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1 Introducing Christian Sexual Ethics
Introductory Questions
1. Why should I take this class?
2. Who are the teachers?
3. How is this class organized?
4. What is expected of me as a student?
5. How long are the sessions?
In this teaching, I want to establish that Christian sexual ethics are biblical sexual ethics. We’ve learned
what’s right and wrong from many sources: parents, schools, churches, friends, TV, Hollywood, social
media, etc. Sadly, these sources often conflict with each other, generating a great deal of confusion. For
this class, we’ll use the Bible as our standard and authority. We won’t spend time explaining our reasons
for believing the Bible is trustworthy and authoritative, since that would take us too far afield from our
focus.1 Rather, we’re presupposing the Bible’s inspiration:
2 Timothy 3:16-17
16 All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction,
and for training in righteousness, 17 that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every
good work.
Even if you don’t accept the Bible as God’s definitive revelation, this class can still help you understand
where a lot of people are coming from when it comes to these difficult and controversial issues. For
example, a 2014 Gallup poll2 found that three out of every four people in the United States see the Bible
as the “inspired word of God” in some sense. Multiple sources report that more than a quarter of
Americans believe the Bible should be taken literally. So whatever your views of the Bible are, this class
will help you understand how many of us think about sexual ethics.
In America today, we have two major worldviews competing for acceptance: naturalism and creationism.
These meta-narratives diverge right from the start when they tell the story of human origins. Although I
realize hybrid forms exist, I want to present each of these in their starkest forms for contrasting purposes.
Creationism: you are the imago Dei.
From this perspective humanity is the crowning act of God’s creation. Rather than speaking us into
existence like every other creature, He formed us from the dust and tenderly breathed into our nostrils
the breath of life. God places incredible value and dignity in our species.
Psalm 8:3-9
3 When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars, which you
have set in place, 4 what is man that you are mindful of him, and the son of man that you care
for him? 5 Yet you have made him a little lower than the heavenly beings and crowned him with
glory and honor. 6 You have given him dominion over the works of your hands; you have put all
things under his feet, 7 all sheep and oxen, and also the beasts of the field, 8 the birds of the
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heavens, and the fish of the sea, whatever passes along the paths of the seas. 9 O LORD, our
Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth!
Naturalism: you are an accident.
You are the accidental byproduct of time and chance. Some proteins happened to swirl around in a puddle
in just the right way so that the first single-celled, self-replicating organism emerged. Over time,
organisms made mistakes in copying their genes, resulting in mutations. Detrimental mutations reduced
the chances of reproduction, ensuring an upward climb towards complexity that culminated in the human
race. William Lane Craig offers the following account of how naturalism leads to nihilism:
“Man, writes Loren Eiseley, is the Cosmic Orphan. He is the only creature in the universe who
asks, "Why?" Other animals have instincts to guide them, but man has learned to ask questions.
"Who am I?" man asks. "Why am I here? Where am I going?" Since the Enlightenment, when he
threw off the shackles of religion, man has tried to answer these questions without reference to
God. But the answers that came back were not exhilarating, but dark and terrible. "You are the
accidental by-product of nature, a result of matter plus time plus chance. There is no reason for
your existence. All you face is death."
...If God does not exist, then both man and the universe are inevitably doomed to death. Man,
like all biological organisms, must die. With no hope of immortality, man's life leads only to the
grave. His life is but a spark in the infinite blackness, a spark that appears, flickers, and dies
forever...For though I know now that I exist, that I am alive, I also know that someday I will no
longer exist, that I will no longer be, that I will die. This thought is staggering and threatening: to
think that the person I call "myself" will cease to exist, that I will be no more!
...And the universe, too, faces death. Scientists tell us that the universe is expanding, and
everything in it is growing farther and farther apart. As it does so, it grows colder and colder, and
its energy is used up. Eventually all the stars will burn out, and all matter will collapse into dead
stars and black holes. There will be no light at all; there will be no heat; there will be no life; only
the corpses of dead stars and galaxies, ever expanding into the endless darkness and the cold
recesses of space—a universe in ruins. So not only is the life of each individual person doomed;
the entire human race is doomed. There is no escape. There is no hope.”3
Likewise, Tim Keller writes:
“If this life is all there is, and there is no God or life beyond this material world, then it will not
ultimately matter whether you are a genocidal maniac or an altruist; it won’t matter whether you
fight hunger in Africa or are incredibly cruel and greedy and starving the poor. In the end what
you do will make no difference whatsoever…Ultimately, everything we do is radically insignificant.
Nothing counts forever.”4
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Thus, your creation theology is a major key to how you view sexual ethics. Broadly speaking, the four
main ways of approaching sexual ethics are:
1. Animalistic: give in to instincts and impulses, regardless of what society says
2. Socially constructed: accept the mores of a given culture
3. Ascetic: pleasure is inherently evil; sex is dirty; deny bodily pleasures
4. Biblical: God is the designer who invented pleasure and gave us boundaries
In this class, we’ll explore the fourth category. In order to begin doing that, we’ll need to spend some
time thinking about how God feels about pleasure before considering what boundaries He has graciously
given us for our own good and His glory.
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2 God of Pleasure
Psalm 16:11 – The original plan was for man to be forever in God’s presence with fullness of joy and
pleasures forever.
21:1-6 – God originally designed man to be joyful with gladness in His presence.
36:5-9 – God still wants His people to drink of the river of His delights. With Him is the fountain of life.
Genesis 1:26-30 – The first thing God told man to do was reproduce, obviously including sex, and then to
eat.
2:18-25 – God’s plans for man and woman were to be married, blessed….
1:31 – Sex and eating God declared to be good, and there was no need for rules and restrictions to control
the desires within Adam and Eve because they had perfect sinless minds.
2:15 – Work was also designed to provide pleasure.
Proverbs 5:18 and 19 – Sex in marriage is for pleasure.
Ecclesiastes 9:7-9 – Enjoy life with the woman you love.
3:12 and 13 – Work is a gift from God. Sex, eating, drinking, and work are for our pleasure.
Song of Solomon 7:7-12 – I am my beloved’s, and his desire is for me.
1 Corinthians 7:1-5
Genesis 3:1-ff
Adam and Eve enjoyed spiritual contentment because they had a pure relationship with God. God created
them in His own image that included pure godly love. They longed for God, and He longed for them and
enjoyed a mutually satisfying relationship of love. However, the love relationship was ruined with sin, but
the longing for Yahweh remained within. In their fallen state, they no longer realized the craving or desire
that remained in them was for God. Everyone is born with the same void in his or her heart, the longing
for a loving relationship with God. Failing to acknowledge the craving within is for God, mankind has ever
since tried to fill the void with the pleasures of the flesh, but in actuality it only served to expand the
chasm. The pleasures of the flesh became the lust of the flesh.
Ephesians 2:1-3, 4:17-19 – Mankind lost his moral compass because he lost God. The good pleasures of
the flesh were not designed for ungodly people who are prone to extremism and uncontrollable cravings
without the sense to discern right from wrong and when enough is enough.
The fall of man and the sinfulness that followed have necessitated boundaries because that which was
originally intended for pleasure now gave way to sin. The Scriptures provide clear boundaries on bodily
pleasures. Sex is limited to the marriage bed; eating is regulated by bodily needs; alcohol is consumed in
moderation; work has limits such as the Sabbath day. Adultery, gluttony and drunkenness, and over work
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or laziness result when we fail to realize the cravings within are for a love relationship with our Father
God.
God’s presence is where we find the fullness of joy, pleasures forever, joy with gladness, river of His
delight, and the fountain of life. Immoral sexuality broadens the abyss between God and self which
ensures sadness, misery, destruction, and in the end, eternal death.
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Bodily Pleasures
By Sean Finnegan

