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God Invented Sex
David Coltheart

e are surrounded by sex: in advertisements for everything from hamburgers to cars, in 
magazines we read, and the clothing we are urged to buy. Sex is the driving force behind 
much of the world’s music, while TV, movies, social media, and the internet are filled 

with sexual images and messages. The sexual liberation of the 20th century has led to the universal 
availability of sex, from hook-up apps and dating sites to an endless variety of free porn. We have 
never before been surrounded by so many sexual images and suggestions, and yet strangely, most of
us, according to surveys, are getting less actual sex.

W

Believe it not, there is nothing wrong with sex and sex should not be considered as “dirty” or a 
taboo subject to talk about. God is truly the One who invented sex, with all its complicated passions
and desires, nuances and thrills. “So God created mankind in his own image, in the image of God he
created them; male and female he created them. God blessed them and said to them, “Be fruitful 
and increase in number...God saw all that he had made, and it was very good” (Genesis 1:27-31). 
Not only are both the male and female aspects of humanity created in God’s image, but also the 
ability to reproduce, which means our sexuality is part of God’s image too. God created us to be 
sexual beings and God is the one who made sure that sex is pleasurable and enjoyable.  And, 
shockingly, God designed us to have lots of sex! And for practically the whole of our lives.

God intended sex not only for procreation but also to promote relationship building and sacred 
unity. Sex for most people is also a celebration of life and happiness. Sex is both recreational and 
desirable. Sex, lots of it, promotes better health by improving our immune system and reducing 
stress. Sex promotes self-esteem and improves our work/life balance. Sex is a good form of exercise
that burns kilojoules and improves our cardiovascular fitness. The Israelites in Old Testament times 
understood, far better than most Christians today, that sex is a good gift received from a benevolent 
Creator, and it is to be enjoyed—just read the Biblical book called the “Song of Solomon”! Here, 
companionship and pleasure were celebrated, sometimes in the most erotic and sensual ways.

Traditional church teaching on sex is generally based on act-centred morality. In other words, the 
church judges the activity “good” or “bad.” Homosexual acts have been deemed bad, along with 
adultery, incest, bestiality and a range of other activities. Many Bible scholars, however, argue that 
Christians should adopt a relationship-centred morality. In other words, the quality of the 
relationship between two people should be judged as good or bad, soul-destroying or life-affirming.
Principles such as free consent, equality of the partners, a sense of commitment, and sound sexual 
ethics provide a better basis for evaluating the good qualities of a partnership.1 Judging relationships
by the fruits is a good Biblical principles (Matthew 7:16-20).

This paper will look at a number of sexual practices, all of which are controversial subjects in the 
Christian world. Unless performed alone (masturbation), sex usually involves at least two people. 
We will assume for the purpose of this discussion that there are only two people. Gay2 Christians 
rightly ask what God thinks of these practices and whether any of them constitute sin. Because God 
invented sex, it is right for us to look to God for guidance on sexual matters. 

1 Margaret A Farley, Just Love: A Framework for Christian Sexual Ethics (New York: Continuum Publishing, 2006); 
summarised at: https://www.newwaysministry.org/issues/sexual-orientation/just-love/

2 To avoid repeating all the different labels represented by the letters LGBTIQ, I will use the word “gay” in its most 
generic sense to describe all those who belong to the sexual minorities implied by those letters. No offence or slight 
is intended to anyone by so doing. My use of the word “gay” is intended to be inclusive and all-encompassing to 
embrace all those who do not identify as exclusively heterosexual.
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Is masturbation a sin?
Other than general commands against sexual immorality and advice to “flee youthful lusts”, the 
Bible is silent on the subject of masturbation. There are no texts mentioning masturbation, and most
people today agree that masturbation is not a moral issue. In the past, one text has been wrongly 
linked to masturbation—the story of Onan in Genesis 38:1-10—but almost everyone agrees that this
refers to a form of birth control known as “coitus interruptus,” or withdrawal before ejaculation.

The belief that masturbation is a sin started in the early centuries of the church and was part of the 
belief that sex is for procreation only.3 According to traditional church teaching, sex should only 
take place between married, heterosexual couples. Sexual activity before marriage is prohibited. In 
the Roman Catholic Church (and similar orthodox religions) all sexual activities should be open to 
procreation. For this reason, all forms of birth control (including the use of condoms) and abortion 
are strictly prohibited (though widely ignored by educated people). The Roman Catholic Church 
considers masturbation as a “gravely disordered action” that must be confessed as a sin.4 

Among many Protestant, and especially evangelical and conservative churches, a puritanical idea of
sexuality disguised as “Christian purity” has developed. This preconceived idea is imposed upon the
Bible to make masturbation and other forms of extramarital sex immoral. For traditional 
Christianity, sex is only allowed between heterosexual married people. A physical relationship 
between two people of the same sex (including masturbation) is prohibited, married or not.

All psychological and sociological scientific studies have shown that masturbation is a normal 
phenomenon for both single and married people. Masturbation is part of the sexual development of 
young people and provides a healthy alternate outlet for sexual needs and desires at all ages. 
Numerous surveys have shown masturbation to be almost universal, especially among young, single
males. Some wit has concluded that 95% of men masturbate—and the other 5% lie about it. The 
Encyclopedia of Sexual Behaviour notes, “No other form of sexual activity has been so frequently 
discussed, so roundly condemned, and more universally practiced, than masturbation.”5 A survey 
conducted by an evangelical Christian magazine showed that 94% of single Christian males 
admitted they masturbated, and that 90% felt guilty about it. Female figures were slightly lower. 

The people most affected by guilt are usually young, unmarried religious people. Fear created by 
guilt makes it very hard to deal with the subject. People who feel guilty, vulnerable and unsure have
difficulty acknowledging to others that they are doing something that is so taboo. They avoid 
initiating a discussion to ask for help and find satisfactory answers. The problem is made worse 
because the people who could most easily help—older Christians of both sexes, married people, 
doctors and pastors, all of whom have been through this experience—are reluctant to relieve the 
burden on the following generations. This, despite the fact that they know masturbation caused no 
harm to them or their marriages, other than the anxiety of guilt feelings at the time. 

The feelings of guilt and shame are needless. The Bible neither mentions nor condemns 
masturbation. It is just not a moral issue. Masturbation does not cause blindness, insanity, paralysis 
or hairy palms. Masturbation can be a healthy part of both gay or straight sexuality, whether married
or unmarried.  A deeper, underlying issue is Jesus’ prohibition against lust (Matthew 5.27-28) and 
this will be discussed below. Of course, masturbation, like any sexual behaviour, can be distorted 
and used in unhealthy ways, but that is a separate discussion.

3 St Augustine, an early Church theologian, is usually credited as beginning the war against sex and tying it to the 
concept of “original sin.” See: https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2017/06/19/how-st-augustine-invented-sex

4 https://www.catholiceducation.org/en/culture/catholic-contributions/masturbation-mortal-sin.html
5 https://www.cmf.org.uk/resources/publications/content/?context=article&id=481
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Is gay sex a sin?
I used to think gay sex was a sin but I changed my mind. But before I explain why, I need to explain
what I mean by “gay sex”. For a start, I will assume that in this context, “gay” refers to any same-
sex physical relationship. Sex includes a wide variety of activities, including touching, kissing, solo 
or mutual masturbation, frottage, oral and anal penetration, and may include a wide variety of 
behaviours such as hand jobs, BJs and intercrural sex, as well as other practices that I won’t name 
here. Not all gay sex is penetrative—in a study of nearly 25,000 gay and bisexual men, less than 
40% engaged in anal sex in their most recent sexual encounter and overall, anal sex was the least 
common form of sexual activity.6  Interestingly, about 38% of heterosexual men and 32% of 
heterosexual women (both groups under the age of 45) also have anal sex.7  Various sex aids such as
dildos, vibrators and artificial vaginas are often used, while fetish sex may include a fixation on 
body features or body parts, clothing and materials, specific activities or behaviour, and situations 
or locations. Sex can be performed alone, with a partner or in a group. Sex includes a wide variety 
of practices only limited by the imagination of the participants. For this paper, I will assume that 
any form of genital contact between two people is sex.

For most gay people, especially in the early stages of discovery and coming out, sex is the defining 
feature of what it means to be gay. A same-sex intimate encounter, either for the first time or after 
repeated experiences, usually confirms our worst suspicions and can even catapult us out of the 
closet. Coming out as gay becomes a celebration of sexuality, and having sex with someone of the 
same gender is the bridge into the gay community. Of course, not everyone feels the need to have 
sex (for example, people who choose to be celibate, or who are asexual), but for the majority of gay 
people, it is that sexual desire that sets them apart from the rest of the population and virtually the 
only activity gay people all have in common. That sexual activity is the undercurrent that binds the 
gay community together and forever defines gay sexuality.

