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“This is a welcomed addition to a subject humans can never think about or talk about enough! It is biblically and theologically faithful, but it is also quite practical. All the ‘hot button’ issues are addressed fairly and comprehensively. Pastor-theologians will especially appreciate this fine treatment of an issue the Bible clearly addresses and our culture has hopelessly confused.” 

			Daniel L. Akin, President, Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary


“Sexual confusion is one of the hallmarks of our age. Denny Burk steps into the midst of this confusion with a book that is as rich in theological insight as it is relevant to the challenge and the controversies of our day. We are in debt to Denny Burk for his careful thinking, practical application, and biblical conviction—all of which are on full display in this important new book.”


R. Albert Mohler Jr., President and Joseph Emerson Brown Professor of Christian Theology, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary


“Questions are swirling about as to the nature of human sexuality. Denny Burk reminds us that the answers to our questions are found in Scripture. He demonstrates conclusively that human sexuality is designed to bring glory to God. God’s glory is the purpose and heartbeat of our lives, and that includes our life as sexual beings. Burk’s study is exegetically faithful, culturally aware, and filled with practical wisdom.”

			Thomas R. Schreiner, James Buchanan Harrison Professor of New Testament Interpretation, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

			“It is ironic that the most private and intimate activity that takes place in human life—sexual intercourse—has become the most pressing public political issue of our day. This makes it imperative that Christians think clearly about this matter. In this book, Dr. Burk offers a thoughtful, clear, and candid analysis of the issues. In doing so he has produced a volume which will be of great usefulness to pastors and people alike in thinking through the myriad ethical issues the church, families, and individual Christians now face.”

			Carl R. Trueman, Paul Woolley Professor of Church History, Westminster Theological Seminary

			“Denny Burk is a Christian leader who is not afraid to take on the sexual revolution with the sword of the Spirit. His prophetic witness will help equip you to embrace what seems freakish in today’s pornotopia: the joy of sex, rightly ordered toward the glory of God.”

			Russell D. Moore, President, Ethics and Religious Liberty Commission; author, Tempted and Tried

			“This is a readable, enjoyable, practical, encouraging, wholesome, balanced, wise, refreshing, and deeply biblical approach to the ethics of human sexuality. This book is deeply needed in today’s confused society. I highly recommend it!”

			Wayne Grudem, Research Professor of Theology and Biblical Studies, Phoenix Seminary

			“Denny Burk has produced an elegant, comprehensive, and highly instructive book on human sexuality, as understood biblically, ethically, and theologically. Every pastor and seminary professor could benefit much from reading and interacting with the lucid discussions he offers, and all Christians will find here enormous help in thinking through the meaning of sexuality from a solid biblical perspective. This book will serve the church for decades to come in providing its sane and wise guidance.”

			Bruce A. Ware, Professor of Christian Theology, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

			
			“We live in a culture saturated in sexual immorality. The church can only properly address this culture when our ministry is drawn from the deep well of sound doctrine. Denny Burk draws water from this well and serves it up for Christians to drink. His book is richly biblical and profoundly relevant, and so serves as a reliable guide to the challenging questions of sexual ethics facing us today. If you want to understand these complexities and help others to do the same, then this book is for you.”

			Heath Lambert, Executive Director, Association of Certified Biblical Counselors; Senior Pastor, First Baptist Church Jacksonville, Florida

			“In a day of twisted thinking on marriage, gender, and sex, Dr. Burk gives us scripturally grounded, biblically solid, scholarly, practical insights into the intimate moments of life that should bring glory to God and the fulfillment of his beautiful plan.”

			Mac Brunson, Senior Pastor, Valleydale Church, Birmingham, Alabama

			“Responding to the song of the Sirens, our culture steers to dash itself to death on the rocks of sexual sin. In this book, Denny Burk shows the way to the mast of biblical truth and urges us to lash ourselves to it. Read this book. Stop your ears. Turn from deadly sirens to the Lord Christ. Live.”

			James M. Hamilton Jr., Professor of Biblical Theology, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary; author, God’s Glory in Salvation through Judgment

			“Dr. Burk has made a groundbreaking contribution to the modern debate on sexuality. He presents the biblical view of sex and demolishes current attempts to misrepresent the same. His application of biblical truth to contemporary cultural issues in sexuality is crystal clear. Whether a Christian pastor or believer, this volume will be your go-to book for help in engaging the changing sexual landscape.”

			Jerry Vines, Pastor Emeritus, First Baptist Church, Jacksonville, Florida; two-time President, Southern Baptist Convention

			“Denny Burk is one of evangelicalism’s brightest young minds, and he brings that mind to bear in What Is the Meaning of Sex? This book is a thorough, biblical, and judicious engagement of all things sexual. Burk biblically rebuts the sexual spirit of the age and equips the reader to confront the pressing cultural and ethical issues associated therewith. I wish every student in my seminary would read this.”

			Jason K. Allen, President, Midwestern Baptist Theological Seminary and College

			“Clear writing, thoughtful arguments, wise positions, courageous countercultural stand. I learned some things I didn't know and honed what I did. Denny is a skilled Bible interpreter and shrewd critic of politics and culture.”

			Andy Naselli, Assistant Professor of New Testament and Biblical Theology, Bethlehem College and Seminary

			“Denny Burk is a true sexual revolutionary—not a revolutionary defined by 1960s standards, of course, but a revolutionary against the spirit of today’s sexual zeitgeist, which is marked by sexual confusion and brokenness. Denny calls us away from an Eisenhower-era sexual Puritanism and toward a view of biblical sexual ethics—patterned after the gospel—that connects us to Jesus’s cross and resurrection. Anyone familiar with Denny’s blogging will know his seamless arguments and elegant prose, a treat this book amplifies. And as he does in his blogging, Denny tackles today’s toughest issues with biblical grit.”