In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth and put the two first humans in a garden. After
surveying His creation and declaring it good repeatedly, the first fact that displeased God was that Adam
was alone. “It is not good for the man to be alone” (Gen 2:18). Once the Lord formed Eve and Adam
called her “woman,” the Genesis narrative states:
“For this reason a man shall leave his father and his mother, and be joined to his wife; and they
shall become one flesh. And the man and his wife were both naked and were not ashamed.” (Gen
2:25).
God’s mandates in the Garden of Eden (Eden means pleasure, by the way) were not “remain celibate,”
“eat only tasteless grains,” and “submit.” Rather, God’s commands were “be fruitful,” “eat freely,” and
“have dominion.” God so loved His first two humans that He wanted them to reproduce and fill the new
world with many more people. The earth was not an exercise in testing people for some other realm, but
a home for His own crowning achievements to delight in and rule over. Although He forbade eating from
one tree in the garden, the rest of them were for their enjoyment—their pleasure.
The God of Genesis is more an Epicurean than a Stoic. He does not design bodies without pleasure sensors
but instead squeezes onto the human tongue 10,000 taste buds. He does not make reproduction an
onerous or bland affair but loads human genitals with thousands of erotogenic nerve endings. In His
extravagant kindness, He engineered eating and intercourse to give us pleasure and then commanded His
first two humans to engage in both. It’s no wonder the first two chapters of Genesis declare creation
“good” seven times over. The second chapter of the Bible concludes with two humans, in a garden of
Pleasure, totally naked, who are commanded to have sex, eat fruit, and rule the world.
Not only does God’s design of the body shout to us that He engineered us to experience pleasure, but the
Law He gave Israel on Sinai likewise indicates His penchant for enjoyment. Consider the holy days built
into the Law of Moses: the Feast of Unleavened Bread, the Feast of Weeks, the Feast of Trumpets, the
Day of Atonement, and the Feast of Tabernacles. Although the Day of Atonement was a single day of
fasting and repentance, the rest of these were multi-day celebrations or festivals. The Feast of
Unleavened bread followed on the heels of the Passover meal when families roasted lambs, enjoyed wine,
and told stories of God’s deliverance from Egypt. The rule for the rest of the week was no working other
than preparing food. The Feast of Weeks commemorated the first fruits of the harvest. According to the
Mishnah, the festival was “accompanied by a large celebration, in which pilgrims gather in the towns of
their district and go as a group with their ripe produce to Jerusalem. There they are greeted by Levitical
singing and celebration.”5 The Law of Moses was for an agrarian society and built into the rhythm of the
farmer’s calendar times of worship that coincided with times of rejoicing. Although sometimes Christians
misinterpret the Law as some terrible straightjacket strapped onto the people of God until Christ could
free them from it, in reality, it was a way God provided to connect with Him by taking time out from the
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monotony of their toil. In antiquity most people worked every day, but God’s chosen ones worked only
six days a week. The seventh day they took off to rest and enjoy the fact that they were no longer slaves
in Egypt when they had to labor relentlessly. The Sabbath was a day separated off from the rest of the
week to take a break and connect to the Creator.
Beyond the created order and the holy days instituted in the Mosaic Law, the Scriptures contain quite a
few statements endorsing pleasure. Although the Bible is sometimes stereotyped as prudish or anti-sex,
it does not shy away from the topic, nor does it prohibit physical pleasures. The following texts ably
illustrate this point:
Prov.
5:18-19
Let your fountain be blessed, and rejoice in the wife of your youth, a lovely deer, a graceful doe. May
her breasts satisfy you at all times; may you be intoxicated always by her love.
Eccl.
9:7-9
7 Go, eat your bread with enjoyment, and drink your wine with a merry heart; for God has long ago
approved what you do. 8 Let your garments always be white; do not let oil be lacking on your head. 9
Enjoy life with the wife whom you love, all the days of your vain life that are given you under the sun,
because that is your portion in life and in your toil at which you toil under the sun.
Eccl.
3:12-13
12 I know that there is nothing better for them than to be happy and enjoy themselves as long as they
live; 13 moreover, it is God's gift that all should eat and drink and take pleasure in all their toil.
Sex, eating, drinking, and work are for our pleasure. Proverbs encourages young married couples to enjoy
each other’s bodies. After all, finding a wife is not a curse, but a gift from God (Prov 18:22). Far from
forbidding alcohol, Ecclesiastes flatly affirms the goodness of drinking alcohol and eating food.
Furthermore, it shows that even work itself is good: “It is God’s gift that all should eat and drink and take
pleasure in all their toil” (Ecc 3:13; see also 8:15). The Law of Moses, once again, bears out these facts
when it legislates the rules for military participation. The first year of marriage qualified a soldier for
exemption from service, so that he may “be happy with the wife whom he has married” (Deut 24:5).
Furthermore, if someone had just planted a vineyard, he was likewise excused from duty until he could
enjoy its fruit (Deut 20:6). Wealth itself is not seen as inherently evil, but a blessing from God (Ecc 5:1819). Even in the coming age, Isaiah speaks about a banquet involving fine wine and prime meat (Is 25:6;
see also Mat 8:11; 13:29).
Perhaps the best book to look at on the subject of pleasure is the Song of Solomon. This elaborate
collection of poems brims with sexual imagery. It does not disparage but extols sexual union and all the
attendant buildup leading up to it. The book opens up unapologetically with the words, “Let him kiss me
with the kisses of his mouth! For your love is better than wine” (Song 1:2). For the author, wine is an
obvious good, but the kisses of his lover are better still. By the time we reach the fourth verse, we read,
“Draw me after you, let us make haste. The king has brought me into his chambers” (Song 1:4).
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In one riveting scene, the woman awakes in the middle of the night with an intense desire to find her
lover. She gets out of bed and begins searching through the city streets and squares. She encounters the
night watchmen and inquires where he might be, but they are no help.
Song
3:4
Scarcely had I left them when I found him whom my soul loves; I held on to him and would not let
him go until I had brought him to my mother’s house, and into the room of her who conceived me.
Later on we encounter romantic poetic descriptions of Solomon’s lover.
Song 7:7-12
You are stately as a palm tree,
and your breasts are like its clusters.
I say I will climb the palm tree
and lay hold of its branches.
Oh, may your breasts be like clusters of the vine,
and the scent of your breath like apples,
and your kisses like the best wine
that goes down smoothly,
gliding over lips and teeth.
I am my beloved's,
and his desire is for me.
Come, my beloved, let us go forth into the fields,
and lodge in the villages;
let us go out early to the vineyards,
and see whether the vines have budded,
whether the grape blossoms have opened
and the pomegranates are in bloom.
There I will give you my love.
Such words as these would never be allowed in a Bible that was at its core against pleasure. Throughout
the Bible marriage is the norm. Sure eunuchs and prophets like John the Baptist remained celibate, but
these are exceptions, not the rule. The Bible celebrates weddings right from creation onwards. When