Properly understood in context, there is nothing in the Bible that condemns gay sex as such—sex is 
just sex, gay or straight. However, the Bible does condemn some specific examples of deviant 
same-sex behaviour, usually in the context of idolatry and the worship of fertility gods.8

● An attempt by a group of heterosexual men to rape two strangers (angels) is said to be 
“wicked.” (Genesis 19:1-11)

● Two texts prohibit the humiliation and degradation of a male by another male (both assumed
to be heterosexuals). The context is the prohibition of worshipping false gods. (Leviticus 
18:13; 20:22)

● The practice of religious prostitution in honour of heathen fertility gods and goddesses was 
forbidden (Deuteronomy 23:17; 1 Kings 14:24)

● The New Testament prohibits engaging in same-sex behaviour that formed part of pagan 
worship rites to fertility gods and goddesses (Romans 1:18-32)

● The apostle Paul condemns improper power relationships (such as pederasty), sexual abuse 
and exploitation (1 Corinthians 6:9,10; 1 Timothy 1:9,10).

Scholars are no certain that all of these Bible texts actually refer to same-sex sexual behaviour. 
They are also divided on whether, or even how, these texts apply in a modern context. None of these
examples resemble modern gay relationships and in any case, gay people reject all of these 
situations as being irrelevant to them. Gay Christians join with their straight brothers and sisters to 

6 https://newsinfo.iu.edu/news/page/normal/19977.html
7 http://nymag.com/nightlife/mating/25988/
8 For a more detailed discussion, see my papers: The Sin of Sodom; Idolatry, Rape and Abomination; Natural or 

Unnatural; and Softies and Man-bedders on my website: https://findingout.webs.com/
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condemn the obvious immorality that the Bible describes in these texts. No one today is actively 
venerating the Canaanite gods that Israelites were banned from worshipping nor are gay people 
campaigning for the legalisation of either pederasty or the anal rape of strangers. 

By contrast, the Bible never condemns loving, supportive, same-sex couples in mutually 
consenting, lifelong relationships. Indeed there are Biblical examples of love, mutual care and even 
affection between people of the same sex, the relationship between David and Jonathan being the 
best known example (1 Samuel 18:1-4). The Roman centurion whose servant Jesus healed may 
been in a loving, same sex relationship with the young man (Matthew 8:5-13).9

While adultery is a sin (defined as such in the Ten Commandments), it was considered a sin in 
ancient times because it was theft of property belonging to someone else (i.e., a man’s wife). Sex, 
by itself, is not a sin. Suggesting that gay sex is a sin in the absence of a Bible command passes 
judgement on other people’s lives. Too often, people pass judgements based on their own history 
and life experiences, however limited they may have been. People make judgements according to 
their own personal tastes and dislikes. Such judgements are usually based on preconceived ideas 
about what is “right” and “wrong” and reflect individual bias. Some legitimate sexual practices 
performed by large swathes of the heterosexual population are also practised by the homosexual 
population. Because they are often features of gay sex, critics condemn those practices as just too 
“icky” to think about. That may just reflect their own ignorance, lack of experience, or personal 
distaste. Jesus said: “Do not judge, or you too will be judged” (Matthew 7:1)

For everyone’s protection and to promote physical and emotional health, we need sensible 
boundaries around our intimate relationships. Boundaries are a form of respect because everyone 
has the right to feel safe in a relationship. Gay sex (or any sex) is wrong when boundaries are 
crossed, and it is crossing these boundaries that can constitute “a sin.” Partners need to agree on the 
boundaries around consent, communication, likes and dislikes, needs and safety. Partners should 
know the difference between life-enhancing behaviours and those that are harmful to themselves 
and/or to others. Sexual experiences should be approached as an act of care between those involved,
including a discussion of their fears and concerns. No one has the right to abuse a partner, and no 
one should be the victim of abuse. Exploitation of any kind is definitely off-limits—and no one 
should feel “used” by the other person. A healthy relationship is free from coercion and violence 
and is characterised by honesty and transparency. 

The Bible also adds some boundaries around sex. Violence and rape are forbidden. Promiscuity—
random sex just for the sake of doing so—is both selfish and high risk. The New Testament 
condemns “sexual immorality,” which includes adultery. The Bible teaches faithfulness to one’s 
spouse or committed partner. Jesus included lustful thoughts as one form of adultery, though we can
distinguish between the greedy, selfish lust Jesus referred to and genuine sexual desire that is part of
the normal human psyche. 

The New Testament commands us to love our partner and to ensure that our partner’s needs are 
satisfied. The Golden Rule asserts that we should treat others as we would like others to treat us. 
Jesus quoted the Old Testament to apply what we call “the Golden Rule” to Christians: “So in 
everything, do to others what you would have them do to you, for this sums up the Law and the 
Prophets” (Matthew 7:12). For a person who believes in God and trusts the Bible as a revelation of 
God’s will, these are sensible boundaries placed on sexual relationships. 

9 See my paper Same Sex Relationships in the Bible at: https://findingout.webs.com/
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Any form of sex, gay or straight, is wrong when it violates boundaries. That is why two people need
to talk about their boundaries and agree on how they relate to one another. Any form of sex, gay or 
straight, is a sin if it violates the boundaries God expects us to honour. 

What about premarital sex?
There is no doubt that the Biblical ideal is for sex to be a vital and continuing part of a committed 
relationship between two people. That commitment may take place at a public ceremony such as a 
marriage or civil union, or a private exchange between the two people involved. The commitment 
includes promises to love, respect and honour each other. God’s ideal is that two people who have 
committed their hearts and lives to each other form a “one flesh” relationship—they are to be united
in purpose, ideals, goals and spirituality. Sexual relations in that environment are the most 
meaningful and satisfying expressions of mutual love and togetherness. Having made a 
commitment to each other, any form of cheating or infidelity breaks those sacred promises. 

However, we must be realistic and recognise that a lot of sex takes place outside a committed 
relationship, especially by single, usually young, people who are exploring their sexuality. While I 
personally believe in forming a committed, monogamous relationship, I am the first to admit that 
during my coming out journey, I explored my sexuality and met many great men, some of whom 
are still my friends. At the beginning of that journey, I was not really looking for a relationship. 
When I recognised that a committed partnership was God’s ideal for me, I still dated around while 
looking for the person who would complete my life. I joined a gay dating website and eventually 
met the man who is now my husband. I firmly believe that God brought us together—we are meant 
for each other.  In other words, my own history is enough to make me pragmatic about premarital 
sex.

Researchers have discovered that human sexuality can be fully understood only in a social context. 
Human beings are distinctly, spectacularly social. Lonely and isolated, we cannot survive, let alone 
thrive. For us, meaning emerges through making connections. Sexual desire is not chiefly aimed at 
physical pleasure or the production of children, but at emotional connection with others. In its most 
fundamental sense, sexual pleasure is derived from the synchronised cooperation between people.10

Growing up, sexual experiences usually begin with masturbation and often include events involving
experimentation with others. There is casual sex with both anonymous and random people that 
satisfies an itch, as well as sex with friends as a form of social interaction. During the dating 
process, sex is an important part of the “getting to know you” process and is often one of the criteria
in evaluating a potential long-term partner. Gay and lesbian Christians searching for a life partner 
characteristically engage in sexual activities while embarked on that search for “the one.” The 
existence of a “piece of paper” indicating a legal marriage is seen as irrelevant to their relationship.

Gay Christians are no different from straight people who do the same, even straight Christians. In 
one survey, 80% of unmarried Christians said they had sex before marriage.11 Of course culture 
doesn’t make something necessarily right, but Christians are putting culture before their church 
doctrines. Young people no longer see procreation as the major purpose of sex and instead see 
intimacy as a symbol of togetherness, affection and bonding, with or without lifelong commitment. 

Of course there are exceptions. Some gay Christians choose to wait until marriage before having 
sex. Other Christians believe that, although God loves them as gay people, they should remain 
celibate for life. We should honour and respect their choices. No one should judge someone for their

10 https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/insight-therapy/201204/why-do-we-have-sex
11 https://religion.blogs.cnn.com/2011/09/27/why-young-christians-arent-waiting-anymore/
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decisions reached after prayer and searching for God’s will for their life. The reality is that different 
solutions suit different people. And we must face 21st century reality.

I know it is controversial to say so, but I believe the Bible is silent on the issue of premarital sex and
defending the ban against premarital sex using Biblical texts is difficult There are no original words 
in Hebrew or Greek (the languages of the Old and New Testaments) that specifically meant 
“premarital sex” and there are no texts that condemn it or call it a sin. The story of Lot’s two 
unmarried daughters having sex with their father in order to become pregnant (Genesis 19:30-38) is 
neither a recommendation for, nor a condemnation of premarital sex. The Biblical writer simply 
recorded an unvarnished fact to explain the origin of two nations, the Ammonites and the Moabites. 
The Bible can be a messy book.