			Andrew T. Walker, Director of Policy Studies, Ethics and Religious Liberty Commission
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For Susan,
 
You are still lovelier to me  

Than anyone could ever be.





PROSPERO: Then as my gift and thine own acquisition

Worthily purchas’d, take my daughter. But

If thou dost break her virgin-knot before

All sanctimonious ceremonies may

With full and holy rite be minist’red,

No sweet aspersion shall the heavens let fall

To make this contract grow; but barren hate,

Sour-ey’d disdain, and discord shall bestrew

The union of your bed with weeds so loathly

That you shall hate it both. Therefore take heed,

As Hymen’s lamps shall light you.

 

 

FERDINAND: As I hope

For quiet days, fair issue, and long life,

With such love as ’tis now, the murkiest den,

The most opportune place, the strong’st suggestion

Our worser genius can, shall never melt

Mine honor into lust, to take away

The edge of that day’s celebration,

When I shall think or Phoebus’ steeds are founder’d

Or Night kept chain’d below.

 

—William Shakespeare, The Tempest

Act 4, Scene 1





Preface

I was ten years old when my dad first explained to me the birds and the bees. Like most kids my age, I was fairly shocked to receive the news. “That’s where babies come from? That’s where I came from? That means that you and mom . . .” I can only imagine what the look on my face must have been as the realization fell upon me like a bag of cold spaghetti. I am thankful that my dad did not laugh. Instead, we sat and talked while he answered all my questions. And I had a lot. My dad was a public high school science teacher of many years. He made a living explaining such things to naive adolescents. So I guess he was probably more prepared for such a conversation than most parents. Nevertheless, for all the technical precision, what prepared him most for our conversation was his Christianity. From the beginning, I learned from him that sex was a gift from God to be enjoyed exclusively within the covenant of marriage. It was my first lesson in sexual ethics, and it was an abiding one.

			My earliest and most enduring lessons about marriage came from both my mother and my father. Perhaps above all else, I learned from them that it is a covenant made before God that is not to be broken. I have been married long enough to know that difficulties and trials sometimes strain marriages in ways one would never expect. Marriage is hard because life is hard. There was a reason that the apostle Paul said that those who marry would have much trouble in this life, “and I am trying to spare you” (1 Cor. 7:28). As I have gotten older, I have come to understand the great gift my parents gave me in their loving one another for a lifetime. If there were times when they felt like they were hanging on by a very thin thread, I never knew it. Divorce was not a part of their vocabulary. So I grew up in the security of that love, and I am ever grateful to them for what they have given me. They say some things are better caught than taught. I caught the permanence of marriage from my mom and my dad. In many ways, this book is a continuation of that lesson.

			This is a book about sex. It is also a book about marriage. But more fundamentally it is a book about the glory of God. For indeed God created the gift of sex to be enjoyed within the covenant of marriage so that he might magnify his covenant love for his people. God intends marriage and the joys of conjugal life to be a living parable about another marriage—Jesus’s union with his church (Eph. 5:32). Marriage is to be an icon of Christ’s self-sacrificial love for his bride and his bride’s humble submission to him. It is to be a living and breathing depiction of the gospel. Thus when we ask the question, “What is the meaning of sex?” we are asking a question about purpose. The short answer is this: sex exists for the glory of God. Consequently, all sexual morality must be measured by its ability to achieve that purpose.

			This book is an attempt to show from the Bible what the meaning of sex is and thereby how we ought to order our sexual lives under God. Having said that, it will be useful to set forth some parameters about what this book is and what it is not.

			First, this book is a primer. It is not intended to be a comprehensive treatment of the subject matter. The original conception of this book was that it would be a relatively short work introducing a range of topics related to the Bible and sexual ethics. On the one hand, I have included some material that is not included in other books on sexual ethics—e.g., a chapter on gender roles. On the other hand, there are topics that receive passing attention and in some cases no attention at all—e.g., bioethics and reproductive technologies. In what I have covered, I have tried to interact with some of the more important voices in the literature, but even here the treatment is not comprehensive. My hope is that there is enough interaction with the sources to give the reader a basic idea of how the issues are being discussed and enough principles to guide the reader to make sound ethical judgments about the issues covered in this volume.

			Second, this book is biblical. It is not philosophical. By that I mean that my primary orientation is the text of Scripture, not contemporary debates about natural law or secular ethical theories. That is not to say that these other inquiries have no value. It is just to say that this is not that kind of book. I mean to cut to the chase and take readers directly to the norm that is not normed by any other norm—the Bible. So my aim has been to make explicit what the Bible teaches about the meaning of sex. From time to time, there are statistics and other anecdotes of contemporary relevance. But these are brought in so as to see more clearly how the Scripture ought to be applied in the modern day. In the main, however, my purpose is to be as biblical as possible. Throughout this book, you will find extended exegetical discussions and interpretations of Scripture. Indeed, chapter 1 is essentially a commentary on 1 Corinthians 6:12–20. The reason for this is that it appears in a section of Scripture that is dense with material on sexual ethics. In this one passage we see how the apostle Paul uses Scripture to admonish and correct a group of philandering whoremongers in the church at Corinth. His method is a model for what I hope to achieve in this book. Paul was into the application of Scripture to sexual ethics, and that is what I want to be into as well.

			Third, this book is for sinners. It is not for people who are perfect. Nor is it written by someone who is perfect. After viewing all the holy commands of God as they relate to our sexual lives, the soft heart is apt to carry away an abiding sense of his own failures and shortcomings. I have felt that many times throughout the writing of this book. I can only imagine the myriad experiences that readers will bring to this book and the despair they might feel in view of the Bible’s standard of sexual holiness. So let me make an appeal to you from one broken sinner to another. The same God who issued these impossible commands also sent his Son to live the perfect life that we could not live, to die as our substitute, to pay for our failures, to be raised for our eternal life, and to enable us to walk with him through the power of the Spirit. You cannot earn these gifts by sexual holiness. You can only receive them by faith alone in Christ alone. Through Christ, he gives us everything we need for life and godliness. We are no longer slaves to our passions, but we are new creations enabled to walk in newness of life. Look away from yourself as you read this book and train your eyes on Jesus—the author and finisher of our faith.