Jesus went to a wedding, they ran out of wine. Rather than scolding them for their merriment, Jesus
turned 120 gallons of water into wine—not just any wine—quality wine (John 2:1-11). In fact, the Gospels
portray Jesus as someone who attended dinner parties often, consumed alcohol, and discouraged fasting.
That his enemies called him a drunkard and a glutton is unthinkable if he was against all bodily pleasures.
Even so, the Bible does place clear boundaries on bodily pleasures. Sex is limited to the marriage bed;
eating is regulated by bodily needs; alcohol is consumed in moderation. Take any of these outside of their
boundaries, and we fall into adultery, gluttony, and drunkenness. Thus, unlike bacchic hedonism or the
lechery of Mardi Gras, God reigns in the pleasures His people should indulge in to safeguard them from
ruin. Many Scriptures6 convey the importance of restraining the flesh from its lustful drive, but too often
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these New Testament texts are taken to the extreme of asceticism (when all pleasure is considered evil).
When members of the church at Colossae fell into asceticism, Paul corrected them with the following
words:
Col. 2:18-23 18 Do not let anyone disqualify you, insisting on self-abasement and worship of angels,
dwelling on visions, puffed up without cause by a human way of thinking, 19 and not holding fast to
the head, from whom the whole body, nourished and held together by its ligaments and sinews, grows
with a growth that is from God. 20 If with Christ you died to the elemental spirits of the universe, why
do you live as if you still belonged to the world? Why do you submit to regulations, 21 "Do not handle,
Do not taste, Do not touch?" 22 All these regulations refer to things that perish with use; they are
simply human commands and teachings. 23 These have indeed an appearance of wisdom in
promoting self-imposed piety, humility, and severe treatment of the body, but they are of no value in
checking self-indulgence.
Furthermore, when some Christians in Corinth likewise began advocating celibacy, even within marriage,
the apostle addressed them as follows:
1 Cor. 7:1-5 Now concerning the matters about which you wrote: "It is well for a man not to touch a
woman." 2 But because of cases of sexual immorality, each man should have his own wife and each
woman her own husband. 3 The husband should give to his wife her conjugal rights, and likewise the
wife to her husband. 4 For the wife does not have authority over her own body, but the husband does;
likewise the husband does not have authority over his own body, but the wife does. 5 Do not deprive
one another except perhaps by agreement for a set time, to devote yourselves to prayer, and then
come together again, so that Satan may not tempt you because of your lack of self-control.
Paul takes for granted that people are sexual beings who will fall into illicit behaviors if they cannot enjoy
sex within marriage.
Christians today often react so strongly against the lasciviousness and lewdness of our own time that we
tend to fall back into anti-social restrictions that ultimately besmirch our witness and exclude us from
evangelistic opportunities. Rather than promoting Christianity as a holistic, fulfilling, joyous, and satisfying
experience, we sometimes sell it short by portraying it as a restrictive religion that evacuates fun and
enjoyment from the human experience. Christians don’t dance, don’t play cards, and don’t listen to rock
and roll. We feel guilty about eating fillet mignon, going on vacation, or living in a nice house. We abstain
from sex unless for procreation, alcohol unless for communion, and film unless it supports a Christian
agenda. Is it any wonder that outsiders take one look at us and run the other way?
Now, I want to be clear that I am not saying we should do whatever feels good. Biblical Christianity is not
licentious; we certainly do have boundaries and limitations that hem us in. God has graciously put these
in place to protect us and to encourage human flourishing, not stifle it. Imagine a tomato plant in the
wild. It can only grow so tall before it bends over on itself. But, if a farmer comes along and stakes it—
essentially limiting its direction for growth—the plant flourishes, growing much bigger and producing
much more fruit. We have rules, but they are not to suppress us, they are to help us grow. Perhaps we
need to loosen up a bit so we can spend time with non-Christians in order to share the gospel with them.
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Sex before Marriage
The Bible on Premarital Sex
The biblical purpose of sex is grounded in creation theology (Gen 2:24). The question before us today is
whether or not God says premarital sex is fitting for His people.
Exodus 22:16-17
16 "If a man seduces a virgin who is not betrothed and lies with her, he shall give the bride-price
for her and make her his wife. 17 If her father utterly refuses to give her to him, he shall pay
money equal to the bride-price for virgins.
Immediately, several issues jump out, including the bride-price, arranged marriages, and the importance
of virginity. What is without question, though, is that this law considers premarital sex to be a violation
of the law. But, as Christians, we don’t live by the Old Testament laws of Moses and the Israelites, right?
Let’s take a look at what Jesus says about a related subject:
Matthew 5:27-30
27 "You have heard that it was said, 'You shall not commit adultery.' 28 But I say to you that
everyone who looks at a woman with lustful intent has already committed adultery with her in
his heart. 29 If your right eye causes you to sin, tear it out and throw it away. For it is better
that you lose one of your members than that your whole body be thrown into hell. 30 And if
your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away. For it is better that you lose one
of your members than that your whole body go into hell.
It’s important to distinguish between experiencing attraction (ok) and looking with lustful intent (not ok).
Here, Jesus gives us a way to defeat adultery. We must wage the battle in our minds. If we can achieve
victory in the mind, we will overcome in our bodies as well. Now let’s consider a passage that directly
deals with the broader category of sexual immorality.
1 Thessalonians 4:1-5
1 Finally, then, brothers, we ask and urge you in the Lord Jesus, that as you received from us
how you ought to walk and to please God, just as you are doing, that you do so more and more.
2 For you know what instructions we gave you through the Lord Jesus. 3 For this is the will of
God, your sanctification: that you abstain from sexual immorality; 4 that each one of you know
how to control his own body in holiness and honor, 5 not in the passion of lust like the Gentiles
who do not know God.
Πορνεία (porneia) is the Greek word translated “sexual immorality” or “fornication.” According to the
BDAG, it refers to “unlawful sexual intercourse” including prostitution, unchastity, adultery, and idol
worship (metaphorically).7 Thus, porneia is a broad word encompassing any extramarital sexual activity,
which is why many translations prefer the term “sexual immorality.” Here’s another clearer text:
1 Corinthians 6:18-7:2, 8-9
18 Flee from sexual immorality. Every other sin a person commits is outside the body, but the
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sexually immoral person sins against his own body. 19 Or do you not know that your body is a
temple of the Holy Spirit within you, whom you have from God? You are not your own, 20 for you
were bought with a price. So glorify God in your body. 7:1 Now concerning the matters about which
you wrote: "It is good for a man not to have sexual relations with a woman." 2 But because of the
temptation to sexual immorality (porneias), each man should have his own wife and each woman
her own husband…8 To the unmarried and the widows I say that it is good for them to remain single
as I am. 9 But if they cannot exercise self-control, they should marry. For it is better to marry than
to burn with passion.