The ban on premarital sex can only be derived by assuming that the Bible exclusively teaches a 
traditional heterosexual Christian marriage in a modern context, which is not the case. Biblical 
marriage practices varied over time and circumstances because of the very different social and 
cultural worlds in which the Bible was written (over 1500 years), and the vast chasm between those 
cultures and our own.12 That makes it difficult to work out what the ancient writers meant when 
referring (without explanation) to ancient customs around sex, dating, betrothal and marriage. Nor 
do we fully understand the meaning of certain Hebrew or Greek words. 

The romantic story of the young Moabite widow Ruth and her wealthy relative, Boaz, suggests a 
premarital sexual encounter (Ruth 3:1-15). Among other references, the story recounts that Ruth 
“uncovered his [Boaz] feet,” a Biblical euphemism for sex. However, even if the couple did engage 
in a sexual encounter (and there is no proof  that they did), this was not a “one-night stand” but 
rather a proposal of marriage initiated by Ruth and later accepted by Boaz. Under Israelite law, 
Boaz was a male relative of Ruth and Naomi, and was obliged to fulfil the levirate marriage custom 
to provide an heir for the dead husband. If the couple did have sex, then this was the symbolic 
commitment to marriage.

But this story does not really answer our question about premarital sex, especially as practiced 
today. Modern Christians frequently use the word “fornication” to prohibit premarital sex, but this 
word has a different meaning from the way it was used 400 years ago. Even though the word is 
considered archaic in the 21st century, conservative Christians use the word to condemn all 
extramarital sex and enforce a “no sex before marriage” rule. But they extend the meaning to 
include almost every other sexual behaviour they consider immoral: adultery, prostitution, incest, 
pornography, homosexuality, orgies, sexual foreplay by unmarried people, masturbation, lust, and 
just about anything else they disapprove of.

The English word “fornication” comes from a Latin word fornix, meaning an archway or vaulted 
chamber. Scholars conclude that the word fornix later acquired a sexual meaning because these 
archways and dark alleys were the favoured locations for prostitutes to meet their customers. In 
Latin, the word fornix came to mean “brothel.” The word passed into Old French as “fornicacion” 
and then, about 1300 AD, the word was borrowed from French into Old English.13

When King James I of England ordered a new translation of the Bible into English, the translators 
used the word “fornication.” Published in 1611, the “King James Version” (KJV) has probably 
influenced religious thought more than any other English Bible translation ever published. Although

12 For example, see my paper Marriage in the Bible which outlines at least 12 different types of intimate relationships 
practiced by people in Biblical times, available at: https://findingout.webs.com/

13 https://www.etymonline.com/word/Fornication
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superseded by many modern translations, the KJV continues to mould current religious views on 
sex and morality, including that of conservative and evangelical churches. 

Modern English Bible translations, including the New International Version (NIV) do not use the 
word “fornication” because the word no longer means what it meant 400 years ago. Bible scholars 
and translators consider that the word is obsolete. Unfortunately, traditional and fundamentalist 
churches still use the obsolete word that has now acquired a raft of extended applications. The word
is used by conservative pastors, fundamentalist televangelists and right-wing politicians in an 
attempt to impose moral standards on both Christians and on secular society. In the USA at least, 
the Bible and sex are at the root of the politically manipulated “culture wars.” In an attempt to 
justify a preconceived “purity code” and protect traditional “family values,” Christians clutch at any
verse that has the slightest resemblance to premarital sex. They use these verses, stripped of their 
context and circumstance, in order to justify a belief that probably does not have much merit and 
which most secular people do not agree with.
                                              
Influenced by the Latin Vulgate version, the KJV uses the word “fornication” in two different ways.
In the Old Testament, fornication refers exclusively to Israel’s practice of idolatry, the worship of 
idols representing heathen, usually Canaanite gods. Idolatry was described as spiritual prostitution 
or “whoredom.” In the New Testament, the KJV uses “fornication” to translate the Greek word 
pornea, used 25 times. The word pornea gives us the modern English word “pornography.” 
According to Strong’s Concordance, the best and most widely accepted dictionary of Biblical Greek
words, the word pornea derives from a root word meaning “to sell off.”14 Like its equivalent word 
in the Old Testament, the word was associated with prostitution and idolatry, both common among 
non-Jewish cultures in Biblical times. The Greek word pornea never refers to premarital sex as 
such. A related Greek word, porne is always translated as “harlot ” or “prostitute.” 

In contrast to the KJV translation of “fornication,” most modern translations, including the NIV, 
translate the word pornea as “sexual immorality,” a more general term that is better suited to the 
context. As used in the New Testament, the context of the word pornea does not refer to premarital 
sex. Of the 25 times pornea is used, 5 times the word refers to what we call adultery. Another 7 
occasions, all in the book of Revelation, pornea applies in a spiritual or allegorical sense to false 
worship. On one occasion, the word was used metaphorically by some Jewish leaders to reject 
Jesus’ inference that they were spiritually illegitimate because they rejected God’s teachings. The 
remaining 12 occurrences are not defined, mostly occurring in lists of various other vices and sins 
where the sexual immorality is unspecified. For all these reasons, the Greek word pornea, unless it 
is to retain the narrow meaning as “prostitute,” is probably best translated as “sexual immorality.”

The NIV translates other Greek words as “sexual immorality” in five other places: three times, the 
words refer to idolatry and twice to warn against immorality. Premarital sex may be included in the 
warnings against sexual immorality but there is nothing in the word pornea, or the context of any 
instances of the word where that connection is specific.

Sexual rules for men and women in Bible times were quite different than today. According to the 
custom of the times, a young girl was valuable property, owned by her father who would expect to 
receive a handsome payment from any potential (usually arranged) suitor. But only if she was a 
virgin. The price of the dowry was different from woman to woman, was determined by the father, 
and was based on the woman’s beauty, ability to bear children, strength, household skills, and status
as a virgin. Loss of virginity meant that the girl was “damaged goods” and could potentially end up 
never being married off, or at the least, her value much reduced in the eyes of suitors. A man caught

14 https://biblehub.com/greek/4202.htm
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having sex with a girl who had not been promised in marriage to someone else, and was presumably
a virgin, had to pay the father to compensate for the loss of value. The man was stealing and had to 
repay the rightful owner. The man had marry the girl himself and they were never allowed to 
divorce (Deuteronomy 22:28-30). The text gives no evidence for or against premarital sex. Instead, 
the focus is on the wrong done to the father.

To protect their value, unmarried female members of the family were closely guarded as a matter of 
shrewd business. Prepubescent girls were betrothed (a stronger legal and social term than the 
modern equivalent of engaged) while they were very young, years before they were actually 
married. Even the promise of marriage meant that the girl already belonged to her future husband.  
A woman who had a baby outside of marriage was shamed because she had upset the legal and 
social system. The laws against rape (Deuteronomy 22:23-27) are really aimed at preventing 
cheating, property crime and unfair business practices. The reason for these rules was that men 
wanted to be sure that any progeny were their legal heirs and belonged to them only. Wives were 
guarded with equal rigour for the same reason—to ensure that their progeny were the legitimate 
descendants of their husband and could could inherit his property, lands, animals and slaves.

To ensure that young girls were indeed virgins, marriages were arranged as soon as a girl reached 
puberty, and often before that. Young girls aged 12-14, and sometimes as young as 10 years of age, 
were married off to eligible men who could come up with the dowry required. The suitors were 
typically much older men who had amassed some wealth or property. The girl usually had no say in 
the negotiations and her consent was neither asked or required. She was simply the tangible object 
in the property transactions that were the basis of marriage. There was no dating as we know it and 
definitely no sex. The first time she would set eyes on her new husband was on the couple’s 
wedding night after the festivities were concluded. And relatives would be outside the door of the 
room waiting for the couple to consummate their marriage. A cloth on which the bride lay would be 
examined for blood to prove that she was indeed a virgin. Absence of blood was reason enough for 
a divorce, even death by stoning the bride (Deuteronomy 22:13-21). Hence young women had every
reason not to lose her virginity until the wedding night.

Under these conditions, premarital sex by women was rare—there was neither the opportunity nor 
the motivation. A young girl was under strong social pressure to remain a virgin until marriage to 
guarantee that she would have a man to look after her. Premarital sex, even dating as we know 
today, did not exist in Biblical times.

By contrast, however, men were under no such restrictions. Sex with prostitutes, even by married 
men, was not considered a sin, carried no penalty and certainly was not considered adultery. While 
there are commands against men having sex with relatives, including their sister, their aunt or their 
father’s wife, there is no command forbidding sex before marriage—or after marriage either. Men 
commonly had multiple wives (Abraham, Jacob, David) and concubines (Solomon) and there were 
no restrictions on them taking additional wives and concubines, or having sex with whoever they 
pleased. Just so long as the person was not someone else’s wife. The Bible was written by men, 
about men. The laws and customs around sex, betrothal and marriage were designed to control 
women’s sexuality for the benefit and financial advantage of men.