			I have already mentioned my parents and the formative influence they bring to this work. But there are others as well who must be mentioned. I have often said that John Piper has been my mentor in absentia. For the last fifteen years, no one has been more influential over my thinking and theology. This influence was not because I knew him or because we have ever been personal friends. Nor was it because of his books. The influence has been entirely due to his preaching ministry. I first heard John Piper preach in 1995. The sermon was on a cassette tape that someone had loaned me, and it was a message about the supremacy of God in preaching. I didn’t like what I heard. After listening, I wrote Piper off as someone who needed to rely more on the sufficiency of Scripture and less on his emotions. I did not have ears to hear. But that changed in 1998.

			In 1998 I attended the second annual Passion conference in Austin, Texas. I didn’t come with high expectations. I had no idea that a Copernican revolution was in the offing for me spiritually. The message that the Lord used was Piper’s exposition of Romans 3:25–26. Piper’s exposition of the cross of Jesus Christ in these two verses made my heart soar in worship. I was gripped by the notion that Christ died not just for me but for God. The “basic riddle of the universe” had nothing to do with my rights but with God’s rights. It was this exposition of the cross that gave me ears to hear that God is most glorified in us when we are most satisfied in him.

			That theocentric perspective shaped my thinking through years of listening to Piper’s Bible-saturated messages. I cannot begin to calculate how many hundreds of messages I have listened to since then. Yet over time, I began to see that God’s glory is not something that exists elusively in the untouchable ether. God aims to manifest his glory in the gritty details of life—and that includes our sexual lives, a topic to which Piper repeatedly returned. There were messages on sexual purity, a series on marriage, sermons about homosexuality and so-called gay marriage, strategies for fighting sexual sin, exhortations against abortion, teaching on biblical manhood and womanhood, and on and on. In those years, God was giving shape to a sexual ethic rooted in the ideal of covenant marriage and oriented toward the display of God’s glory. I am not exaggerating when I say that the thesis of this book has been shaped over the last fifteen years by a man I hardly know—my mentor in absentia.

			In more recent years, another significant influence has entered the picture in the person of R. Albert Mohler Jr. I am grateful to have benefitted from his writings over the years, but I am especially grateful for the three years of weekly interaction that I had with him when I served on his cabinet as dean of Boyce College. In those years he helped me perhaps more than anyone else to understand the interface between Christian sexual ethics and the larger debate in our culture about what makes for the common good. I have never known anyone as learned and well read as he is, nor anyone with a keen sense of where the culture is going and how Christians ought to be speaking to it. He is a man of Issachar who understands the times and what the people of God ought to do.

			I want to thank Russell Moore and the rest of the administration of The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary for granting me writing leave to work on this book. It was a fruitful time for this project, but it was especially fruitful for my family. We will always be grateful for that year.

			Thanks are also in order to friends who read and provided feedback on early drafts of this work: Mitchell Chase, Miguel Echevarria, Joe Carter, Barry Joslin, Jim Hamilton, Tom Schreiner, Andy Naselli, and my mother, Sandra Burk. All of them had a part in knocking off the rough edges. Any rough edges that remain must be imputed wholly to my own misapprehensionalism and not to their fine editing skills.

			And now I have saved the very best for last—my wife, to whom this book is dedicated. The inscription is a tag line that I have included at the end of all the anniversary poems that I have given her over our twelve years of marriage. The annual repetition of this tag has a purpose. The poems change, we change, our bodies change, the size of our family changes, our homes change, our cities change, our close friends change. But one thing does not change between us. She is still lovelier to me than anyone could ever be. I love her now more than I ever have. She is my best friend and my most trusted counselor. I can hardly imagine life without her. I am grateful to God for giving me more than I could ever have asked for in a wife. My earnest hope and prayer is that the hours spent in study for this book on marriage would bear fruit in me to make me a better husband. It will take a lifetime to realize, and that is what I am eager to give for her.

			—Denny Burk

			January 11, 2013
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What is the chief and highest end of man? Man’s chief and highest end is to glorify God, and fully to enjoy him forever.

 

—Westminster Larger Catechism, Question 1

			

            


       

Introduction

A few years ago I was invited to speak at a youth conference on the topic of gender confusion. At the time, I could hardly think of a more relevant theme. From television shows like Modern Family to Lady Gaga’s pop anthem “Born This Way,” our popular culture has become a reflection of the underlying confusion about what it means to live in this world as male and female. Kids today are awash in a gender-bending popular culture. So I was eager to address these students and to bring the Bible to bear upon an issue that I consider to be one of the touchstone issues of post-Christian America. So there I was in front of about one hundred junior high and high school students, and I delivered to them a message that had grown out of many hours of study and preparation. But nothing I had read before the session prepared me for the question I faced after the session.


At the conclusion of my talk, a youth minister from a small church in the area approached me for advice on how to deal with a perplexing pastoral situation that he was facing in his congregation. A young girl in his youth group had recently decided that she wanted to become a boy. My usual reaction to a pastoral conundrum like this one would be to advise the young girl of what the Bible teaches about how God created us as male and female, how Christians must embrace what God made us to be, and how God has a design for her life as a female. But there was more to this young girl’s story than a spontaneous desire to change genders. There was an additional detail that would turn my usual response on its head.


This particular girl had been born with a rare biological condition that made it difficult at birth to determine whether she was a girl or a boy. The condition is known as intersex, and intersexed persons are born with reproductive or sexual anatomy that does not seem to fit the typical pattern for female or male. Until relatively recently, the most common medical treatment for intersex has been for doctors to recommend a gender, to encourage the parents to embrace that gender, to reshape the genitals and reproductive organs accordingly through surgery, and to advise parents not to express any ambiguity to the child about the selected gender. The young woman in question had undergone such surgery as an infant but now as a teenager felt that she was not really a girl after all. She felt that her parents had made the wrong choice about what sex she was, and now she was in the midst of an identity crisis. She wanted to become what she felt she was born to be. She wanted to be a boy.