Here we have an unambiguous Scripture that commends marriage for those burning with desire so that
they don’t fall into the temptation of sexual immorality (premarital sex). This text clearly shows that
sexual immorality includes (but is not limited to) premarital sex. This is the teaching of Scripture: don’t
have sex before marriage. Fight the battle in your mind before you’re in a situation when it’s nearly
impossible to restrain yourself.
Cohabitation and Trial Marriages
Living together before marriage increased from 30% in 1987 to 50% in 1995 to 61% in 2002.8 In a world
where many have suffered as children while their parents fought and eventually divorced, cohabitation
seems like a good way to work out compatibility before making a mistake. Living together also saves
money, helps couples get out their parents’ houses, and enables deeper companionship and expressions
of love than living apart. However, I want to offer three arguments against cohabitation:
1. God says it’s wrong. The biblical pattern is for a man to leave his parents and hold fast to his wife,
becoming one flesh (Gen 2:24). Later on we’ll see that our marriages are actually an analogy of
Christ and the church. This only works for a committed relationship (Eph 5:31-33).
2. Cohabitation increases the chances of divorce. 9 According to the American College of
Pediatricians, “Cohabitation before marriage is associated with lower marital satisfaction,
dedication, and confidence as well as increased negative communication with couples spending
less time together and men spending more time on personal leisure; there is more violence and
a higher rate of divorce.”10 The report adds that those who live together are more likely to be
unfaithful, and their children experience increased health risks. They conclude, “The doctors of
the American College of Pediatricians urge their adolescent patients to avoid cohabitation and to
recognize the life-long benefits of marriage…Saving the sexual relationship for marriage brings
physical, emotional, and mental benefits to a couple.”11
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3. It’s bad for kids. As many as 46% of children will experience their mother cohabiting at some time
by the age of 16.12 However, a couple living together without any spiritual, legal, or social
commitment creates a very insecure environment for kids who flourish better living with both
parents in a marriage commitment. For example, after three years 49% of these couples split up
(compared to only 11% of married parents).13
The bottom line is that sex and commitment go hand in hand. This is how God designed it, and it’s best if
we don’t innovate. Tim Keller explains:
“Unless you deliberately disable it, or through practice numb the original impulse, sex makes you
feel personally interwoven and joined to another human being, as you are literally physically
joined. In the midst of sexual passion, you naturally want to say extravagant things such as, “I’ll
always love you.” Even if you are not legally married, you may find yourself very quickly feeling
marriage-like ties, feeling that the other person has obligations to you. But that other person has
no legal, social, or moral responsibility even to call you back in the morning. This incongruity leads
to jealousy and hurt feelings and obsessiveness if two people are having sex but are not married.
It makes breaking up vastly harder than it should be. It leads many people to stay trapped in
relationships that are not good because of a feeling of having (somehow) connected
themselves…The problem is that, eventually, sex will lose its covenant-making power for you,
even if you one day do get married. Ironically, then, sex outside of marriage eventually works
backwards, making you less able to commit and trust another person.”14
Objections to the Bible’s Teaching
Ever so briefly, I want to cover three objections to biblical chastity for the unmarried:
1. It’s wise to sleep together before marriage to ensure compatibility. The argument goes one wouldn’t
buy a car without taking it for a test drive so why would you marry someone without trying everything
out? Well, people aren’t cars, and if all you had was one car, you wouldn’t have anything to compare it
with and would just be thankful for it. Alternatively, sleeping with multiple partners before marriage
pressures each spouse to measure up and turns sexual intimacy from a means of reinforcing the marriage
covenant into a performance.
2. What about Ruth and Boaz? Didn’t God bless their premarital sex? First of all, it’s not at all clear that
they had intercourse. Late at night, Ruth went to where Boaz was sleeping, uncovered his feet, and lay
down (see Ruth 3). At midnight, he awoke and saw a woman lying at his feet! Boaz asked, “Who are
you?” Ruth replied, “I am Ruth, your servant. Spread your covering over your servant, for you are a
redeemer.” Boaz agreed to initiate the legal proceedings to try and marry her the next day. Then she lay
at his feet until morning, but left before anyone else knew she was there. Katheryn Darr provides some
insight here:
“If you know Hebrew, you recognize that the very meaning ‘to lie down’ refers to sexual
intercourse in some contexts. The Hebrew word for ‘feet’ may be used euphemistically to refer
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to genitals. Furthermore Ruth’s request that Boaz ‘spread your skirt over your maidservant,’
echoes metaphorical descriptions of betrothal (cf. Ezek. 16:8). The scene is certainly suggestive.
Did Boaz and Ruth engage in sexual intercourse that night? As we shall see, the rabbis went to
great effort to show that they did not. Quite apart from their opinion, however, an argument for
sexual consummation on that occasion goes beyond what the text states and runs counter to the
characterization of Ruth and Boaz as persons of unblemished virtue.”15
But, even if they did engage in premarital sex, that doesn’t overturn the Scripture we read. Shouldn’t we
expect a higher standard for us living under the new covenant?
3. Our culture is vastly different today.16 Glen Stassen and David Gushee put this objection poignantly in
their Kingdom Ethics book:
“In biblical days a woman married between ages twelve and fourteen, and a man between sixteen
and twenty-one. We ask singles to remain celibate for much longer than ever before in history.
Dating was unheard of only a few generations ago. Long periods of unchaperoned intimacy with
others, combined with a culture that presumes that sex is ubiquitous, challenge the traditional
ethic as never before. The Christian sexual ethic has not faced such a challenge in Western society
since the earliest days of the church’s history.”17
In response to these shifts in culture we have (at least) two options. (1) We can trust God to help us live
chastely longer than our forbearers. (2) We can marry younger than our peers. Christianity already bucks
up against the culture in ten thousand other areas, why should sexuality and marriage be any different?
Jesus did not call us to blend in with the world, but to be salt and light (Mat 5:13-14).
What to Do If You’ve Already Had Premarital Sex
As we’ll say many times in this class, this is NOT the unforgivable sin. If you’ve had premarital sex in the
past, that doesn’t mean you can’t change now. Trust that God knows what’s best for you. Have some
faith that through the shed blood of Christ and by the power of the holy spirit that you can overcome this
sin. As for anytime we fall short, we have a clear procedure to help us get right with God:
1 John 1:6-9
6 If we say we have fellowship with him while we walk in darkness, we lie and do not practice the
truth. 7 But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and
the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin. 8 If we say we have no sin, we deceive
ourselves, and the truth is not in us. 9 If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us
our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.
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Sex within Marriage