The seventh of the Ten Commandments says, “You shall not commit adultery” (Exodus 20:14). 
Adultery was defined by the married woman’s actions. In the patriarchal society of the ancient 
world, a married woman belonged to her husband. Adultery was viewed as stealing from the 
husband and was considered a property crime. Adultery also carried the risk of an unintended 
pregnancy resulting in rival claimants to the family property. When married people committed 
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adultery, it was (and still is) a violation of sacred promises and thus the violation of a contract. A 
commandment against adultery by married people, however, is not a prohibition against premarital 
sex.

In the New Testament, Paul addressed Christians who were living in the Greek city of Corinth. 
“Now to the unmarried and the widows I say: It is good for them to stay unmarried, as I do. But if 
they cannot control themselves, they should marry, for it is better to marry than to burn with 
passion” (1 Corinthians 7:8,9). Some have suggested that this is a command forbidding premarital 
sex and that men should get married to “solve a problem.” (Oh, how may gay men have thought 
that!) On the contrary, Paul’s advice is more a command to remain celibate! Paul evidently had been
married and was either separated from his wife or widowed. Paul had determined to remain celibate
thereafter, although he concedes that marriage is allowed.

Most scholars agree that the “unmarried” Paul addressed in verse 8 most likely referred to people 
who had been married and were now, like Paul, either separated or widowed.15 We know that 
because in the Greek original, the masculine word “unmarried” stands in juxtaposition with the 
feminine word for “widows.” (Men were never referred to as widows and the word “widower” was 
not used. A man whose spouse had died were “unmarried”). In the verses that follow, Paul 
distinguishes between the “unmarried” (verse 11) people who had been married but whose spouses 
had died, and other people who were “virgins” (verse 25), that is men and women who had never 
been married. So in 1 Corinthians 7:8,9 Paul is not addressing young, unmarried men who can’t 
control themselves, but widowed men and women who according to the customs of the time would 
not be able to marry a second time. Paul gives his permission for them re-marry if they choose. And
there is nothing wrong with “burning with passion” (verse 9). Sexual desire is good, a healthy part 
of our sexuality and part of God’s creation. But that passion needs to be controlled.

Paul’s concession that “it is better to marry than burn” was written within a broader context. In the 
previous chapter, (1 Corinthians 6) Paul wrote about the widespread sexual immorality in the city of
Corinth, a maritime trading centre through which people from all over the ancient world passed. 
The city was famous as a centre of pagan worship to Aphrodite, goddess of love, passion and 
fertility. There were three temples in her honour, the most famous of which stood on Accrocorinth, 
the hill overlooking the city. The remains of the temple are still visible today. Ancient records 
indicate that the temple staff included priests as well as sacred prostitutes. 

In 1 Corinthians chapter 6, Paul warns against sexual immorality, which he defines as visiting the 
sacred temple prostitutes (1 Corinthians 6:15). Sex in the temple was an act of worship symbolised 
by becoming “one flesh” with the goddess through her prostitute surrogates. Rather, Paul said, our 
bodies are temples to God and that the Holy Spirit dwells in us (1 Corinthians 6:18-20). “Sexual 
immorality” in the context of Corinth was the same as idolatry. 

Since Paul was probably widowed or separated from his wife, his own preference was to remain 
celibate, but maybe he had the gift of celibacy that other Christians in Corinth did not! Talking to 
those who had never married, whom he addresses as “virgins,” (1 Corinthians 7:25) he stated his 
own preference that they should remain that way. Marriage, Paul says, will bring “many troubles in 
this life” (v.28). Despite his own misgivings about marriage, Paul conceded that marriage wasn’t 
always bad. In fact, marriage would provide a man who didn’t have good self-control with a healthy
outlet to avoid burning with passion and help prevent him visiting the temple prostitutes. Marriage 
in this case was a good antidote to prevent idolatry.
                                            

15 For example, see the footnote to 1 Corinthians 7:8 in the New International Version which says“widowers”.
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Whatever you think about all of the above does not mean that you can rush out and have sex with 
everyone you meet. The fact that the Bible does not specifically forbid premarital sex is not a 
licence for random, meaningless sex with anyone you like. Promiscuity is not a Christian ideal for 
someone who seeks to emulate God’s divine character and live according to Jesus’ example. But 
somewhere between promiscuity at one end of the scale, and celibacy at the other end, there is a 
sensible balance, exercised with care, caution and concern for the other person. 

Jesus’ command to love our neighbour as ourselves and only treat people as we would want them 
treat us means that we have to take sex seriously. Sex is powerful and it is easy to hurt people with 
sex, including yourself. People get attached when they give themselves in sex, and they can be 
terribly heartbroken. Don’t use people. Don’t hurt people. Don’t hurt their feelings. Don’t just have 
sex with someone to satisfy your own selfish desires. Don’t view people as objects. Care for people 
so much that you would never dream of hurting them. Sex is mutual and consensual. Sex respects 
boundaries and choices. Be kind and generous. Treat sex as a form of very deep and bonding 
communication and an opportunity to explore the things you have in common.  Look after each 
other’s emotions and well being. Be best friends.16

Does God expect us to be monogamous?
Monogamy for people in a committed relationship works well and for most people is still the best 
option. And in countries where same-sex marriage is legal (including my own country of Australia),
there is no longer any excuse for anything other than monogamy for married same-sex couples. 
Couples who have promised to love, honour, support and encourage their life partner have every 
right to expect that both partners will keep their marriage vows and remain faithful to each other. I 
personally believe that the Biblical ideal is marriage (for both heterosexual or same-sex couples). 
And it doesn’t matter whether that marriage is expressed in a church in front of a crowd or in a 
registry office that issues a certificate; or a commitment ceremony with family and friends, or a 
private exchange of promises during a romantic stroll in the moonlight. The key is a committed 
relationship between two people.

Even in countries where couples cannot get married, they can still form a committed relationship, 
promising their partner full and undivided love and loyalty. And where promises have been made, 
and a covenant relationship has been created, monogamy is to be expected. Couples don’t need a 
piece of paper from a government department to declare lifelong love, loyalty and fidelity. An 
exchange of promise is a commitment.

But what about those who are still searching for a partner? Or singles who never found a partner 
and are pretty sure that ship has passed them by? Or people looking for “no strings” sex simply to 
satisfy an itch? These are people who have never made any kind of commitment to a partner. Their 
search ranges far and wide, and in today’s world, there is no end to the ways in which they can 
arrange to meet. One night stands are almost synonymous with gay male culture. What kind of 
sexual ethic should motivate them? And where does a Christian stand while turning over the stones 
looking for the frog they can kiss that will turn into a prince or princess?

One typical dictionary defines “promiscuous” as “engaging in sexual intercourse indiscriminately 
with many persons … without plan or purpose; casual.”17 The operative words here are “without 
plan or purpose.” The real issue is not promiscuity but purpose and intention. There is a huge 
difference between someone aiming to cut notches in their bedpost, and a Christian looking for a 
life partner. The dictionary definition of promiscuity specifies “many persons.” Perhaps it is a 

16 http://www.thechristianleftblog.org/blog-home/premarital-sex-is-it-a-sin-or-not
17 Webster’s New World College Dictionary (4th ed. 2002) 
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question of degree—fewer persons versus many. And the definition specifies a plan or purpose. 
Perhaps it depends on whether the person is searching for a partner versus endless, random acts. I 
acknowledge that a ban on all extramarital sex for people who are searching is probably unrealistic 
and can be crippling but there must be a balance between promiscuity on the one hand and reasoned
restraint and self-control on the other hand. You need to be able to look at yourself in the mirror and
be proud of what you have done.

Promiscuous sex without adequate precautions (including condoms and PrEP) brings all kinds of 
health risks including STIs. Apart from HIV, there are other sexually transmitted infections that are 
on the rise, include gonorrhoea and syphilis.18 Promiscuity breeds a certain sense of entitlement, as 
if you have a right, as a gay person, to bed whoever you like. Promiscuity tends to treat each new 
partner as a conquest and trivialises the act of bonding. The word casual, when describing sexual 
encounters, also applies to the depth of relationships those encounters generate—unsatisfying, 
shallow, passing flings. In the process, people can be tossed aside as the play-things of an idle hour. 

In the Bible, having sex is described as becoming “one flesh,” implying a deep bonding of minds, 
hearts and lives. While not insisting on a legal marriage or even a formal commitment ceremony, I 
do believe that commitment within a relationship is the ultimate ideal and the Biblical ethic. Not all 
of us live up to the ideal, and God still loves us unconditionally in spite of our failures, but falling 
short of the best is no reason to give up entirely. 

King Solomon, who had all those wives and concubines, should know a thing or two about sex. 
Solomon is credited with originating the sayings recorded in the Old Testament book of Proverbs, 
including this priceless piece of poetry about sexual relationships: 

Drink water from your own cistern, 
Running water from your own well.
Should your springs overflow in the streets, 
Your streams of water in the public squares?
Let them be yours alone, 
Never to be shared with strangers.
May your fountain be blessed, 
And may you rejoice in the wife of your youth. (Proverbs 5:15-18)

Even the advice addressed the heterosexual culture of his time, the principle remains the same. Be 
faithful to the person you have committed yourself to—your partner, your lover, your spouse. Don’t
go pursuing people who are not yours to pursue, and don’t spread your love around like a leaking 
fountain in the public square. Your committed partner is for you alone and therein lies true 
happiness, Solomon says.