So the youth minister asks me, “What should I say to them? How do I minister to this student and her family?” I confess that I was at a bit of a loss to answer his question—not because I didn’t know what the Bible teaches, but because I didn’t know what intersex was. As I struggled to apply Scripture to a condition I had never even heard of, it occurred to me that at the heart of this minister’s query was a question about sex—not sex narrowly conceived as sexual acts, but sex more broadly conceived as gender and sexuality. At the root of his difficulty was a desire to know how the Bible’s normative teaching about manhood and womanhood speaks to this very difficult situation. 


A Collision with Reality


How would you have answered this youth minister’s question? Would you have had the biblical and theological wherewithal to speak truth into this morally confounding situation? Do you know what the Bible teaches about gender? About sex? About human sexuality in general? Do you know if the Bible even addresses these issues at all? Does the existence of intersex throw into question your belief in the Bible’s teaching that God created humans in his image as male and female (Gen. 1:27)?


My first conversation about intersex highlighted for me a larger issue—the need for Christians to understand what the Bible teaches and how it applies to the various ethical challenges we face. It occurred to me during that conversation that the only way to answer the question was not only to understand the problem (the child’s intersex condition and all the life complications that stemmed from it) but also to understand what the Bible actually says about human sexuality. Sadly, this latter point is one that we can no longer assume. Not only has biblical literacy declined in our day, but so also has the Bible’s cultural influence on sexual mores. Whereas there used to be a broad cultural consensus about gender norms and sexual morality, that is no longer the case in the contemporary West. As Christopher Ash has written, “Western societies are witnessing sexual relationships characterized by . . . lower levels of public commitment than before, which are proving more transient than previously, with fewer children, and in which a succession of public sexual partners is increasingly common.”1 We can no longer assume a consensus even among those who name themselves as Christians. From the progressive wing of evangelicalism to the more liberal mainlines, many “Christian” groups have accommodated themselves to the spirit of the age. The result has been a sustained assault on what the Bible teaches about gender and sexuality. This crisis of faith has undermined the faithfulness of many congregations. These churches and their leaders have given up on biblical sexual ethics and have turned elsewhere for guidance.


This larger cultural pressure has influenced many  Bible-believing churches as well. Many pastors and teachers simply do not want to push back in a countercultural sort of way but are content to remain silent about the Bible’s teaching about these flashpoints in the larger culture war. Meanwhile, their congregations are floundering in misunderstanding and false teaching about human sexuality. Many Christians have little training in what it means to be created in the image of God as male and female. It has rightly been said that where there is a mist in the pulpit, there is a fog in the pew. In the absence of clear, biblical teaching on gender and sexuality, people tend to get folded in to the Bible-ignoring zeitgeist. Unfortunately, that is where too many evangelical Christians have drifted.


What Is the Purpose of Sex?

			The purpose of this book is to answer the underlying question put to me by that youth minister: What is the meaning of sex? But we cannot answer this question by coming to it in the usual way. Oftentimes when we want to explain something, we look to find out what caused it. But when it comes to ultimate meaning, we do not find answers in causes but in purposes.2 If I want to understand a hammer, it is not enough to know its cause (i.e., where the hammer came from, the factory in which it was manufactured, who designed it, etc.). To understand a hammer, I have to know for what purpose it was created. A hammer’s created purpose is to drive nails. I can know everything about where a hammer came from, who made it and designed it, the truck that shipped it to the store, etc. Yet if I do not know for what purpose it was made, I have entirely missed the point. I do not necessarily need to know anything about the hammer’s origin (what caused it) in order to have a full appreciation for its purpose. It is the hammer’s purpose that determines ultimate meaning, not the cause.3 Similarly, I might know everything there is to know about theories of human origins, about human reproduction, and about the biological and genetic factors that determine human sexuality. But if I do not understand the purpose for which human sexuality was made, then I do not understand it. Nor am I prepared to give a proper ethical evaluation of its use.

			Of course in the Christian worldview, the purpose of human sexuality is inexorably bound up with its origin. God’s purpose for sex is revealed in the account of God’s initial creation of human beings as male and female (Genesis 1–2). That account and subsequent scriptural reflection on it suggest a very clear purpose for human sexuality. A book on sexual ethics, therefore, will stand or fall on its ability to describe that purpose as it is found in Scripture. Many books on sexual ethics—including Christian ones—founder on just this point. As Andreas Köstenberger has noted, “There is a relative dearth of conscious Christian reflection on the deeper meaning of and purpose for sex.”4 To be sure, some Christian books do describe the purpose(s) of sex, but too often they do not go far enough. They do not give an adequate account of the ultimate purpose of sex as the Bible describes it. Even though they may suggest some purposes for sex, there is a failure to distinguish ultimate ends from subordinate ends.5

			What is the difference between ultimate ends and subordinate ends? Why is the distinction important? I might point to an automobile and say, “That car was made for someone to sit in.” Since there are doors on each side of the car and seats inside, no one could deny that one of the purposes of a car is for people to get inside and sit down. But it would be inadequate if we stopped there in describing the purpose of a car. The ultimate purpose of a car is to transport people and objects from one place to another. Sitting down in a car is a subordinate end. Transportation is the ultimate end. Sitting down in the car is one of the means by which transportation ultimately comes about. Unless we account for the ultimate end of the automobile, we have not really understood the purpose of the car. Describing subordinate ends alone is insufficient.