The ethics of our society in the past had primarily been molded based upon the Scriptures; however, in
recent years secular humanism has gained ascendance over the truth. Secular humanism is a worldview
based on atheism, naturalism, evolution, and ethical relativism. Secular humanism denies supernatural
significance; therefore, one’s thoughts, inclination, and actions are based only on natural desires and
instincts. Ethical relativism is the belief that no absolute moral code exists, and therefore man must adjust
his ethical standards in each situation according to his own judgment. If God does not exist, then He
cannot establish an absolute moral code. Human beings may and do make up their own rules, and morality
is not discovered; it is made.
Secular humanism is a life stance focusing on the way human beings can lead good and happy lives without
God. Humans are at the center of this philosophy because it rejects the supernatural as the standard of
moral reflection and decision making. Its influence is in every sphere of society – education, religion,
politics, environmentalism, social services, and sexuality….

1 Corinthians 7:1 – The word “touch” according to the context is referring to sexual touch. As members of
God’s holy family, we hug each other and greet each other with “a holy kiss” (1 Thessalonians 5:26) and
“Greet one another with a kiss of love” (1 Peter 5:14). Touching each other in a holy, respectful way is
important. We all need godly touch.

2 – This is by no means a command for everyone to be married; rather, if you are tempted with sexual
urges, seek to be married rather than giving yourself over to the many ways of fornication.