The apostle Paul perhaps summarises how gay Christians are to “walk in the Spirit” (Galatians 
5:16). Paul explains: “You, my brothers and sisters, were called to be free. But do not use your 
freedom to indulge the flesh; rather, serve one another humbly in love. For the entire law is fulfilled
in keeping this one command: ‘Love your neighbour as yourself’” (Galatians 5:13,14). We should 
demonstrate the kind of love seeks the good of others, and that is nothing less than the Golden Rule.

Above all, we should live in a way that expresses God’s love, self-giving and unconditional, a love 
that cares about others. Those who belong to Christ have “crucified the flesh with its passions and 
desires” (Galatians 5:24) but these words are not necessarily sexual terms. The word “flesh” refers 

18 https://www.abc.net.au/news/health/2017-08-16/why-are-stis-on-the-rise-in-australia/8774378
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to the sinful state of fallen human beings, while passions and desires apply to the whole range of 
human emotions. Christian freedom is no excuse to “indulge the flesh” (Galatians 5:13). Sex is 
from God and is good, but this does not mean that a Christian can indulge in what has been called 
“sanctified hedonism.” It is no coincidence that the last “fruit of the Spirit” is self-control (Galatians
5:23), which can save us from many harmful acts—to ourselves, to others, and to the work of God.19

Is pornography bad for you?
The answer to this question depends on who you are talking to. Fundamentalist Christians and right 
wing politicians will scream that pornography is taking civilisation to hell, destroying traditional 
family values and ruining human relationships. On the hand, civil libertarians and left wing activists
demonstrate in favour of free choice, claiming that viewing pornography is healthy, harmless and 
self-limiting. The truth is probably somewhere in the middle of these extremes.

Almost everyone enjoys sex. A large sub-set of that group enjoys watching other people have sex. 
And it is no surprise that men watch more porn than women—87% of all men and 31% of women. 
Although pornography itself is morally neutral, there are serious questions about the consent of 
some performers, and the aggression sometimes exhibited. Of course, we are talking about porn that
is legal—underage porn and depictions of rape are clearly off-limits. Questions have been raised 
about the safety of the performers involved in the more extreme types of porn. The moral question 
this raises is whether watching porn is actually supporting the alleged abuses and objectification of 
people as sex objects. While there is no doubt that pornography depicting abusive or illegal acts is 
wrong, surveys show that the most watched porn involves obvious consent, mutual enjoyment, 
pleasure and satisfaction.20 And that the amount of extreme porn is not increasing, as is often 
claimed, and is only a fraction of the total available online porn at the most popular free porn sites.

There is a huge debate about whether watching porn damages men’s brains or reduces people’s 
libido or creates a whole range of alleged problems. Anyone can search for those discussions online.
The answer, it seems, depends on who is telling the story. However, the weight of scientific 
research, devoid of any moral or religious overtones, suggests that there is little to no harm done by 
viewing porn and that the practice tends to be self-limiting. The average time spent watching porn is
between 9 and 12 minutes per visit.21 On average, men view about 24 minutes of porn per week. 
Christians watch porn at about the same rate as non-Christians. 

The question to be answered is, “Is porn OK for a gay Christian?” The only Biblical answer to this 
question is Jesus statement about lust: “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit 
adultery.’ But I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman [or man] lustfully has already committed
adultery with her [him] in his heart” (Matthew 5.27-28). Where self-centred, unbridled lust is the 
primary motive for watching porn, then is is a sin according to Jesus. His comments about plucking 
out an eye or cutting off our right hand to avoid sin are obvious examples of hyperbole, 
exaggerations to make the point about the importance of controlling lust.

However, there is no doubt that most of us can distinguish lust from genuine desire. I challenge 
anyone who has ever had an orgasm to deny having intense feelings of desire. What are right wing 
fundamentalist Christians thinking about when they have sex? Seriously, are they just thinking what
they would like for dinner? Desire conjures up memories and images, even of imaginary scenarios 
that the person would never actually engage in real life. Desire is an intrinsic part of sex. Our own 
internal porn library plays an important part in how desire works to achieve satisfaction.

19 http://epistle.us/hbarticles/christiangayethic.html
20 https://www.smh.com.au/lifestyle/life-and-relationships/latest-porn-statistics-are-surprising-20180424-p4zbd8.html
21 https://www.gizmodo.com.au/2014/08/the-ultimate-breakdown-of-how-people-watch-porn-online/
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Pornography can have a valid role in affirming, even validating a person’s nascent sexuality. At a 
time when a person is questioning whether they are gay or straight or somewhere in between, seeing
some form of pornography can confirm their deepest desires as well as assure them that they are not
alone. It often comes as a revelation to find out that their desires and eroticism are shared by other 
people—usually lots of other people. In a sense, that normalises their own behaviour and takes 
away anxiety and stress. Pornography, for gay people, is often the first stage in self-awareness that 
eventually leads to coming out. In this sense, pornography can be healthy, providing reassurance 
and a direction forward to the future. 

For those of us who grew up when porn was extremely difficult to obtain and was generally out of 
reach, viewing even so-called “soft porn” would have been very helpful, even educational—
especially if, like me, our sex education was minimal or non-existent. Seeing some pornography, 
even a still image in a magazine, may have led us to making decisions decades earlier than we did. 
In turn, that would have prevented us from wasting years of our own lives and ruining the lives of 
our opposite-sex partners.

On the other hand, there is also no doubt that pornography, usually only a tap or click away, can be 
compulsive and addictive. When pornography becomes obsessive and repetitive, long after sexual 
desire has gone, there is obviously a psychological problem that needs addressing. It is not the porn 
that is the problem however; the problem is with the person who feels the need of that crutch in 
order to live and who has developed a dangerous dependency on external influences. 

When porn replaces real-life, face-to-face interaction with other humans, and desire becomes solely 
inward focused, again there is a serious problem. The person’s psychological needs are paramount 
and may require professional assistance to break the addictive cycle. The issue is addiction, and as 
with any other addiction, intervention may be required. Willpower alone is seldom strong enough to
overcome the endomorphin induced rush that comes with instant gratification.

Pornography may provide a healthy outlet for someone who us unable to meet people personally. 
Perhaps they are disabled, elderly, or incapacitated through injury or sickness. Then there the people
who are temporarily separated from their partner/spouse for work or travel needs for whom porn is 
an adequate replacement for risky face-to-face encounters. The vast majority of people are able to 
manage their porn consumption without the interference of either governments or moral do-gooders
who insist on forcing their standards on the rest of the population.

The creation, consumption and effects of pornography are complicated. Simply screaming that all 
porn is evil at one extreme, or that everyone has the freedom to watch anything they like at the other
end of the spectrum, is to ignore the complicated nature of human sexuality. Between the two 
extremes is a happy middle ground that the vast majority of people can live with.

What about using sex surrogates?
For this brief discussion, a sex surrogate is someone who performs sexual services, for a fee, to a 
client who has particular needs, generally someone who is unable, for a whole range of reasons, to 
have a regular partner. For example, there are people with intellectual or physical disabilities, 
transgender individuals, or the elderly, including residents in aged care facilities, who nevertheless 
have the right to a healthy sex life. Likewise, there are people who have intimacy issues who need 
specialised care or people who want to improve their sex lives. 

Sex surrogates often work with licensed therapists, psychologists and sex counsellors to provide a 
form of psychosexual therapy. Licensed clinicians are forbidden to have sex with their clients and 
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can only listen and provide verbal advice, but sex surrogates can provide the physical touch and 
hands-on instructions that many people need. Sex surrogates also work with individuals with special
needs, such as people living with autism and schizophrenia. Sex surrogates also help men who have 
problems with intimacy, who are afraid to pursue relationships, and perhaps have never experienced
a sexual encounter. Some men are fearful of meeting anyone because of their low self-esteem and 
feelings of inadequacy, emotions which stunt their lives and create cycles of depression.

Verbal instructions, touch, intimacy and sometimes intercourse, along with reassurance and 
affirmation, can help heal a whole range of problems, sexual and otherwise. Problems addressed 
include anxiety, PTSD and erectile dysfunction. Increasingly, women request such services to help 
improve their sex lives, while transgender individuals turn to surrogacy services in an attempt to 
become more comfortable with their sexuality.

Initially, the surrogate and the client meet in a public place to get to know each other, and in the 
initial stages of the relationship, actual sex is not the goal. Generally, both parties are tested for STIs
and give consent to the therapy sessions. In heterosexual sessions, contraception is compulsory. All 
services are provided on a strictly professional basis, usually by people who have a genuine interest 
in helping other people learn about their own sexuality. Sex surrogates are not prostitutes and are 
not engaged in sex merely for money. Sex surrogacy, though not often talked about, provides a 
valuable service for those who need it. 