			This distinction between ultimate ends and subordinate ends is critical when thinking about sexual ethics. Sexual ethicists make a mistake when they focus attention only on subordinate ends rather than on the ultimate end. They may rightly speak of the purpose(s) of sex while giving short shrift to the ultimate purpose of sex. Dennis Hollinger’s excellent book The Meaning of Sex focuses on the ethics of physical intimacy, and he argues rightly that understanding the purpose of sex is essential to developing a biblical sexual ethic. He writes,

			We must probe the ends or purposes of the gift of physical intimacy. Understanding these ends or purposes enables us to capture God’s intentions from creation. But such understanding is also essential to guard against the abuses and unethical practices that tempt us in a fallen, sex-crazed world.6

			Hollinger then identifies “four main purposes” for sex: consummation of marriage, procreation, love, and pleasure. He then argues that the moral legitimacy of any sexual act must be tested against the ability of that act to achieve those purposes.7

			Hollinger’s argument is good so far as it goes, but should we not take it further? The four purposes that he identifies are not ultimate ends but subordinate ends. One can find support in Scripture for all four of these “purposes,” but the framework can seem a little bit arbitrary and difficult to apply if they are not properly connected to the ultimate purpose of sex.8 Hollinger does seek to ground his four purposes in the larger narrative of Scripture,9 but what if the Scripture itself indicates a larger motif that would integrate these four purposes?

			The Scripture does in fact give us an all-encompassing motif, and we can hardly make any sense out of the Bible’s sexual ethic unless we account for it.10 James Hamilton has recently produced what I believe to be the best biblical and exegetical account of this all-encompassing motif. In his book God’s Glory in Salvation through Judgment: A Biblical Theology, Hamilton argues that the glory of God is the central theme of biblical theology.11 He argues that the metanarrative of Scripture can be summed up in four biblical themes: creation, fall, redemption, and restoration.12 God created the world and everything in it to be holy and good as he himself is holy and good. But Adam’s fall plunged the world and everything in it into judgment and death. God enacts a plan of redemption to rescue his people. This plan begins with the promise to crush the head of the Serpent in Genesis 3:15, and it reaches its fulfillment in the cross and resurrection of Christ. God will one day restore the world by making a new heaven and a new earth and by resurrecting his people to eternal life. Hamilton argues that “the center of biblical theology is the theme that organizes this metanarrative” and that it is “the theme out of which all others flow.”13 God manifests his glory through creation, fall, redemption, and restoration. All of these themes and every other subordinate theme that one might identify in Scripture find their unity and purpose in the glory of God.

			So what is that purpose of sex? If we clear away all the subordinate purposes, we find that the ultimate purpose of sex is the glory of God. Sex, gender, marriage, manhood, womanhood—all of it—exist ultimately for the glory of God. The glory of God as the ultimate purpose of sex is not merely a theological deduction. It is the explicit teaching of Scripture. In the next chapter I will show from 1 Corinthians 6 how Paul teaches that the glory of God is the ultimate purpose for sex. Before moving into that discussion, we need to say a word about ethical theories and subordinate purposes.

			Ethical Theories and Biblical Ethics

			In what I have argued so far, I have made a host of assumptions about the proper way to go about establishing a normative sexual ethic. But we would do well to acknowledge that not all ethical theories share the assumptions that form the basis for this work. Certain basic questions underlie every attempt to establish a framework for ethical conduct: What makes my actions good or bad? What are the standards we should use for determining moral judgments? Where do I get these standards?14 Christians are not the only ones who have puzzled over these questions for answers. In the history of human thought, these questions have been answered differently by different people in different times and circumstances. In broad terms, there have been four main approaches to answering these questions: teleological ethics, consequentialist ethics, deontological ethics, and character/virtue ethics.


Teleological Ethics

Teleological ethics takes its name from the Greek term telos, which means “end” or “goal.” Teleological theories tend to share the principle that human actions should be judged in light of their end or goal.15 Natural-law theory is a prominent species16 of teleology that is “concerned with the natural goal or end of human action rather than with particular consequences.”17 This theory relies on the observation that God created the world and everything in it with a purpose. Actions must be evaluated on the basis of their conformity to God’s purpose for his creation. If God’s glory is the ultimate purpose for creation (as I have argued above), then God has ordered creation so that its “natural” use promotes his glory. And God’s ultimate purpose—his glory—is only realized when creatures fulfill the subordinate purposes for which they were made. Oliver O’Donovan describes a teleological approach in this way:


The order of things that God has made is there. It is objective, and mankind has a place within it. Christian ethics, therefore, has an objective reference because it is concerned with man’s life in accordance with this order. . . . Thus Christian moral judgments in principle address every man.18

			As will be discussed below, teleology has special relevance for sexual ethics as so much of the biblical material appears to be based on the “natural” ends of human sexuality as they were given by God in creation (e.g., Rom. 1:26–27; cf. Gen. 2:24).19


Consequentialist Ethics

			Consequentialist ethics bases moral judgments on the consequences that accrue from human actions.20 This way of determining ethical behavior does not see any action as inherently good or evil. The consequences of an action determine which acts are good and which acts are evil.21 Consequentialist theories define moral good by whatever action produces the greatest amount of nonmoral good. The definition of what that nonmoral good may be differs from theory to theory. In some theories the nonmoral good is pleasure. In others it is power, knowledge, or self-realization.22 There are two primary streams of consequentialist approaches—one that focuses on producing the greatest good for oneself (ethical egoism) and another that emphasizes producing the greatest good for the greatest number of people (utilitarianism). Epicurus, Bertrand Russell, and Albert Ellis have been associated with the former, while Jeremy Bentham, John Stuart Mill, and Peter Singer have been associated with the latter.23

