PAGE  
5

· sex is good and is a gift from God, but, like all God’s gifts, it is to be enjoyed as per the maker’s instructions

· God has revealed how sex is to be enjoyed (within heterosexual marriage), and these biblical standards should not be distorted or denied

· sexual sinners may be sinners, but we have all sinned in various ways and need God’s forgiveness

· Jesus loved sinners without approving their sin, and Christians should have the same attitude

Why is Christianity so hung up about sex?

Christmas will never be quite the same without the wit of Eric Morecambe.

My favourite sketch involved the long-suffering pianist Andre Previn, invited on the show to conduct Eric playing, with one finger, Greig’s piano concerto. After much tomfoolery, the exasperated Previn says to Eric: “But you’re not playing any of the right notes!”

“I am” protests Eric. “I am playing all the right notes, but not necessarily in the right order, I’ll give you that!”

Of course, it is meaningless to talk about playing the right notes, but not in the right order. But it made for good fun.

But it is not so amusing when people think similarly about sex.

1. What did the composer intend?

Genesis 2 v 24 is a key statement about marriage and sex, and it becomes the foundation for the rest of the Bible’s teaching on human sexuality:

‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and they will become one flesh.’

So sex is good. God intended people to have sex (‘become one flesh’). In fact, even earlier, we read that God’s first command to his newly-created people was “be fruitful and multiply in number” (Genesis 1 v 28). God is not anti-sex, God is pro-sex!

Why does Christianity get so hung up about sex? Because sex is a wonderful thing. Like all that God created, it was good – and to be enjoyed by men and women. It is a common lie that God is against sex (its bedfellow is: ‘God is against fun’), and Christians must make it clear that this is not what the Bible says.

But Genesis 2 v 24 is clear that this sex was to take place within a particular context: a man was to leave his parents, to be united with a woman (‘his wife’), and – then, and only then – they were to have sex.

Sex becomes meaningless – and no fun! – when we do not perform it as our Creator intends. There are composer’s notes to be heeded if it is to be enjoyed properly. Christians are only ‘hung up’ about sex because they believe that what the Bible has to say about sex is good news and good for everyone.

2. The right notes in the right order

It follows that if sex is only appropriate within a particular context (heterosexual marriage), then it is inappropriate in any other context. To have sex with anyone to whom you are not married is like getting the notes in the wrong order – only far less funny. Untold damage has been suffered by those engaging in sex before marriage or sex outside marriage.

Much controversy today, however, is regarding homosexuality. It may be only the presenting issue (when the underlying issues are the interpretation and authority of Scripture), but it is presenting issues that get the most discussion.

Crudely put, the Bible is quite clear about homosexuality: “Do not lie with a man as one lies with a woman; that is detestable” (Leviticus 18 v 22).
 The New Testament is equally clear
:

They exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshipped and served created things rather than the Creator – who is for ever praised. Amen. Because of this, God gave them over to shameful lusts. Even their women exchanged natural relations for unnatural ones. In the same way the men also abandoned natural relations with women and were inflamed with lust for one another. Men committed indecent acts with other men, and received in themselves the due penalty for their perversion.

(Romans 1 v 25-27)

It has been suggested that Romans 1 does not anticipate our modern situation and (as was the case with Christians denying equality to women and slaves) we will soon learn to revise our view of what the Scripture was once thought to say. But this is to miss the point.

Leaving aside for a moment the simple fact that there is no passage in the Bible giving a positive affirmation of same-sex sexual relationships, let us consider why Romans 1 argues as it does. The wrath of God is revealed from heaven against those who have substituted the worship and service of the Creator God for love and worship of the creation. Moreover, same-sex sex is abhorrent to God because it goes against our created nature
. We notice that Paul appeals to Genesis, and the way we were originally created, as the starting point for understanding how we should continue to relate to our Creator. Same-gender sexual relationships are unnatural in the sense that they are contrary to the physical, social and spiritual make-up of men and women. 