What does the Bible say about divorce?
Generally speaking, the Bible is not in favour of divorce—God wants to join people together, not 
tear them apart. Having said that, God loves divorcees. And that love has no conditions or 
stipulations. God is love. Full stop.

In ancient times, women were considered were merely objects representing wealth and were treated 
as property exchanged between families. Love played little part in marriage negotiations. A woman 
was owned by her new husband, as much as he would own a cow or a house. While there were 
many genuine, lifelong and probably happy relationships, there was no recognition by a government
or state authority and no legal regulations to ensure their relationship was equitable or just. A 
woman was simply the receptacle for a man’s seed and expected to produce as many children as 
possible (the infant mortality rate was up to 50%). Most importantly, a woman was expected to 
produce one or more male heirs. 

A man could separate from his wife/mistress/concubine for any reason whatsoever, for example, if 
she was not a virgin at the time of their marriage, and especially if she was considered “barren” 
(men’s infertility was never questioned). A woman could be sent away with merely a word. Such a 
woman would be literally destitute, a social outcast, financially dependent on whatever she could 
beg, and dangerously vulnerable to abuse and exploitation. Women could be, and were, mistreated 
or abandoned with no thought for their welfare. A woman who was not attached to a man in some 
way had no legal status. She was an anomaly and there was no social security net to take care of her.

By the time the Israelites left Egypt (approximately 1445 BC), Moses, inspired by God, moved to 
regulate marriages and in particular, to prevent women being mistreated. Under the Mosaic law, a 
man who wished to “send away” his wife (there was no Hebrew word for divorce) had to give her a 
written certificate (Deuteronomy 24:1-4). The law further stipulated that the woman was free to 
marry again, evidently because she could prove that she was no longer the property of her husband. 
The process associated with following the law was aimed at deterring divorce and slowing down 
any hasty action by the husband. The aim was to prevent a woman being unceremoniously thrown 
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out of the house and forced to leave her children. The certificate of “sending away” was her 
protection and evidence of good faith so that she could marry again. Divorce was an action only a 
man could do—women could not divorce their husbands except by requesting one. A man was 
never considered as divorced; a woman who had been divorced was referred to as “the woman 
thrust out.” The word in Hebrew is always feminine.

In addition, there were regulations to ensure that if a man took a second wife, the first wife could 
not be divorced. The husband had to be look after the first wife with food and clothing as well as 
ensuring her “marital rights” (Exodus 21:7-11). If a soldier took a foreign woman captive, he was to
allow her a one month period of mourning for her dead parents, and then he could take her as a 
wife. If, however, he decided he didn’t like her after all, he could not treat her as a slave or sell her 
but he could send her away, in other words divorce her (Deuteronomy 21:10-14). 

The grounds for divorce in the Mosaic law are twofold: if the woman becomes “displeasing” to him
or if the man finds something “indecent” in the woman (Deuteronomy 24:1). To later Jewish rabbis,
this could include almost any reason, ranging from burning a dish of food or seasoning a dish 
incorrectly, all the way through to adultery. However, the Jewish law about adultery was 
complicated: a man could have as many wives and concubines as he liked, or have sex with a slave 
or any other woman, just so long as he didn’t have sex with a woman who belonged to another man 
(Leviticus 20:10).22Adultery was defined only by a woman’s action, not by what a man did.

By the time of Jesus, the Mosaic law about divorce was commonly abused. A man could divorce his
wife for the most trivial of reasons, even to the point that if he found a younger woman, or one more
beautiful than his wife, he could divorce her and marry the second woman. Divorce and remarriage 
had become trivialised, the marriage institution was under threat, and innocent women were 
suffering. The interpretation of the Mosaic law was a subject of much debate in Judaism.

A group of Pharisees asked Jesus’ opinion, hoping to trap him. They asked him whether it was 
lawful for a man to divorce his wife “for any and every reason,” as implied by the law of Moses. 
Jesus replied by referencing the story of Adam and Eve to emphasise the covenant nature of 
marriage: “Haven’t you read,” he replied, “that at the beginning the Creator ‘made them male and 
female,’ and said, ‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, 
and the two will become one flesh’? So they are no longer two, but one flesh. Therefore what God 
has joined together, let no one separate.” (Matthew 19:4-6). Jesus appealed to a higher authority 
than Moses, the Creator, and claimed that the standard for marriage, long before Moses, had always 
been high. Jesus upheld the sanctity of marriage on the basis of the spiritual nature of the promises 
made. Marriage was for keeps. 

However, Jesus provides an exception: “I tell you that anyone who divorces his wife, except for 
sexual immorality, and marries another woman commits adultery” (Matthew 19:9). In the original 
language, Jesus did not use the word divorce—he used the word “sunder.” In effect, Jesus said it 
was wrong to tear up a marriage agreement sealed by sacred promises. However, Jesus allowed 
people the right to divorce a spouse when there was a good reason. The only valid reason was when 
either partner to the marriage tore up their agreement by unfaithfulness to their covenant. 

For Jesus, divorce was immoral, but not impossible. Divorce was not ideal but it could be forgiven. 
Jesus did not say, “You can never get a divorce.”According to Jesus, marriages may, however 
regretfully, end due to adultery. Adultery in Bible times was always assumed to be committed by the
woman, hence this “exception clause” (as in the law of Moses) only gave men the right to divorce. 

22 https://www.biblestudytools.com/encyclopedias/isbe/divorce-in-the-old-testament.html
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However, by modern extension, everyone agrees that the Biblical grounds for divorce now apply 
equally to both partners.23 Divorce, however, was not a requirement—only an option for those who 
could not repair the broken relationship.

The apostle Paul repeats Jesus’ teaching on divorce. “To the married I give this command (not I, but
the Lord): A wife must not separate from her husband. But if she does, she must remain unmarried 
or else be reconciled to her husband. And a husband must not divorce his wife” (1 Corinthians 
7:11,12). Paul evidently understands the difference between the ideal (“must not separate”) from the
reality (“but if she does separate”) and made a concession to pragmatism. In allowing for 
separation, Paul allowed the same “exception clause” that Jesus gave and admitting that some 
marriages cannot be rescued. Paul also states that in a situation where one spouse is a believing 
Christian, and the other is an unbeliever, they should stay together wherever possible. However, if 
an unbelieving person can no longer bear to live with his Christian spouse  and abandons the 
spouse, then the believing spouse is free to remarry (1 Corinthians 7:12-16).

People often ask about the phrase, “God hates divorce,” attributed to Malachi, the prophet who 
wrote the last book of the Old Testament. The phrase is found in older translations of the Bible. 
(The KJV uses a literal rendering of the Hebrew: God hates “putting away.”) The translation is 
considered a misunderstanding of the original words and modern translations render the text: “The 
man who hates and divorces his wife,” says the LORD, the God of Israel, “does violence to the one 
he should protect,” says the LORD Almighty” (Malachi 2:16). The historical context of the passage 
is that the Jewish men, recently returned to Judah after the Babylonian Captivity, had been 
divorcing their legitimate wives for no good reason in order to marry the non-believing women 
from the nations around them. The prophet condemns them for their illegal and heartless actions.

Although the New Testament often lists various sins and vices, divorce is never mentioned as a sin. 
The Bible adopts a “high view” of marriage as a covenant relationship based on sacred promises. A 
marriage should never be needlessly abandoned. However, the Bible also recognises the reality of 
human nature and offers divorce and remarriage as a humane way of dealing with the problem. 
God, ever the pragmatist, distinguishes between the ideal and the reality. 

Do the Biblical terms “husband” and “wife” imply that there is only one valid relationship?
Heteronormativity (the attitude that heterosexuality is the only normal and natural expression of 
sexuality) has been around as long as the human race. The Biblical writers assumed that everyone 
was heterosexual. Any form of behaviour outside the heterosexual norm was aberrant or deviant, an 
attitude still around today. Many traditional Christians still judge people by their sexual behaviour, 
not by their relationships. As explained elsewhere, homosexuality has always been a minority view, 
and gay people have been oppressed and persecuted by the majority.

The Bible was originally written in Hebrew (Old Testament) and Greek New Testament) and with a 
few sections written in Aramaic (an ancient language related to Hebrew). Both languages have a 
limited range of words and many words had multiple meanings. For example, Biblical Hebrew has 
a total vocabulary of about 8,600 words, while modern English has over a million. As written in the 
original Hebrew or Greek, there are no words for “husband” and “wife”. The Bible uses the words 
for “man” and “woman” and the context and grammatical inflection determines whether they are 
married or not.

For example, the Hebrew word ishshah means woman, or female (see for example, Genesis 
2:24,25). The word is normally translated as woman and only translated in English as “wife” when 

23 https://bible.org/seriespage/7-teaching-jesus-divorce-matthew-193-12-mark-102-12
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the context makes it clear that the woman “belongs to a man.” The Hebrew word is sometimes 
written with a grammatical inflection that means “his woman” or “the woman belonging to a man.” 
The Hebrew word for man is ish and is translated as “husband” only when the inflection indicates 
“her man.” Actually the word “master” is an equally good translation in many cases since the words
“master” and “husband” were virtually synonymous. In the patriarchal society, oriented towards 
male superiority, the man owned everything; women were merely chattels.

