those who follow Christ, the standard is even higher. We are 
not only supposed to like others; we are supposed to love others as 
we love ourselves. We shouldn’t just tolerate other people; God com-
mands us to care for them and to actively promote their good. 

This is not, however, the Christian’s current reputation. According 
to Dave Kinnaman and Gabe Lyons, “When you introduce yourself 
as a Christian to a friend, neighbor, or business associate who is 
an outsider, you might as well have it tattooed on your arm: anti- 
homosexual, gay-hater, homophobic.” Kinnaman and Lyons’s book 
UnChristian: What a New Generation Really Thinks about Christianity . . . 
and Why It Matters summarized a survey taken by young Americans. 
They were asked what came to mind when they thought of the word 
“Christian.” For over 90 percent of those surveyed, “anti-homosexual 
accurately describes present-day Christians.”1

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. 

In response, some Christians (as well as media pundits) say it’s 
time to leave this issue alone, lest we continue our journey toward 
the dustbin of history. They say that to die on this hill, as culture 
continues its march toward full acceptance of the lesbian, gay, bisex-
ual, transgender, and questioning (LGBTQ) lifestyle, is to become 
irrelevant or, even worse, relegated to the category of the culturally 
“unclean” with white supremacists and Klan members. The single 
worst thing we can do, if the critics are correct, is to oppose same-sex 
marriage. Denying “marriage equality” will only guarantee that any 
vestiges of public influence the Church has left will die a humiliat-
ing and very public death.
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We understand this perspective. Each of us has already faced 
both personal and public scorn for things we have said and written 
on the topic of homosexuality and marriage, though these topics 
have not been a major focus of our teaching and speaking. Our re-
spective ministries are dedicated, in different ways, to promoting 
the public proclamation of the gospel. The vast majority of our time 
is spent teaching that Christianity is intellectually defensible and 
compelling in light of the evidence, arguments and alternatives. 

The risk in writing a book like this one is that it may become 
known exclusively as one that is against same-sex marriage. That’s 
not what we are after. Rather we are for the hope Christ offers the 
world. So, why write this book at all? Why risk being marginalized 
to the wacky right-wing fringe of society? Why go against the over-
whelming tide of culture to speak out on this one issue?

The simple answer is, it matters. Voices on both sides of the 
issue agree that the push to legalize same-sex marriage will go down 
as one of the most significant social revolutions in human history. 
That may sound like hyperbole, but the speed at which same-sex 
marriage went from unthinkable to unquestioned is unparalleled in 
modern memory. A shift of these proportions leaves an enormous 
cultural wake. Given what is at stake, we can stay silent no longer.

What exactly is at stake? Proponents of same-sex marriage com-
pare their cause to the great human rights campaigns of history. 
Their media allies agree, and often anything related to same-sex 
marriage overshadows other newsworthy items such as economic 
depression, unemployment, international conflicts, persecution of 
religious minorities, and erosion of religious liberty. The impact 
of this social revolution is being felt as widely as corporations, 
churches, conferences, camps, nonprofit organizations, counseling 
programs, colleges and universities, photographers, the Department 
of Defense, adoption agencies, bakeries, reality television shows and 
state laws. 

Frequently, pronouncements are made from town councils, 
Supreme Court justices, pastors, media moguls, athletes, celebrities, 
special interest groups and the White House telling folks to comply 
“or else.” In a rush to accommodate, policies and priorities are rear-
ranged in classrooms, courtrooms, sitcoms, denominational lead-
ership, corporate charities, the U.S. military and insurance plans. 

On the other hand, opponents of same-sex marriage warn of 
everything from the end of Western civilization to the loss of the 
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American way of life; from the hypersexualization of school children 
to the targeted elimination of any who resist the agenda. Predictions 
range from the likely to the bizarre. For many on this side of the 
debate, confidence in public opinion is gone, replaced with a fear 
of what now seems inevitable. 