			There are a number of items we could point to that make it difficult to reconcile consequentialist approaches with a biblical worldview. First, consequentialist approaches elevate nonmoral goods above Scripture as the standard for evaluating ethics. Second, human nature limits our ability to calculate in every case what the consequences of an action might be. Third, there is no consensus on how to define the nonmoral good. Without some external arbiter to determine the matter, consequentialist approaches might change from person to person or situation to situation. Fourth, there is no intrinsic value in any action according to the consequentialist approach. In this way, a purely consequentialist approach is simply out of step with the Bible. As Richard Hays has it, “How strikingly indifferent is the New Testament . . . to consequentialist ethical reasoning. The New Testament teaches us to approach ethical issues not by asking ‘What will happen if I do x?’ but rather by asking ‘What is the will of God?’”24


Deontological Ethics

			Deontological ethics says that human actions are right or wrong to the extent that they are the fulfillment of duty.25 Duty is often expressed in the form of principles or rules. Deontology takes its name from the Greek word deon, which means “that which is binding or obligatory.”26 This approach denies that the morality of an action can be measured in any way by the results of the action. Rather, a deontological approach holds that “there are inherent goods, rights, wrongs, and duties in life, regardless of what the consequences might be.”27 Immanuel Kant has given the classical formulation of the deontological approach by saying,

			The moral worth of an action then does not lie in the effect which is expected of it, and consequently in no principle of an action which must borrow its motive from the expected effect. . . . Of what sort can this law possibly be, the conception of which, even without regard for the effect expected from it, must determine the will, in order that the latter may without qualification be called purely and simply good? . . . I am never to act otherwise than so that I could at the same time will my maxim should become a universal law.28

			Because deontologists hold that the morality of an action is known through rules or principles, this approach is sometimes called “principle ethics.”29 Deontological theories differ from one another in where they locate the basis for establishing the principles. The principle might be derived from reason, tradition, universal human experience, or divine revelation.30

			Character Ethics

			Character ethics (a.k.a., virtue ethics) takes its name from the belief that moral actions spring from the character of the person performing the action. The focus in character ethics is not to develop a long list of rules or to predict what the consequence of an action will be. Those who follow character ethics are more interested in forming moral character than moral norms. Character ethicists observe that laws and rules do very little to curb immoral behavior. Thus a focus on external standards can be an ineffective way to produce moral living.31 Rather, they argue, what is needed is the moral formation of the individual who will be making moral choices. Moral acts can only come from upright character. Stanley Hauerwas says it this way:

			In matters of significance even involving the “hardest choices” there was no “decision” to be made. Rather, the decision makes itself if we know who we are and what is required of us. . . . I expect many of our decisions are . . . but confirmation of what we have become without realizing it.32

			Character ethicists draw from the ethical theories of Aristotle, Augustine, and Aquinas. Its newfound popularity among theologians and philosophers, however, traces back to thinkers such as Alasdair Maclntyre and Stanley Hauerwas.

			While there are some helpful emphases in character ethics, its aversion to rules and principles can set this approach at odds with Christian revelation. In the Bible, moral character and moral norms are not at odds. Indeed they complement each other. The Bible encourages us to have moral character as the basis for all of our moral actions (e.g., 2 Pet. 1:5–9). That is why one of Jesus’s chief critiques of the religious leaders of his day was that they were “whitewashed tombs.” On the outside they looked good, but on the inside there was only death. They performed moral actions, but they acted from hearts that were dead to the kingdom of God. Jesus and the authors of Scripture require inner transformation of the individual. But that transformation is effected in part by the Christian’s interface with the principles and rules of Scripture. In character ethics, however, the question of what kind of people we ought to be takes precedence over the question of what we are to do.33 To the extent that character ethics deemphasizes moral laws and rules, to that extent character ethics is out of step with Scripture.34 As an ethical theory, character ethics often falls short of telling us what we need to know about the morality of a given act.35 A sounder approach is to view character formation as the necessary condition for receiving and applying the ethical content of Scripture—which includes moral norms and rules.36


A Blended Approach

			In this book, I am favoring a blended approach that gives a privileged place to teleology within the framework of divine revelation. Scripture is plainly concerned with the formation of moral character as the basis for moral choices (as in character ethics). Scripture is also concerned with rules and divine commands (as in deontology). But Scripture also focuses on the glory of God as the purpose of all things (as in teleology). These three theories do not contradict one another but rather complement one another.

			Consider, for instance, the commands that we find scattered throughout the pages of Scripture. From the Ten Commandments in Exodus 20:1–17 to Jesus’s two love commands in Matthew 22:36–40, God’s commands are not ends in themselves. To be sure, these laws are deontological in that they expose principles for ethical conduct. But it cannot be denied that the laws also serve a larger purpose. For example, in Leviticus 10 God strikes two priests dead for breaking his law. God explains his judgment, saying, “By those who come near Me I will be treated as holy, And before all the people I will be glorified” (Lev. 10:3 AT). The breaking of the command constituted a failure to “glorify” God before his people. Clearly, the ultimate end of the command was the glory of God. But God made known how they were to glorify him by means of divine command.37 So teleology is regulated by deontology. We learn how to glorify God by doing what he commands in Scripture.

			In some ways, this approach resembles that of John Feinberg’s and Paul Feinberg’s in Ethics for a Brave New World. They argue for a “modified form of divine command theory”—a deontological model that relies on Scripture to determine ethical principles:

			Because we take our norms from Scripture and hold that Scripture is God’s revealed Word, the source of our norms is revelation, not reason. However, given our view that norms reflect God’s character and that there are inherently right and wrong acts, we also hold that by reflecting on God’s attributes and the world he made, reason can see the reasonableness of what God has prescribed. For the same reasons, we think reason on its own can reach some perception of what should and should not be done. At this point, we find some kinship with natural law theories.38

			Even though the Feinbergs deem their model to be deontological, notice the place they give to reason. Scripture is the absolute norm, but reason can also deduce moral principles based upon God’s ordering of his universe. That is why they have sympathy for “natural law” theories, and that is what makes their own brand of deontology very friendly to the kind of teleology that I am arguing for in this book.