3 – Most translations imply conjugal cohabitation based on context:

KJV

Let the husband render unto the wife due benevolence: and likewise, also the wife unto the husband.

MGI

NET

A husband should pay to his wife the love that is owed. So also, the wife to her husband.

A husband should give to his wife her sexual rights, and likewise a wife to her husband.
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RSV

The husband should give to his wife her conjugal rights, and likewise the wife to her husband.

When the husband fulfills his duties to his wife and the wife to the husband as stated in Ephesians 5:2133, the foundation for a loving, godly, self-sacrificing sexual relationship will thrive. The marriage that is
not centered in godliness is one that has high potential of difficulties in the sexual area as well as all
aspects of marriage. Denying self, dying to self while living for God and loving others, underpins marriage
and sex as God them designed to be.

Ephesians 5:33 – Men are motivated and empowered when they feel needed and respected. Women are
motivated and empowered when they feel cherished.

4 – God’s ethical standard for sex is the sanctity of the lifetime commitment and fidelity of marriage. This
uniquely distinct, interdependent activity demands the parameters of a lifetime commitment. Anything
less denigrates. The mental, physical, and emotional natural differences of a male and female require
godly sacrificial love. Each is to give over himself/herself 100% to satisfy the other and when done as such
epitomizes the way the whole marriage relationship is to function. The husband’s concern is to satisfy his
wife, and the wife’s concern is to satisfy her husband. This special gift is shared only with the person who
has committed himself/herself completely to you for no one else deserves or can appreciate such a
surrender of self and the intimacy involved. All sex outside the marriage commitment at its core is selfcentered because it facilitates the other to disobey God’s commandments.

5 – A healthy sex life eliminates temptations.

Hebrews 13:4 – The specifics of sex are determined by the couple’s application of godly ethics from the
Scriptures and the education they gain from each other as they experience sex together. Knowledge is
gained by communication and experience with each other, not friends, Hollywood, or pornography.

The Bible does not discus contraceptives; therefore, the couple decides what is best for them, nor does it
say that sex is only for procreation.
The specifics of the sexual act are mutually decided with kindness, tenderness, patience, respect, and
never harmful to yourself or the other.
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When men and women are able to respect and accept their differences, then love has a chance to
blossom.

The brain of a man is different physically and functionally than a woman’s. They have different shapes,
and the same parts do certain things differently. The right and left hemispheres work independently in
men. Men tend to be focused more by shutting down one side of the brain so they can shut out
distractions. Women use both sides of the brain at the same time at an integrative, whole level. What we
call “woman’s intuition” is in reality a high-speed, integrative thought process. Women’s brains are life
radar; men are more life laser beams.

Most men are ready for sex all the time, women not so. Women are like a crockpot and men a microwave.
Women deal with the menstrual cycle, the regular natural change that occurs in the female reproductive
system (specifically the uterus and ovaries) that makes pregnancy possible. Up to 80% of women report
having some symptoms during the one to two weeks prior to menstruation. Common symptoms include
acne, tender breasts, bloating, feeling tired, irritability, and mood changes. These symptoms interfere
with normal life and therefore qualify as premenstrual syndrome in 20 to 30% of women. In 3 to 8%, they
are severe.

Many things change in a woman’s body when she has children and with age, not as much so with men

A man’s sense of self is defined through his ability to achieve results. A woman’s sense of self is defined
through her feelings and the quality of her relationships.

Proverbs 5:15-23
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5 Sex Outside of Marriage
Secular humanism is a worldview based on atheism, naturalism, evolution, and ethical relativism.
Secular humanism denies supernatural significance; therefore, thoughts, inclination, and actions are
based only on natural desires and instincts. Ethical relativism is the belief that no absolute moral code
exists, and therefore man must adjust his ethical standards in each situation according to his own
judgment.
Jeremiah 17:9 and 10 – Who is central in your heart – “I am” or you?
You shall not commit adultery. Exodus 20:14; Deuteronomy 5:18
Adultery is one of the most frequently and severely condemned sins in the Bible.
Leviticus 20:10 – Under the old covenant, the penalty was death.
What is adultery?
Dictionary – Voluntary sexual intercourse between a married man and someone other than his wife or
between a married woman and someone other than her husband.
Romans 7:2 and 3 – provides clarity about what adultery is.
Matthew 5:28
The severe consequences of adultery:
Proverbs 2:16-22 – None who get involved return again, nor reach the paths of life.
Proverbs 5:1-23; 6:24-35 – The consequences are devastating.
Hebrews 13:4 God will judge.
1 Corinthians 6:9-11 Adulterers will not inherit the Kingdom of God.
Avoiding Adultery
Proverbs 2:1-16
Matthew 5:27-30 – Do whatever is necessary to avoid adultery.
Do not place yourself in situations that may tempt you. Alcohol has been behind many adulterous acts.
God talks about being jealous, and in the same manner, must a spouse be, within balance.
Reconciliation after Adultery
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John 8:1-11 – Most agree that this section of Scripture is not in the text. If it were to be included, it may
give the impression that Jesus had a frivolous attitude about adultery which indeed he did not.
However, another view is that forgiveness is possible for a repentant soul. Many of us hope so!
Psalm 51:1-ff – God did indeed forgive David; however, he suffered the ramifications of his sinful acts
the rest of his life.
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6 Divorce and Remarriage
To figure out the biblical perspective on divorce and remarriage, we will consider three Scriptures from
the Old Testament (Mal 2:13-16; Deut 22:13-21; 24:1-4) and three from the New Testament (Mat 5:3132; 19:3-12; 1 Cor 7:10-40). Although other verses touch on this subject, the constraints of time limit
what we can consider here. Other texts include: Lev 21:7, 14; 22:13; Num 30:9; Is 50:1; Jer 3:8; Hos 2:2;
Mat 1:19; Mark 10:2-12; Luke 16:18.
Malachi 2:13-16 13 In antiquity, divorced women had limited options. A man could get rid of “the wife
of his youth” and upgrade to a younger wife. God takes a strong stand on this. He will not accept the
offerings of a man who has done this. He hates divorce.18
Deuteronomy 22:13-21 This law protects the virtuous woman from getting divorced. If her husband
falsely accuses her of pre-marital sex, he will get whipped, fined, and barred from divorcing her
henceforth. If she’s guilty, she’ll suffer capital punishment, a harsh ruling by our standards. Even so,
this shows how seriously they treated pre-marital sex and virginity.
Deuteronomy 24:1-4 Providing a divorced woman with a certificate of divorce (today called “a get”)
was a huge step forward for women. It meant she was legally free and could remarry. This law
specifically prohibited remarrying a woman who had an intervening marriage with someone else, but
our interest is more on the reason for the initial divorce.
The Hebrew word in question is ( ע ְֶרוַתervat), the word for “nakedness.”19
Translation