And yet, even if the dire predictions are true, they will not hap-
pen overnight. Life still goes on the day after every ballot initiative 
and Supreme Court decision. We’ll still be here. We’ll still wake up, 
get out of bed, go to school or work, interact with our neighbors 
(including our LGBT ones), have deeply held differences of convic-
tion with one another, and live in whatever society we have made 
for ourselves. 

The question we try to answer in this book is, “What now?” 
How can the Church best respond in the midst of this changing 
environment? What will Christian faithfulness look like once new 
definitions of marriage and sexuality replace those that have un-
dergirded our society for so long? We can’t pretend it’s not hap-
pening, nor can we just dismiss its significance and hope to move 
on. We need to think through what these huge changes will mean. 
We need to know how to carefully think through the issue of same-
sex marriage, how to talk about it with others, and how to live in a 
culture that considers it normal.

It’s an enormous cultural challenge but could also be an incred-
ible opportunity for God’s people to flourish in their witness to the 
truth of the gospel. As Christians, we believe there is something 
more profoundly true than any and all cultural fads. We believe 
the kingdom of God, as initiated in the life, death and resurrection 
of Jesus Christ, is the real story of history. Civilizations come and 
go. Governments rise and fall. Cultures change and change again. 
But the kingdom of God has no end. 

We, therefore, refuse to despair. To say or think, “All is lost,” is 
to say or think something that is not true. As Richard John Neuhaus 
profoundly put it, “We have not the right to despair, for despair is a 
sin. And . . . we have not the reason to despair, quite simply because 
Christ has risen.”2

That doesn’t mean there’s no cause for concern. There is, and 
it’s not just what’s “out there” in the culture. There’s plenty to be 
concerned about “in here,” in the Church. So in the pages ahead, 
we’ll ask whether the American Church is prepared for what is now 
required of us. We’ll need, through the power of the Holy Spirit, 
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clarity of thought and courageous convictions. Unfortunately, our 
discipleship priorities for the last several generations do not reflect 
the Church’s need to reflect the Kingdom. 

Anemic understandings of the Christian life will be exposed for 
what they are when basic Christian beliefs that were once shared by 
everyone are instead rejected as dangerous and hateful. Platitudes 
such as “Love like Jesus!” will need to be bolstered by theological 
content, and bumper sticker proclamations of “coexistence,” will 
be proven silly and naïve.  

This is no time to quit. In this book, we are after clarity of thought 
and clarity of action: right thinking and right doing. Christians who 
fail to think well about key cultural issues never rise above infectious 
confusion or unprofitable anger. A church that hides from cultural 
conflicts or chooses to do nothing will become culturally captive 
and will effectively abandon people to be victims of bad ideas. Love 
of God demands truth, and love of our neighbor demands action. 

Part One of this book is devoted to how we should think about 
the issue of same-sex marriage. In the first chapter, we begin to ex-
plain why this issue matters. We’ll take a quick tour of how sharply 
the culture has shifted toward homosexual behavior, sexual identity 
and same-sex marriage. In the next two chapters, we will look at 
what the Bible has to say about marriage. Along the way, we will 
answer the increasingly common challenge that the Bible really 
doesn’t have much to say about same-sex marriage. 

We often hear that the only objections to same-sex marriage are 
rooted in religious bias. This is not true. We are unapologetically 
Christian, but in the fourth and fifth chapters, we will lay out the 
prudential case for keeping marriage as the union of one man and 
one woman. 

In chapter six, we will show how same-sex marriage fits into a 
larger historical context. This shift has not been as quick as many 
think, but in fact, has been inevitable in light of a new orthodoxy 
about humanity and human sexuality that has arisen in the last 
century. Ideas have histories.

Part Two of this book describes what the truth about marriage 
demands of us. Ours is not the first generation of Christians to 
face cultural challenges. We are not the first to have our deeply held 
convictions questioned and attacked. Like those who have gone 
before us, we must wrestle with our Christian responsibility in light 
of cultural realities. 
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So, in chapter seven, we will offer what might be called “a the-
ology of action.” We believe the greatest threat to the Church in 
our day is not same-sex marriage but the feeling of hopelessness 
that comes from thinking we are “on the wrong side of history.” 
The Christian need not be concerned with “winning.” Our hope is 
in Jesus Christ. Besides, claims that same-sex marriage is “inevitable” 
exhibit more hubris than certainty.