			We are not pursuing a teleological method that makes reason the judge of Scripture. We are pursuing a teleological method that is defined and guided at every turn by the ethical content of Scripture. Our method also assumes that God’s expressed purposes for his creation may help us to “connect the dots” on thorny ethical questions that may not be directly addressed in Scripture. A husband and a wife, for example, may be wondering what sexual activities they may engage in within the context of their marriage. Are there ethical limits? Certainly, the Scripture defines a number of limits: no adultery, no brutality, and no rape (just to name a few). But what about activities that may not be explicitly mentioned in Scripture? One popular book recently attempted to give an ethical evaluation of such activities including sodomy, masturbation, role-playing, birth control, and cosmetic surgery (among other things).39 The authors based their ethical evaluation of each act upon whether the Bible has an explicit prohibition concerning that act.40 If there was no explicit prohibition, then the authors deemed the act “lawful” within marriage according to Scripture. What they never asked, however, is the teleological question: Does this act fulfill God’s purposes for the sexual union? Does this act fulfill God’s ultimate purpose for marriage and sexuality—the glory of God? This is where teleology can help us. The Scripture provides us not only with explicit ethical norms (à la “divine command” deontology) but also with the purposes for human sexuality (à la teleology). We must use the commands as well as the purposes in making ethical judgments concerning human sexuality.

			John Frame’s triperspectivalism is very similar to the approach that I am arguing for here. He argues that “ethical judgment involves the application of a norm to a situation by a person.”41 Those three factors comprise three perspectives that must inform our approach to ethics. They also roughly coincide with the three different approaches to ethics that we have considered thus far. The situational perspective is the teleological perspective. It focuses on “God’s actions in creation and providence” and compels us to ask what is the best means to accomplish God’s purposes.42 The normative perspective is the deontological perspective in which we are chiefly concerned with what the Scripture defines as our duty or obligation.43 The existential perspective is the perspective of character ethics, and it focuses on the question, “How must I change if I am to do God’s will?”44 These three perspectives are interrelated, and all three must have a say in the ethical judgments that we make. God’s glory is the purpose, Scripture is the norm, and sanctification is the virtue.


The Purpose(s) of Sex


So what is the purpose of sex? As I have already indicated, the ultimate purpose is the glory of God. But we must also understand that there are subordinate purposes as well. God’s glory is not achieved simply by contemplation of the divine attributes. God defines the means by which our sexuality will glorify him, and he spells out the matter in Scripture and in natural revelation. We must pay careful attention to both if we are to discern the subordinate purposes of our sexuality. I have already mentioned Dennis Hollinger’s important work defining four different purposes for sex, and I intend to adopt his approach in this book as the four subordinate purposes of sex. The four purposes are (1) the consummation of marriage, (2) procreation, (3) expression of love, and (4) pleasure.45 These four purposes comprise the means by which we glorify God with our sexuality.


Consummation of Marriage

			The first purpose of sex is the consummation of marriage. The Scripture defines marriage as the covenanted heterosexual union of one man and one woman. Marriage is initiated by public declaration of an exclusive commitment and is ratified by the one-flesh union of sex. Without sexual union, there can be no marriage. Scripture teaches us that this has been the norm ever since Adam and Eve in the garden of Eden. After God formed the woman from the man’s side and gave her to the man, the Bible says, “For this cause a man shall leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave to his wife; and they shall become one flesh” (Gen. 2:24 AT). So the first marriage began by leaving one family to start a new one and by the initiation of the one-flesh union. Sex completes the initiation of the marriage covenant, and “every sexual act after the initial consummation is an ongoing affirmation of the husband and wife’s unique union.”46 It tends toward the glory of God in that it effects a union that is designed to be an image of Christ’s marriage to his bride, the church (Eph. 5:32).47


Procreation

			The second purpose of sex is procreation. Since the Bible permits sexual activity only within the covenant of marriage, it is no surprise that procreation is a purpose of both the conjugal act and the institution itself.48 From the very beginning, God made his intention clear about his creative purposes for sex. At the original creation of the first man and woman, God commanded them: “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth, and subdue it; and rule over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the sky and over every living thing that moves on the earth” (Gen. 1:26, 28). God makes Adam and Eve his vice-regents over the primeval world. They image forth God by “ruling over” every aspect of the world as God had given it to them. Their ability to “subdue” the earth is tied directly to their ability to “fill it” with their offspring. Thus the procreation of man becomes a key part in God’s intention to rule and reign over the world through his image bearers. Commenting on Genesis 1:27, Kenneth Matthews writes, “Human procreation is not intended merely as a mechanism for replication or the expression of human passion but is instrumental in experiencing covenant blessing.”49 Thus the propagation of the race is supposed to issue forth in the propagation of God’s rule on earth. It is not just Adam and Eve who received this charge. God also gives the same charge to the patriarchs, which shows that the command to procreate plays a unique role in God’s redemptive purposes for the world.50 Procreation tends toward the glory of God as it is a means by which the glory of God will cover the earth through his image-bearing vice-regents.


Expression of Love

			The third purpose of sex is love—in particular, the ongoing expression of marital love. The apostle Paul compares the “one flesh” union of husband and wife to the relationship of Christ and his church (Eph. 5:31–32). The love between a husband and wife, therefore, is not merely a state of mind but is expressed in part through the conjugal act. Human beings are not souls trapped in a husk. They are whole persons consisting in a unity of body and soul. Spouses cannot enter into a comprehensive union51 nor can they express their love fully apart from the union of bodies. Just as sex consummates marriage, so also it serves as the ongoing affirmation of the husband and wife’s unique love for one another. Perhaps no biblical book illustrates this truth more vividly than the Song of Solomon. No less than three times, the author uses the word love (אַהבֲהָ) as a figure of speech for sexual union.52


I adjure you, O daughters of Jerusalem,


By the gazelles or by the hinds of the field,


That you will not arouse or awaken my love


Until she pleases. (Song 2:7)


I adjure you, O daughters of Jerusalem,

			By the gazelles or by the hinds of the field,

			That you will not arouse or awaken my love

			Until she pleases. (Song 3:5)

			I want you to swear, O daughters of Jerusalem,

			Do not arouse or awaken my love

			Until she pleases. (Song 8:4)

Elsewhere the Song of Solomon speaks of the emotional love that exists between the lover and the beloved (Song 2:4; 7:7; 8:6–7). But in these three texts, it is not merely the emotion that is in view but the marital act. The sexual union is so closely associated with the emotion that the author uses the word love to refer to the deed itself. In this way, the Song teaches sex as a unique, bodily expression of love. How does the expression of love tend toward the glory of God? The apostle Paul says that this passionate union of spouses serves as a living metaphor of the loving union that Christ has with his church: “This mystery is great; but I am speaking with reference to Christ and the church” (Eph. 5:32).