In the New Testament, the Greek uses the word gune for woman, and it is the context that 
determines whether the translation should be woman or a wife. The Greek will indicate this by 
saying, “his woman” (see for example, 1 Corinthians 7:2,3). The word for man is andros and again 
it is the context that determines whether it should be translated as “man” or “husband”, as in “the 
man belonging to her.”

Yes, of course the language is sexist. Yes, of course the Bible reflects a patriarchal society. Yes, of 
course it sounds strange, archaic and even wrong to our way of thinking. More than one feminist 
has objected by claiming that the Bible was written by men, about men, for the purpose of 
controlling the lives and sexuality of women! But we live nearly 2,000 years since the last book of 
the Bible was written, and society has changed immensely over that time. The Bible advocates 
slavery; permitted polygamy; urged the massacre of men, women and children; forbade the wearing
of clothing such as polyester/cotton shirts; decreed the killing of animals as sacrifices; insisted that 
women remain silent in church; and ordered that rebellious children, Sabbath-breakers and 
adulterers be executed by stoning them to death. Lots of things have changed over time. In Bible 
times, heterosexual relationships were the only socially acceptable forms of marriage. The 
acceptance of other types of intimate relationships, such as same-sex couples, is a modern change, 
along with all the other advances in theological understanding, geography, science, anthropology 
and biology. The Bible has timeless principles, but cannot be used to determine social norms today.

Is it wrong to go to a gay bar or sauna?
Gay people, like any other minority group in society, like to be around others like themselves. 
Gathering places favoured by gay people have operated for centuries. Reports from as early as the 
17th century record the existence of bars and clubs that catered to, or at least tolerated, openly gay 
clientele in several major European cities. History has not recorded the first gay bar in the modern 
sense. In Cannes, France, such a bar had already opened in 1885, and there were many more in 
Berlin around 1900. In the United Kingdom and the Netherlands gay bars were established 
throughout the first quarter of the 20th century. 

Gay bars and saunas (bathhouses) have been a feature of gay cultural life for decades. They have 
had, and continue to have, an important role in providing a safe place for gay people to congregate, 
meet socially, and “be themselves” among their own tribe. In a hetero-normative world, there are 
few places where people can go and not be harassed, scorned or bashed for being their true selves. 
Fortunately, with increasing tolerance in most western countries, there are increasing number of 
places where gay people can go and socialise, and the significance of exclusively gay 
establishments is waning. Gay bars, even for those who don’t drink alcohol, are a recognised safe 
venue to meet other people socially. In that sense, they provide a valuable service not available 
anywhere else.

Gay saunas are often “sex on premises” (SOP) venues. Usually catering to a male clientele, they 
provide safe places for men to go for intimacy. The reasons for visiting a gay sauna are many and 
varied. The men may not be out, or they are living at home or with other people, or they are just 
looking for something quick and convenient to their place of work during their lunch hour. 
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Whatever their reasons, it is not for us to judge the morality of their decisions or to condemn the 
existence of the places they frequent. In defence of gay saunas, the atmosphere is always safe. 
Security staff are usually on hand. Depending on the establishment, lockers and towels are included 
in the admission price. Various steam rooms, saunas and spa baths are provided. While the interiors 
may sometimes be dark, or even a bit seedy, the proprietors try to keep the rooms and corridors 
clean and tidy. In western countries at least, the building is inspected to ensure that it conforms to 
building codes and fire, health and safety standards. The business is legal and the staff are gainfully 
employed. Staff are forbidden from having any relationship with the customers but do provide a 
friendly service. Food and beverages are usually available for purchase. Condoms and lubes are 
readily available for free, and safe sex information is prominently displayed. 

The morality of visiting such a place is entirely an individual’s choice. I believe that the Biblical 
ideal for intimate relationships is a monogamous coupling of two people, in a loving, affirming and 
mutually supportive partnership, ideally for life. However, reality indicates that casual and 
extramarital sex does happen. Without the existence of a sauna, gay men tend to frequent beats such
as at local parks or public toilets, often at night when these locations may be very unsafe. It is far 
better for casual sex to happen in a safe, clean and informed environment, where consent and 
mutuality can be more readily exercised. 

Gay bars and saunas by themselves are not evil or immoral places. Each person must make their 
own moral decisions about what they want to do there. Questions may revolve around a person’s 
attitude to alcohol and even illicit drugs in a gay bar, or choices around valid sexual activities in a 
sauna. However, in the end, each person must make their own informed decision.

Does the Bible forbid cross-dressing?
Conservative Christians usually cite only one Bible verse to forbid cross-dressing: “A woman must 
not wear men’s clothing, nor a man wear women’s clothing, for the Lord your God detests anyone 
who does this” (Deuteronomy 22:5). The strange thing about this part of the Mosaic Law is that, in 
Bible times, there was little to differentiate clothing worn by men or women anyway. Long flowing 
robes tied at the waist, along with the a cloth head covering to protect from the hot sun, were 
standard for both sexes. The only distinguishing feature was that men wore beards.

The reasons for some Biblical commands are often obscure. We have simply lost the cultural and 
religious context in which these laws were considered necessary. People have long speculated for 
the reason behind this command, but without any success. We simply do not have enough 
information. But that has not stopped people trying to guess the reason, logic and purpose behind 
the prohibition against cross-dressing in Bible times. What follows is a summary of some 
suggestions.

At the time this command was given, the children of Israel had just left Egypt and were headed for 
the “Promised Land”, still occupied by various Canaanite tribes who worshipped all kinds of gods. 
Some have suggested that during the Canaanite idolatrous rituals, cross-dressing was part of the 
worship of fertility gods and goddesses. Men dressed up as female gods, and women dressed up as 
male gods as part of the heathen worship. Worshipped also crossed sexual boundaries. The gods 
themselves were sometimes depicted as male, sometimes as female, and sometimes as both genders 
combined. According to this view, the command forbade the Israelites from joining in the idolatry 
with their heathen neighbours.

Another suggestion is that this law is another example of a patriarchal society, of men telling 
women what they should and should not do. Feminists would suggest (and they have a good case) 
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that this law is typical of men controlling women’s lives, even down to what clothes they wore. 
Men have been telling women what to wear for thousands of years. Since men have always held the
most powerful roles in society, women, it has been argued, have been forced to dress like their male 
counterparts in order gain some gender equality. 

On the other hand, men generally don’t borrow from women’s fashion because the greatest fear men
have is of being accused of feminine. The biggest taboo on earth is for men to be seen as anything 
less than masculine. Masculinity is not something most men are proud of; it’s just something that is 
accepted. It’s the baseline. A heterosexual male cannot be seen as feminine, or worse, looking gay 
or trans or queer. Misogyny plays into the whole clothing debate. In fact, misogyny is at the heart of
all opposition to homosexuality.

Others have suggested that the command against cross-dressing was to prevent Israelite men posing 
as prostitutes. Or that the command was to prevent them dressing up as women to infiltrate 
exclusively women’s groups for illicit sexual activity. Another view is that the law was to prevent 
people wearing men or women’s clothes in order to infiltrate, manipulate or deceive the newly 
settled Israelite tribes in a land where they would have many enemies. Cross dressing was seen then
(and for thousands of years since) as being somehow subversive or abnormal. 

A further suggestion is that this law was part of the Israelite “purity code” about ritual uncleanness 
and sacred purity. Applying this text, for example, would prevent a woman who was menstruating 
dressing up as a man, and then walking around the camp of soldiers (all male), because in this case, 
the woman would have made the whole army ritually “unclean” and therefore unfit for battle. Purity
codes about “uncleanness” had nothing to do with hygiene, germs or infection. The purity laws 
were concerned with creating a distinct identity for the Israelites through worship and ritual. 

Another valid suggestion is that the law was part of the Israelite idea of keeping certain things 
distinct and separate. This concept fits within the cultural expectations of the time about separation. 
In the ancient world generally, including Israel, there was a strong sense that borders needed to be 
established between different classes of items. An extreme example of this can be seen in Leviticus 
19:19, which indicates that cattle needed to be separated by type, fields should not be planted with 
two types of grain, and clothing could not be made with two types of materials. In Jewish tradition 
milk and meat cannot be combined in the same meal. The Sabbath is distinct from the weekdays. 
And so on. Therefore, in those times a sharp distinction had to be made between men and women. It
was a key part of the ancient Israelite mindset. 