In chapter eight, we will examine the history of the gay move-
ment, which has been incredibly effective in shifting cultural opin-
ion and initiating change. There’s much we can learn, both in terms 
of what happened and how culture might be shifted again.

Among the lessons to be learned from the gay movement are 
the power of admitting past mistakes and changing from the inside 
out.  Of course for the Church, we first learn this from Scripture. 
What’s happening inside the Church is far more important than 
what is happening outside, and when we haven’t done what we 
ought to do, the gospel gives us a clear next step. So, chapter nine 
is a chapter of self-examination. 

Chapter ten will begin the action plan. Here we will look at what 
Christians can specifically do about the issue of same-sex marriage. 
The next chapter suggests what Christians can do to begin restor-
ing marriage from the degradation it has suffered. This may seem 
unrelated, but it’s not. Stopping same-sex marriage is only part of 
the problem. Fixing marriage is the rest.

In chapter twelve, we will get specific. We will discuss, “What do 
I do if . . .” Across culture, we face specific situations that will chal-
lenge our convictions and our relationships. We need to be ready.

After talking through the what, it’s critical to discuss the how. 
Finally, in the conclusion, we will suggest four postures that are 
critical to Christian faithfulness. As recent events demonstrate, the 
coming years will likely not be pleasant for those who are committed 
to traditional marriage. Yet, Scripture still calls us to gentleness, 
courage, joy and hope. 

Throughout this journey, you’ll hear not only from us but also 
from others. We took our toughest questions to the best voices we 
could find. Their contributions are both insightful and practical.

Now, let’s get started. 
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Part 1 

what Marriage Is  
and why It Matters

This triangle of truisms, of father, mother and child, cannot be destroyed;  
it can only destroy those civilizations which disregard it. 

G .  K .  Ches t e r t on 1
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1

what Just happened  
to our Culture?

We’re not that old. Really, we aren’t. We were both born around the 
mid-seventies, which basically makes us children of the eighties. 
Our earliest cultural memories include big hair, The Cosby Show and 
Ronald Reagan. We graduated high school in the early nineties. 
Those were the days of the Dream Team, grunge rock, a booming 
economy and political debates over the meaning of “is.” (Thanks, 
President Clinton.) 

But homosexuality was not really on our radar. Sure, that sort 
of thing happened in San Francisco and Greenwich Village but not 
in rural Virginia or Orange County. And same-sex marriage? Well, 
that wasn’t on anyone’s radar in the ’80s and early ’90s. Even most 
gay activists considered it either out of reach or a bad idea.1 It was 
never discussed in our youth groups or at the Christian colleges we 
attended because, well, it really wasn’t being discussed anywhere. 
And remember, we’re not that old.

For a culture, however, a lot can change in just a few decades. 
Twenty years can be the difference between notepads and iPads. 
Thirty years can be the difference between Elvis and Eminem. Forty 
years can be the difference between Jim Crow laws in the South and 
the first black President of the United States. 

In fact, in just the last 10 years we’ve seen big changes in how 
we think of gender, sexuality and marriage in America. I (John) re-
member when I realized just how much had changed. In the summer 
of 2004, I led a youth camp that featured the incredibly moving 
testimony of a man who had left a radical homosexual lifestyle to 
follow Christ. He was now married with children. His story, which 
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he dubbed “From Prostitute to Pastor,” sparked dozens of ques-
tions, which continued over the next several days, even after he had 
left the camp. So, student after student approached me with their 
question, opening with, “I’ve got this friend who is gay.”

That’s when it hit me. I would have never said that when I was 
growing up because neither I nor anyone I knew of in our small 
Christian community had friends who were openly gay. We had our 
suspicions about a few classmates, but they weren’t our friends. 
Mostly, they were, shamefully, the targets of our ridicule. 

It wasn’t because I was this “holier than thou” prude, either. 
Plenty of my friends were sexually promiscuous, addicted to drugs, 
alcoholics, cheaters, bullies or all-around jerks. But gay? No way. 