ervat davar

ESV/NASB

some indecency

JPS (1988)

something obnoxious

KJV

some uncleanness

NET

something offensive

NRSV

something objectionable
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The rabbis argued over what ervat precisely meant. From the Babylonian Talmud, we gather three
perspectives: Hillel, Shammai, and Akiva. Hillel (110 – 10 BC) died before Jesus was born, Shammai (50
BC – AD 30) overlapped with Jesus, and Akiva (AD 50 – 132) was born a generation after Jesus. Here are
their positions on divorce:
Tractate Gittin 90a
Mishnah. The house of Shammai says: a man should not divorce his wife unless he has found
her guilty of some unseemly conduct, as it says, because he has found some unseemly thing in
her. The house Hillel, however, says [that he may divorce her] even if she has merely spoiled his
food, since it says, because he hath found some unseemly thing in her. Rabbi Akiva says, [he
may divorce her] even if he finds another woman more beautiful than she is, as it says, it comes
to pass, if she find no favor in his eyes.
Shammai

some unseemly conduct

Hillel

spoiled his food

Akiva

finds another more attractive

How did Jesus compare to these other rabbis from this period?
Matthew 5:31-32
31 "It was also said, 'Whoever divorces his wife, let him give her a certificate of divorce.' 32 But
I say to you that everyone who divorces his wife, except on the ground of sexual immorality,
makes her commit adultery, and whoever marries a divorced woman commits adultery.
Here Jesus quotes Deuteronomy and takes a stricter position. He limits divorce to the grounds of sexual
immorality (porneia). Who is Jesus most like: Hillel, Shammai, or Akiva? In fact, he seems stricter than
all three!
An important key for interpreting Jesus’ exception clause here is to get clear on what adultery is. Of
course, adultery is when one or both of those involved are married to someone else. How can a
divorced woman commit adultery? If she’s no longer married, then it’s impossible for her to commit
adultery (assuming the other person is not married). In fact, the only way she could be guilty of adultery
is if she is still (in some sense) married.
To this day, Orthodox Jews have a similar idea:
Judaism 101 Website
“It is important to note that a civil divorce is not sufficient to dissolve a Jewish marriage. As far
as Jewish law is concerned, a couple remains married until the woman receives the get. This has
been a significant problem: many liberal Jews have a religiously valid marriage, yet do not obtain
a religiously valid divorce. If the woman remarries after such a procedure, her second marriage
is considered an adulterous one, and her children are considered mamzerim (bastards,
illegitimate).”20
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Before getting too detailed, let’s consider a second saying of Jesus on this important subject:
Matthew 19:3-9 The Pharisees want to know what Jesus thinks about divorcing for “any cause.” (This
sounds suspiciously like our “no fault” divorce today.) Jesus grounds his thinking about marriage in
creation theology (Gen 2:24). God joins together two people once they have come together in marriage.
Jesus rebuffs the Pharisees for thinking they can divide what God united.
Naturally, they come back at him with the statute from Deuteronomy 24:1. Essentially, they’re asking,
“What about ervat?” Jesus explains the difference between commanding and permitting: God
permitted divorce, but He did not command it. Like the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus clarifies that ervat
(translated “indecency” in ESV and NASB) is porneia, translated “sexual immorality” (ESV), “unchastity”
(NRSV), or “fornication” (KJV).
Three Main Options for Interpreting Porneia 21
1. Adultery
2. Premarital sex (Deut 22)
3. Incest (Lev 18)
Honest-hearted Christians take all three of these positions. Richard Hays helpfully explains a more
comprehensive understanding, based on the broad meaning of the word porneia:
Finally, any interpretation of the exception clause must do justice to the very general meaning
of porneia in contemporary Greek usage: it is a generic term for all sorts of sexual misconduct.
Unless the immediate context provides some good reason for limiting its sphere of application,
it ought to be construed as a catch-all term, not as a terminus technicus for one specific offense.
Thus, the best interpretation is that the Matthean exception clause leaves the door open for
divorce on the grounds of a variety of offenses related to sexual immorality…The new element
here, however, is the assertion that the man who divorces his wife makes her into an adulteress
and that the person who marries a legally divorced woman also is committing adultery.
Presumably, the logic is that a certificate of divorce has no real effect; the marriage remains in
force. If the divorced woman remarries—as she might have to do for legal and economic
protection—she will thereby de facto commit adultery against the original husband who
dismissed her, and the man who marries her will also be committing adultery against the first
husband. The effect of this teaching is to declare the Deuteronomic divorce law null and void
except in cases of porneia. 22
When it comes to remarriage, once again, sincere Christians hold a couple of different positions. Some
argue that porneia allows for divorce, but not remarriage, while others see remarriage as a possibility.
Here it’s important to remember, Jesus’ point was that a remarried person commits adultery. However,
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if the divorce is legitimate, then adultery is not a concern. In other words, if the marriage is dissolved,
you can’t commit adultery (at least not on your end).23
Putting together Jesus’ teachings in the Gospels yields the following:24
1. A husband who divorces his wife (except for porneia) makes her commit adultery (Mat 5:32)