While the rationale for the laws in Deuteronomy 22 as a whole is unclear, several laws 
(Deuteronomy 22:5, 9-11) prohibit mixing two things that the Bible writer believed should not be 
mixed. This belief appears to reflect a concern for maintaining boundaries and distinctions between 
things that perhaps could be mixed, but for some reason must be kept separate, perhaps reflecting an
effort to maintain order and stability in the world.24

The reason people ask whether this Biblical command applies today is because of modern fashion 
trends. Unisex styles of clothing are common. Men sometimes wear women’s skinny jeans. Women 
wear men’s shirts. But it is important to remember that none of the clothing worn by men or women
today bear any resemblance to the clothing worn in the time of Moses! In fact, the kind of clothing 
that women wear today—blouses, skirts and dresses, tights, stockings, high heels and flouncy hats
—were all once worn exclusively by men! Just look at the paintings of some of the notable figures 
in history, kings, lords and aristocrats of the 17th and 18th century to see what feminine styles of 

24 https://www.thetorah.com/article/the-prohibition-of-cross-dressing
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clothing appealed to men then. The men involved, of course, saw nothing feminine in their clothes 
whatsoever! In other words, fashions change and our opinions of what constitutes typical male or 
female clothing varies also. 

Clothing fashions are cultural—a skirt that women wear in one society is actually a kilt worn by 
men in another society! We don’t expect all women from Baghdad to Berlin to Brisbane to dress the
same way. In a multicultural society, and in a global Christian world, how do we decide what 
qualifies as men’s clothing or women’s clothing? Some items of clothing, for example jeans, are 
gender neutral to begin with. We cannot allow the cultural mores of 1400 BC define the fashion 
standards of the 21st century AD.

The question to ask is not what people are wearing, but why. I think the principle involved is the use
made of the clothing or item that is important. The intention of the wearer must be taken into 
consideration, not the garment. What is the intention of the person who is cross-dressing? Is the 
intention to deceive or defraud? Or is to poke fun and enjoy a bit of humour? Or is it because of a 
genuine intention for the person to wear the clothing that best expresses their gender identity? In 
cases of gender dysphoria, gender identity is a major concern. Focusing on the intention of the 
action eliminates a lot of the debate around unisex clothing, women in combat uniform, women 
wearing jeans or pant suits and other things. 

Deuteronomy chapter 22 contains a number of other commands that applied only to Israel in ancient
times. For example, looking after your neighbour’s stray cow or sheep; helping a stranger with his 
fallen donkey; leaving a mother bird alone after robbing the nest of all her eggs; building a parapet 
around the edge of the roof of a house to prevent people falling off the roof; prohibitions against 
sewing two kinds of seeds in the same field, ploughing a field with two different kinds of animals 
(an ox and a donkey) together, wearing clothing made of mixed fabrics; and sewing tassels on the 
four corners of one’s robe. The command against cross-dressing is right in the middle of these 
commands, most of which are irrelevant in today’s society, however necessary they were in Old 
Testament times. Therefore it is reasonable to assume that this part of the “law of Moses” should 
not be understood literally and that it is equally irrelevant to modern society.

Does the Bible refer to trans people?
The Bible never mentions trans people and such a concept would have been foreign to ancient 
people. The concept of gender identity is relatively modern discovery, along with the recognition of 
homosexuality and other forms of queer identity. The word “trans” is usually the preferred term for 
people often referred to as “transgender.” This is an umbrella term that describes people who have 
gender identities that do not match the gender that they were assigned at birth. Trans people usually 
talk about feeling trapped, “born in the wrong body”, either a woman inside a man’s body, or a man 
inside a woman’s body. 

Traditional Christians who are opposed to what they call the “transgender phenomenon” claim that 
when God created male and female in Genesis 1:27, only male and female were created, and that 
human sexuality is forever fixed on that binary. However, as many theologians have pointed out, 
humanity was created in God’s image and that God must therefore be both male and female, or 
rather, neither. God is above gender. In other words God is non-binary. 

However, the creation of male and female people (obviously necessary for reproduction) does not 
eliminate all other shades of gender identity along the human spectrum. For example, God also 
created night and day, but these terms also include breathless first light, sunrise and dawn, early 
morning and midday heat, afternoon shadows and flaming sunset, hushed dusk and midnight 
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darkness. Likewise, God claims to be Alpha and Omega (the first and last letters of the Greek 
alphabet), meaning that God is the beginning and the end. But God is also everything in between as 
well! God is not just two things—God is all things.

Male and female in Genesis 1 is not a simple binary describing two distinct absolutes but 
encompasses all humanity and refers to a gender spectrum. The phrase “male and female” indicates 
a full gradient of gender identity, with all the variations and possibilities, a true rainbow of infinite 
variety that includes all the beautiful pieces of creation.25

Many traditional and evangelical Christians are particularly strident in their bigotry towards trans 
people. They assume that trans people are at best “broken” or at worst, disobeying God. With no 
real understanding of gender dysphoria, they insist on condemning behaviour that they dislike. They
point to Deuteronomy 22:5, which prohibited Israelite men wearing women’s clothing and vice 
versa. I have already examined all possible meanings of this verse and concluded that the command 
is as irrelevant now as the command not to wear clothing made of a polyester and cotton mix. This 
text says nothing about gender identity, which is at the heart of trans issues.

If anything, Deuteronomy 22:5 requires people to wear the clothes that match their gender identity. 
Coming out as trans is to acknowledge the real birth gender, and not the gender assigned at birth by 
well-meaning parents or doctors. Dressing in the gender that matches a person’s self identity is an 
important step in living honestly and authentically. 

Before coming out, trans people often experience gender dysphoria in the form of stress, deep 
unhappiness and anxiety, conditions imposed upon them by church and society. Sometimes the 
stress is greater than simply coming out as gay or lesbian. Professional help will assist the person to 
resolve the identity mismatch and enable them to transition successfully. A trans person usually 
goes on to become the truly authentic person that God always intended them to be. 

Steps to resolve gender dysphoria begin with the person acknowledging that they are trans. When 
they are ready, they can choose to share their new identity with relatives and friends. The trans 
person will usually ask people to use their preferred name and pronouns. Other steps include 
dressing in their preferred gender, changing hair styles and make-up, and under medical guidance, 
taking hormone therapies. The most important step is acceptance of the trans person’s new status by
family and friends. 

Some trans people choose one or more of a series of surgical procedures to assist the process of 
gender confirmation. It is considered rude and intrusive to ask a trans person about their transition. 
People around them should respect their privacy and conform to their requests regarding name and 
gender pronouns. On meeting a person for the first time, however, it is considered polite to ask 
gently, “How should I call you?”

A person has the right to express their gender identity in any way that conforms to their internal 
feelings of being male, female, neither or both. We can assist trans people by loving them in the 
way God wants us to love everybody—unconditionally. Recognition by family, friends, church and 
society in general will do much to eliminate the discrimination and abuse trans people face. There is
nothing more cruel to a trans person than to be misgendered. Too often, people judge by appearance
without seeing the inner, real person, the person whom God sees. 

25 http://queergrace.com/genesis-and-gender/
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Both science and human experience have shown that there are many different kinds of gender-
diverse people in our world—some are men, some are women, some are intersex, some are non-
binary, and some are gender-fluid. We know that people aren’t just male or female—most of us are 
a bit of both, even if one side is more dominant.

I am not an expert on trans issues—if you have a question in this area, I suggest you do your own 
research. For example, see the website of Rev Josephine Inkpin, Anglican priest and transgender 
woman, who is both a theologian and an activist for social justice.
https://www.transspirit.org/

Rev Jo Inkpin’s blog is at:
https://www.blessedimp.org/blog

Other resources:
http://queergrace.com/transgender/

Austen Hartke YouTube channel “AustenLionheart” at: 
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCiwruBaq0T0qoFimIDAv9pw

Conclusion
In the end, the central question is how we view the authority of the Bible on sexual matters. Is the 
Bible teachings about sex irrelevant, or is the Bible the absolute and unquestioned authority? The 
answer, as with most things, lies somewhere in the middle. Some Bible texts about sex sound 
bizarre to our modern ears. Some texts are life-affirming. Sometimes Biblical references to sex are 
earthy and even sensual, while others sound prudish and self-righteous. Whatever one’s view of the 
Biblical references to sex, we have to agree that the Bible does offer ethical guidelines that 
everyone would be wise to heed.

Given the varied historical contexts in which the Bible was written thousands of years ago, we 
cannot expect the Bible to be a simplistic guide to contemporary sexual ethics. Because of the wide 
cultural, legal, social and ethical differences between ancient times and the modern day, the Bible’s 
teachings on sex cannot be literally applied to all times, places and people—with favourite quotes 
cherry-picked to support certain sexual habits, whether liberal or conservative. Given the diversity 
of the Bible’s sexual content, at the very least we should read and apply the ethical principles with 
great care and sensitivity.26 

We must pay attention to the author’s original intentions and the context in which he wrote, the 
historical and cultural setting, and the principles that allow us to apply the text to a modern 
situation. Where we have doubts about the interpretation or questions about the application, the 
overriding principle must be Jesus’ reiteration of the “greatest commandment” to love. “‘Love the 
Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the first 
and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbour as yourself’ 
(Matthew 22:37-39).

26 https://www.religionnewsblog.com/18514/bible-sex
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