But for the high school and college students we work with 
today—even the most conservative, churchgoing ones—homosex-
uality is not a far-off issue like it was for us. This issue is as up-
close and personal as their family members, Facebook friends or 
themselves. And for many, legalizing same-sex marriage competes 
with the fight against human trafficking as being the social justice 
issue of their generation.

Plus, they cannot even remember television or film without 
prominently gay characters on their favorite shows. Other than 
maybe Duck Dynasty, homosexuality is an ever-present and normal 
part of their collective media intake. Our favorite shows had the 
occasional homosexual character in the background, and there 
was the occasional “edgy” film like Philadelphia that explored what 
we thought to be a fringe group of society. But today, same-sex 
couples are just there, like other couples, on dates, in committed 
relationships, with children, and maybe even married. 

It’s Not the ’80s Anymore
In 1996, only 27 percent of the United States population supported 
same-sex marriage. That same year, President Bill Clinton signed 
the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA), essentially instructing all 
aspects of the federal government to only recognize a marriage be-
tween a man and woman. In 2013, the U.S. Supreme Court struck 
down Section 3 of DOMA as being unconstitutional, and public 
approval for same-sex marriage jumped to 53 percent of the pop-
ulation, including 73 percent of 18- to 29-year-olds. Eighty-three 
percent of voters today believe that same-sex marriage will be legal 
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across the United States within 5-10 years, though many of those 
doubt it will take even that long. As David Von Drehle wrote for 
Time magazine in March 2013, “Yesterday’s impossible now looks 
like tomorrow’s inevitable.”2

According to Von Drehle, the swift embrace of same-sex marriage 
is nothing short of a “seismic shift” in American culture, and one 
that is “as rapid and unpredictable as any turn in public opinion.”3 
He’s certainly right. Yet, if there were indicators of this social revo-
lution when we were in high school (there were), we missed them. 

We remember laughing with all of our friends at Jerry and 
George trying to dispel the rumor they were gay while quickly add-
ing, just to be safe, “Not that there’s anything wrong with that.”4 
Five years after that Seinfeld episode (and the same year the foursome 
finally got what they deserved in the series’ last episode), another 
show debuted as part of NBC’s coveted “must-see TV” Thursday 
night lineup. It was called Will and Grace. 

According to Vice President Joe Biden, this show is the reason 
America eventually accepted same-sex marriage. In a 2012 appear-
ance on Meet the Press, Biden opined, “I think Will and Grace probably 
did more to educate the American public than almost anything 
anybody’s ever done so far.” Most people would not have considered 
Will and Grace an educational program, but Biden was right. And just 
a few days after Biden’s comment, Barak Obama became the first 
U.S. President to officially endorse same-sex marriage.

While we’ve not been able to confirm that President Obama 
was indeed a fan of the show, it’s difficult to overstate its power in 
reshaping the cultural imagination. Plenty of other shows, dating 
all the way back to Billy Crystal on Soap, had gay characters, but Will 
and Grace was about gay life. Here, in this New York City apartment, 
gay life was not only funny; it was normal. 

Well, at least Will was normal. Grace? Not so much, but Will was 
always there to help her navigate her messy heterosexual lifestyle. 
And a new trend was set.

Just five years after Will began solving Grace’s problems, five 
guys with a “queer eye” began helping “straight guys” fix their vari-
ous fashion, home and social faux pas. The results, we must admit, 
were often impressive and made “metrosexual” a household word.

Two years later, the Academy heaped adulation and multiple 
Oscars on Ang Lee’s Brokeback Mountain for “courageously” teaching 
that little things like marriage, children and commitment shouldn’t 
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stop true love. Yet, for all the cowboys who were scandalized by that 
movie, very few teenagers were scandalized by the highly sexualized 
high school world of Glee, just four years later. The 90210 kids we 
watched in the 1990s may have been more glamorous, but the kids 
from northwest Ohio’s William McKinley High School were far 
more progressive about who could love whom. Plus, they sang about 
it, even changing personal pronouns whenever necessary. 