2. A man who marries a divorced woman commits adultery (Mat 5:32)25
3. A husband who divorces his wife (except for porneia) commits adultery (Mat 19:9) against her
(Mark 10:11)
4. A wife who divorces her husband and remarries commits adultery (Mark 10:12)
Matthew 19:10-12 Look at the disciples’ response! They’re shocked by Jesus’ teaching. Jesus
recognizes that marriage is not for everyone. Here Jesus delineates three kinds of eunuchs:
1. Someone who cannot have intercourse because of a birth defect
2. Someone castrated or injured by others
3. Someone who chooses to live chastely for the sake of the Kingdom
Now, let’s examine the third major New Testament Scripture on divorce and remarriage.
1 Corinthians 7:10-17, 27, 39-40 Here the Apostle Paul quotes Jesus to the effect that one should not
separate/divorce, but if she does, she should either remain unmarried or be reconciled. However, in
Corinth, we have a new social context with mixed marriages. If someone becomes a Christian, should
they get a divorce or stay married to an unbelieving spouse? The answer is he or she should stay
married so long as their spouse will consent. Furthermore, he explains that the holiness of the saint
spreads to the children! However, if the unbeliever separates, let him/her go. It’s important to notice
that this does not overturn what Jesus said or what we read in verse 11. Throughout this chapter (as
we’ll see later), Paul emphasizes the benefits of singleness and strongly encourages believers to consider
this option.
Now that we have a general idea of what Scripture teaches on this subject, let’s consider the New York
state law:
Wikipedia:
“By 1977, nine states had adopted no-fault divorce laws,[30] and by late 1983, every state but
South Dakota and New York had adopted some form of no-fault divorce (although some forms
were not as easy to obtain as that in California).[37] South Dakota adopted no-fault divorce in
1985.[38] Until August 2010, New York still lacked a unilateral no-fault divorce statute; under
New York divorce law, only if both parties notarized a separation agreement and lived
separately for one year could a judge convert it into a divorce. New York governor David
Paterson signed a no-fault divorce bill on August 15, 2010. As of October 2010, no-fault divorce
is allowed in all fifty states and the District of Columbia.”26
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Hays explains: “It is sometimes argued that this teaching prohibits all remarriage after divorce, even in situations
where divorce is permitted because of porneia. Strictly speaking, however, there is nothing in the saying to
prevent a man who has divorced his wife on the ground of porneia from remarrying, as long as he marries a
woman who has not previously been married” (Hays, p. 357).
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No-fault divorce is when you can get a divorce without proving one of the two is at fault. You don’t have
to breach the marriage contract to get a divorce. A traditional divorce required one of the spouses to
prove infidelity, abandonment, abuse, cruelty, etc. Compared to what we see today, Jesus’ words are
startling and controversial. But remember, his own contemporaries (two thousand years ago) found his
teaching on divorce and remarriage surprising too. We cannot go against what the Bible says if our goal
is to practice biblical sexual ethics. We dare not call Jesus “Lord” and refuse to obey his words (Luke
6:46). Of course, there are many situations and specifics that challenge us today in our broken world.
For each, we want to remain as faithful as possible to the Bible without abandoning compassion and
becoming Pharisees ourselves.
Our culture projects a very different perspective on marriage than the Bible. It’s important to set
realistic expectations prior to getting married. Stanley Hauerwas explains:
“Destructive to marriage is the self-fulfillment ethic that assumes marriage and the family are
primarily institutions of personal fulfillment, necessary for us to become “whole” and happy.
The assumption is that there is someone just right for us to marry and that if we look closely
enough we will find the right person. The moral assumption overlooks a crucial aspect to
marriage. It fails to appreciate the fact that we always marry the wrong person. We never
know whom we marry; we just think we do. Or even if we first marry the right person, just give
it a while, and he or she will change. For marriage, being [the enormous thing it is] means we
are not the same person after we have entered it. The primary problem is…learning how to love
and care for the stranger to whom you find yourself married.”27
To the married, it’s important to protect and invest in your relationship over time. In particular,
handling conflict is one of the most difficult, but important, aspects of maintaining a Christian marriage.
John Gottman claims he can predict if a marriage will divorce with 91% certainty based on a five minute
video of watching how a couple handles conflict. After decades of research, he’s identified four
behaviors that destroy a marriage:
Four Horsemen of the Marriage Apocalypse:28
1. Contempt: the feeling that a person or a thing is beneath consideration, worthless, or deserving
scorn (i.e. rolling eyes)
2. Criticism: any time you say, "What's wrong with you?" and attack the person rather than
discussing behavior; using always and never
3. Defensiveness: getting upset because of someone's perceived attack; counter-attack instead of
accepting responsibility
4. Stonewalling: refusing to engage the issue at all (especially, as a way of punishing the other)
Avoiding these pitfalls and adopting a tenacious commitment-oriented mindset should help you work
through issues as they arise. In the end, Christian marriage is an intensified form of loving your neighbor
as yourself.
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