			Pleasure

			The fourth purpose of sex is pleasure. Pleasure serves as a powerful inducement to achieve the other purposes of sex: consummation, procreation, and expression of love. Because sinners often pursue sex for pleasure alone—quite apart from the other ends that God has ordained—some have mistakenly concluded that pleasure itself is a carnal, ungodly concern. But this is not what the Bible teaches. The Scripture is clear that the pleasure of sex is a good gift from God. As Hollinger has argued,

			Despite the fact that Christians rightly reject hedonism, the pleasure-seeking principle, as the governing framework of their lives, there is a kind of Christian hedonism. The very fact that the Psalmist [16:11] can speak of eternal pleasures at God’s right hand shows that he is a God of pleasure.53

			Indeed, biblically speaking, God is not averse to pleasure. It is true that pleasure can become an idol when it is treated as an end within itself (Prov. 21:17; 1 Tim. 5:6). But when the pleasure of sex is enjoyed in keeping with God’s comprehensive purposes, pleasure glorifies God. That is why the apostle Paul commands the Corinthians to “glorify God” with the use of the body for sex (1 Cor. 6:20). Sexual pleasure in the service of God is doxological. But where else is this taught in the Bible? Christopher Ash argues that the goodness of sexual pleasure in marriage is the assumption of all the relevant texts. He writes,

			Sexual desire and delight is part of the natural backdrop to all the biblical texts. It is taken for granted and alluded to as a natural part of life. It is important to be clear that this is understood and affirmed throughout Scripture, as a brief survey of examples will show.54

			Consider, for instance, the delight of the bridegroom over his bride in Isaiah 62:5: “As the bridegroom rejoices over the bride, so your God will rejoice over you.” Consider also the joyful anticipation of marital pleasure in Psalm 45:11: “The King will desire your beauty.” Ecclesiastes 9:9 likewise says, “Enjoy life with the wife whom you love” (AT). Proverbs 5:18–19 commands the reader to “rejoice in the wife of your youth. As a loving hind and a graceful doe, let her breasts satisfy you at all times; be exhilarated always with her love.” Again, the Song of Solomon gives us some of the most vivid descriptions of the pleasures of marital love:

			Awake, O north wind,

			And come, wind of the south;

			Make my garden breathe out fragrance,

			Let its spices be wafted abroad.

			May my beloved come into his garden

			And eat its choice fruits! (Song 4:16)

			The backdrop for all of these statements (and countless others) is the physical delight of the sexual union.55 This “taken-for-grantedness” of the delight of the marriage bed has a larger theological purpose in the Bible. As Christopher Ash has observed, “Sexual attraction, desire and delight were as well known and accepted then as now. . . . The whole metaphorical structure of the Lord’s marriage to his people would have been evacuated of meaning were this not so.”56

			Taken together, these four purposes are subordinate to the ultimate end of glorifying God. The four subordinate ends are not discreet goods but are inseparably related to one another in the covenant of marriage, which itself exists for the glory of God. The morality of any given action, therefore, must be measured by its conformity to these ends.

			The Way Forward

			The rest of this book will flesh out the thesis that the ultimate purpose of human sexuality is the glory of God and that the ultimate ethic is to glorify God with our sexuality. Chapter 1, “Glorify God with Your Body,” consists of an exposition of 1 Corinthians 6:12–20 in which the central command is for believers to glorify God with their bodies. Chapter 2, “Glorify God with Your Hermeneutic,” seeks to discredit a hermeneutical approach that pits Paul against Jesus in the interpretation of Scripture. Chapter 3, “Glorify God with Your Marriage,” defines the covenant of marriage and argues that the covenanted heterosexual union of two persons is the only context in which it is possible to glorify God with sex. Chapter 4, “Glorify God with Your Conjugal Union,” explores the nature and limits of the sexual bond between married couples as well as the issue of divorce. Chapter 5, “Glorify God with Your Family Planning,” examines the moral issues at stake with modern birth control methods while focusing special attention on the Pill. Chapter 6, “Glorify God with Your Gender,” expounds a biblical view of manhood and womanhood in light of a number of contemporary challenges to it. Chapter 7, “Glorify God with Your Sexuality,” takes on the challenge of homosexuality. This chapter highlights the Bible’s consistent teaching on the moral status of same-sex relationships and argues that Christians need to learn how to minister more effectively to homosexuals. Chapter 8, “Glorify God with Your Singleness,” examines the teachings of Jesus and Paul on singles and urges sexual purity for singles. The concluding chapter summarizes some of the broad conclusions of the book and contrasts them with a secular worldview concerning sexuality.

			Christian faithfulness in our generation requires that we be prepared to apply the Word of God to the gritty issues of life. It demands that we be prepared to speak with clarity and conviction to ethical challenges like the one faced by the young minister at the beginning of this chapter. This book is an effort to set forth the vision of sexual wholeness that is found in the Bible. And that vision finds its coherence and impetus in the glory of God as he has revealed himself in the Scriptures. He has called us to glorify him with every aspect of our being. This book is aimed to help you understand how to do just that with respect to gender, sex, and marriage.
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