It was not only Paul who appealed to creation arguments. Jesus did the same thing. When Jesus was asked about the acceptability of certain divorce practices he seemed reluctant to be drawn in to the argument, preferring rather to commend God’s created ideal: life-long monogamy (quoting Genesis 2 v 24, see Matthew 19 v 1-12).

A young girl was asked once to describe what God intended when he brought Adam and Eve together in Genesis 2. The response read: ‘God made the man and the woman for each other and told them to stay married together for life. This is called monotony.’

This is a common, but regrettable, view of marriage. Monogamy is a necessity, and not just for the health of society or for the good of the children. Monogamy is necessary for the one flesh relationship to work. It is only by the total self-giving of one to another, in sickness and health, richer for poorer, till death parts them, that love may truly flourish. Pre-marital and extra-marital sex does an injustice to the Creator’s intention for sex and marriage.

It used to be that people met, then fell in love, then got married, then engaged in sexual intercourse and had children. Yes, I realise that it didn’t always happened like that, but until fairly recently, this was the expected order of things.

Recent statistics have revealed that more than 60% of people are in a long-term cohabiting relationship before they get married. We used to call it ‘living in sin’. That was probably never the best way to describe it, but it certainly reflected society’s attitude towards being unmarried. 

In 2002, 40% of all births were outside of marriage, which is four times the number of 1997. People are still committed to faithfulness within a relationship, but that would seem to be as long as that particular relationship lasts. Some have referred to this idea as ‘serial monogamy’.

Of course, it can seem as if Christians are clinging to an outdated morality when they hold traditional, biblical views. It can also look as if they are concerned with the issue of sex above (or, sometimes, to the exclusion of) all the other social issues of our day. But issues of sex and sexuality are some of the most problematic concerns of our culture, and Christians are to be no less faithful to the Word of God in this area than in any other area of life.

3. Ebony and Ivory?

Paul McCartney and Stevie Wonder sang:

Ebony and Ivory
Live together in perfect harmony
Side by side on my piano keyboard
Oh Lord, why don't we?

Why can’t we live together in perfect harmony? We can be sure that the error lies with the performer, not with the composition!

Genesis 3 explains that one consequence of our rebellion against God is the disharmony in relationships between the sexes (see v 16-19). But the Bible, rather like some of the sociological and psychological observations found in many secular books, still argues for the complementarity of male/female married relationships (see Ephesians 5 v 21-33).

The key difference in the biblical passages has to do with the necessity of having Christ as the unseen partner in every marriage. The wife will only submit to her husband if she does so as to the Lord (Ephesians 5 v 22). The husband will only love her as he ought if he looks to Christ as the model, sacrificial lover (v 25-33). Happy families depend on Christ at the centre of the marriage. 

The Ephesians passage concludes by quoting Genesis 2 v 24 as the way to marital harmony! In the sacrificial and deferential relationship between husband and wife, God has given the world a living, breathing, enacted parable of his relationship with the Church. The non-believer should be able to look at the way Christian couples love each other and see an intimacy which parallels the union of Christ and His church.

Conclusion

It seems to me that the biblical teaching is pretty plain. The only appropriate place for sexual relationships is in a lifelong marriage. However, we do have to work hard to communicate positive associations with biblical teaching. After all, the Bible affirms that sex is good!

First, we must make sure that sexual sins are not the only sins the church is heard to castigate. We must be firm over biblical standards of sexual morality, but conscious that sexuality is only a part of human experience.

Secondly, we need to commend the gospel. Our Churches should be teaming with formerly sexually immoral people, former homosexual offenders, and other sinners who have been washed, sanctified and justified in Christ! (see 1 Corinthians 6 v 9-11).

Thirdly, we should practice what we preach – ‘loving the sinner; hating the sin’. As GK Chesterton wryly observed, there are people in the Christian Church who are rather like that type of French Gendarme who could make mercy appear colder than justice!
 ‘Jesus looked [at a sinner] and loved him’ (Mark 10 v 21). Do sexual sinners feel the warmth of our Christian love?