That same year, Modern Family debuted for the grown-ups. Like 
Will and Grace, many Americans found the show very funny. Unlike 
Will and Grace, they also found it familiar. Maybe the various in-
carnations of family reminded them of their own lives or maybe 
their neighbors. Either way, it was obvious that a same-sex couple 
that was married and raising children just didn’t come across as 
edgy anymore. Somewhere around 2010, at least when it came to 
homosexuality and same-sex marriage, it seemed television was no 
longer driving culture but reflecting it. 

It’s been quite a journey from The Cosby Show to Seinfeld to Will 
and Grace to Modern Family. Older Americans reminisce about Leave 
It to Beaver and I Love Lucy, but, clearly, it’s not the ’50s anymore. 
It’s not even the ’80s (or the ’90s) anymore. As it is on television, so 
is life for the larger culture.

The American Psychological Association considered homosexu-
ality a mental disorder until 1973. The World Health Organization 
only removed the label in 1990. Today, of course, it’s a settled matter 
in academic circles and professional associations that homosexual-
ity is merely one of many legitimate and natural sexual orientations. 
In fact, we hear it may even have benefits that heterosexuality does 
not have.5 All that remains is to work out and promote its social 
acceptance and to deliver the commensurate rights that are now 
due, which primarily has been defined as the right to marry.

When Evan Wolfson wrote what was one of the earliest cases 
for same-sex marriage in a Harvard Law School thesis in 1983, even 
most gay activists found the idea to be too radical and too unreal-
istic.6 Five years later, Andrew Sullivan’s article in The New Republic, 
entitled “Here Comes the Groom,” attracted more support.7 Today, 
of course, it is assumed by most that the issue is settled or at least 
inevitable. The major debate now is what on earth to do with those 
who don’t acknowledge same-sex marriage as legitimate. Many pub-
lications, such as Slate magazine, have now moved on to making 
the case for polygamous and polyamorous marriage.8 (Seriously, 

S E A n  M C D o w E L L  A n D  J o h n  S t o n E S t R E E t

Same-Sex Marriage20

Same-Sex Marriage.indd   20 5/23/14   4:27 PM

Sean McDowell & John Stonestreet, Same-Sex Marriage
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2014. Used by permission.



wouldn’t it be at least a little ironic if polyamory were recognized 
as a legitimate marriage expression before spell-check recognized 
it as a legitimate word?9)

Of all the cultural mood swings on homosexuality and mar-
riage, it is the legal one that attracts the most attention. As recently 
as 1986, the Supreme Court ruled that the “right to privacy” ap-
plied to intimate, marital relations but specifically did not apply 
to intimate, homosexual relationships. Thus, it upheld the rights 
of states to pass and uphold laws prohibiting homoerotic activity, 
such as sodomy. 

That 1986 decision (Bowers v. Hardwick) was overturned by 
another five to four decision in 2003, in the case of Lawrence v. 
Texas. Justice Kennedy wrote that states could not legislate intimate 
behavior between consenting adults. In his strongly worded dis-
sent, Justice Anton Scalia wrote that by this decision, the Supreme 
Court had “largely signed on to the so-called homosexual agenda.” 
A year later, Massachusetts became the first state to legalize same-
sex marriage.10 

When the Supreme Court delivered its decision on DOMA in 
2013, they clearly avoided issuing the sort of sweeping national 
ruling for which gay marriage advocates had hoped. Instead, they 
pushed the issue back to the states while ruling that the federal 
government must recognize any marriage, including same-sex 
ones, sanctioned by a state. In December 2013, New Mexico be-
came the sixteenth state to legalize same-sex marriage, with other 
states following quickly behind it. In most cases, it’s being forced 
on states by judicial fiat; in a few cases, by popular vote. Either way, 
it’s happening. 

So, that settles it, doesn’t it? In light of this history, it seems ob-
vious same-sex marriage is coming whether we like it or not. It’s on 
an unstoppable trajectory toward universal acceptance. “Opposing 
it is pointless,” we hear and then echo. “That ship has sailed,” said 
one youth pastor to an apologist friend of ours. “I’m not going to 
talk about it anymore.”