Finally, as Paul warned the Church leaders in Ephesus, “keep watch over yourselves” (Acts 20 v 28). Sexual sin is not the worst sin but it often has the most catastrophic consequences, as King David found out in the Old Testament. The good news, for David then and for us now, is that God forgives penitent sinners. He is not anti-sex. He just wants it performed according to the way he composed both it and us.

Simon Vibert is the Vicar of St Luke’s Wimbledon Park and the author of a forthcoming book on Christian Marriage. He is married to Carrie and they have three children. 
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Bible Study

Read 1 Corinthians 6 v 9-11
1. Why does this passage suggest Christians should be hung up about sex?

2. What attitude should Christians have towards those described in v 9-10?

3. What hope is there for sexual sinners?

4. What kind of Church might we have to be in order to see such “sinners” integrated fully into our Christian Community?

Discussion Questions

1. Why is it important for Christians to be ‘hung up about sex’?

2. How – practically – can we avoid the impression that sex is all the church cares about?

3. Can you think of attitudes or actions of yours that need to change?

Some Statistics


About 53% of people claims to have indulged in pre-marital sex and about half of them claim to have indulged in it before they were 21 years old. About 70% of these have done so with more than one individual. (The Kama Sutra Annual Sex Survey 2004)


Out of a survey of 4,762 men and 6,399 women, 30% of men and 26% of women had heterosexual intercourse before the age of 16 (2000 NATSAL)


Men are more likely than women to be single (never married), while women are more likely than men to be divorced or widowed. There are over three times as many widows as widowers in the population since women tend to live longer than men.


70% of first partnerships are cohabitations and last on average two years (Ermisch, J. & Francesconi, M. (2000). Patterns of household and family formation. In R. Berthoud & J. Gershuny (Eds) Seven years in the lives of British families: Evidence on the dynamics of social change from the British Household Panel Survey. (Bristol: The Policy Press.)


In 2001 the average age at time of marriage was 30.6 for men and 28.4 for women, in 1971 is was 24.6 and 22.6 respectively (National Statistics (2004). Social Trends 34. (London: The Stationery Office.)


The American teenager “Silver Ring Thing” challenge is backed by President George W Bush's administration, was founded in 1995 and has about 20,000 members in the United States so far and visited Manchester, London, Birmingham, Glasgow and Belfast in 2004. It encourages teenagers to wear a silver ring a sign of pledge to remain a virgin until marriage.


Out of a sample of 10 people, 4 will be single, 5 married and 1 person will be cohabiting.











� Some argue that this clear prohibition needs to be put in context. It is true that the infamous incidence of homosexuality in Sodom recorded in Genesis 19 (and from which we get the English word ‘sodomy’) has far more to do with rape and violence than it does ‘same-sex love’. However, the context in Leviticus 18 is God revealing His will for His people, and commanding them to be distinctively holy in their sexual morality – a salutary reminder for us today!


� It is sometimes said that this passage refers to heterosexuals engaging in same-sex relationships for ‘kicks’. See The Way Forward. Christian Voices on Homosexuality and the Church. (SCM Press: London, Second Edition, 2003). Dr Rowan Williams (the current Archbishop of Canterbury) argues that a thoughtful homosexual person will be no more likely to recognise themselves in the condemnation of Romans 1 than a thoughtful heterosexual would. A homosexually oriented person would describe their condition, not as a mark of rebellion, but as one in which their natural desire is for someone of the same-sex (p.17). A similar point is made by another contributor in this volume, Jeffery John, p 50f.


�  Morna Hooker has argued a close parallel between Romans 1 and Genesis 1 (eg: the words ‘likeness and image’, the list of animals that follows the order of creation in Genesis 1 etc.) and also shows that the downward spiral in Romans 1 matches the fall of Adam in many respects. See Hooker, M.D. Adam in Romans I (New Testament Studies 6:4. 17July 1960), p 297-306, and A further note on Romans I (New Testament Studies 13 17July 1966), p 181-183. This point is developed more fully in Robert A.J. Gagnon, The Bible and Homosexual Practice (Abingdon Press: Nashville, TN), 2001, p 290f.





�G.K. Chesterton, The Innocence of Father Brown