On one hand, it’s hard to imagine what that youth pastor could 
mean by such a silly statement. Not talking about it isn’t an op-
tion for anyone living on planet Earth, much less someone who 
is employed to work with young adults and their parents. On the 
other hand, it’s easy to see what he means. Like many, this youth 
pastor finds it pointless to resist same-sex marriage, especially with 
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a younger audience, even if he has private convictions against it. 
It’s best if he just embraces it and moves on, lest it becomes a barrier 
to ministering to students.

Other Christians go further. For them, it’s not about getting out 
of the way of historical inevitability. It’s about justice. Equal rights 
and human dignity are the worthiest of social causes and have been 
the reasons cited most loudly and frequently by “marriage equality” 
advocates. Those who resist same-sex marriage do so out of what 
Justice Kennedy called “animus” toward homosexuals.11 They are, 
we often hear, on the wrong side of history and morality. Even so, 
some Christians argue we should be on the front lines of this holy 
cause to remove systemic discrimination and violations of human 
dignity. After all, that’s what Christians have always done. That’s 
what Jesus would do.

Embedded in that reasoning, however, is an “if.” And we’d say 
a rather big “if.” G. K. Chesterton once said something to the effect 
that one should never tear a fence down unless he or she knows why 
it was put there in the first place.12 This was especially true, suggested 
Chesterton, “in the matter of reforming things.” After all, it is quite 
possible to create a host of other problems while trying, even sin-
cerely, to address another. 

So, we must ask: Is there an essential nature to marriage that 
would, by definition, exclude certain consensual adult unions? 
Or, in other words, are there legitimate reasons that the fence of 
marriage was placed where it was for virtually every civilization until 
this one? We think the answer to both of these questions is yes, and 
that’s why we stand on the side of the fence that we do. 

We should all remember, no matter which side of this issue 
we are on, that this debate invokes incredible emotional intensity. 
Thus, it’s been mostly characterized by vitriol. But this issue is far 
too important for that. The ideas and individuals at stake deserve 
better than hurled clichés, accusations, raised voices and name-call-
ing. As Ravi Zacharias often says, “When you throw mud, you not 
only get your hands dirty, but you lose a lot of ground.” 

To pretend as if everyone on one side of the fence only hates 
gays, and everyone on the other side only hates God, morality, 
America or all three, is simply wrong and uncharitable. That isn’t 
to suggest no one carries ill intent. Some on both sides of the issue 
do. Yet this is not what motivates us. Our parents taught us always 
to believe the best in others. 
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For Sean, learning to believe the best in others was especially 
formative, given that his dad is one of the foremost public defend-
ers of Christian truth in recent memory. But Josh McDowell both 
taught and modeled that even if we disagree with someone, we 
should still give that person the benefit of the doubt. This is what 
we aim to do in our lives and in this book. We don’t question the 
motivation of those with whom we disagree. We won’t call them 
names, and we won’t question their character. In fact, we believe 
that most are driven by what they think is compassionate and true. 
But this doesn’t mean we won’t take a firm position on what we 
think is right.

In this book, of course, we clearly take a stand on the issue of 
homoerotic behavior and same-sex marriage. We do so because 
we must, according to our conscience before God. To paraphrase 
Luther, “Here we stand. We can do no other.” As Christians, we may 
not always like where our faith demands that we stand, and yet, we 
must. Even so, civility need not be sacrificed on the altar of truth nor 
truth sacrificed on the altar of civility. Truth given in love is what 
our Savior demonstrated, and what He demanded from His Church. 

Accordingly, we’ll need to talk not only about what Christians 
are called to think on this issue but also how we are expected to 
live out our convictions. We will do so in the pages ahead. But first, 
we will carefully look at where this marriage fence has been his-
torically placed and why it has been placed there. In the next few 
chapters, we humbly suggest that the ability to articulate the basic 
truths about marriage, given our current cultural situation, is every 
Christian’s responsibility.
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