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. . . greet you in the Lord.

Why does Priscilla Papers publish sermons?
Our decision to publish sermons is a 

natural result of our desire to be a resource 
for the local church and its leaders. 
Nevertheless, providing sermons is not 
the main service of Priscilla Papers to the 

church. In fact, since we began publishing sermons in the 
fall of 2014, we have printed seventy-one articles and only 
eight sermons.

How might readers use these sermons?
First, we trust that our readers will make use of a 

published sermon much like they do anything else CBE 
International provides—by reading it, considering it 
carefully, allowing it to enrich their egalitarian theology, 
and ultimately finding ways to live out one or more of the 
sermon’s ramifications.

Second, many of our readers are preachers—including 
those who preach weekly for a congregation and those who 
preach less (or more!) frequently in a variety of settings. 
For those of you who fall into such categories, we invite 
you to use the sermons in Priscilla Papers as resources for 
your preaching. On certain occasions, you might choose 
to preach one of them largely as you find it in our journal. 
More frequently, these sermons will spark your thinking, 
and you will therefore use material from them in less direct 
ways. Whatever the case, we encourage you to give credit 

where credit is due—not necessarily to Priscilla Papers 
itself, but to the authors of the sermons.

§

This issue of Priscilla Papers opens with a sermon by Tracey 
Stringer, Pastor of Spiritual Formation at New City Church 
of Los Angeles. It is a Mother’s Day sermon, and we have 
printed it here so it will be available in time for Mother’s 
Day, which is celebrated on the second Sunday of May in 
nearly 100 nations, and on various other dates, mostly in 
the spring, in approximately 100 more.

This issue also includes articles by Laura Schilperoort 
on various perspectives on Christian marriage and by 
April Kelly on early Christianity’s concept of sexuality. 
Finally, we have included a critical review of the Nashville 
Statement. Composed by the Council on Biblical Manhood 
and Womanhood in Nashville, Tennessee, in August of 
2017, the Nashville Statement is a series of affirmations 
and denials regarding sexuality. Jamin Hübner has written 
the critique, which CBE International also recently made 
available to members of the Evangelical Theological Society 
at the 2018 ETS meeting in Denver, Colorado.

We hope these writings will enliven all our readers—
women and men, single and married. May they be of use to 
you and your ministries.
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Today, we are going to turn our attention to a passage about a 
mom, a mom many of us know very little about. We’re going 
to focus on Hannah, who was the mother of Samuel—and 
who, before she became the mother of Samuel, was a wife to 
Elkanah, and before she was a wife, was someone’s daughter, but 
before she was a daughter, was God’s beloved. We are going to 
take a closer look into Hannah’s story to see her. Hannah was 
unseen, she was unknown, she was taunted, and I believe, even 
depressed. She lived under the societal pressure to fit into this 
role of motherhood, something she had little or no control over. 
As we walk with Hannah, we are going to see how she encounters 
and discovers who God says she is. This is a message not just for 
moms or women, but for all of us. Every single day of our lives, 
we are asked to fit into a certain shape, but we don’t always fit the 
mold. If we listen closely, we will be able to identify with Hannah 
in her struggle to figure out who she is.

In 1 Sam 1:1–2, we encounter three individuals: Elkanah, 
Hannah, and Peninnah. Elkanah was an Ephraimite who had 
two wives. Hannah, more than likely the first wife because she is 
listed first, had no children, but Peninnah, likely the second wife, 
had many children. These women were also Ephraimites, a group 
of people who had received a special blessing from their ancestor 
Israel right before he died. Genesis 48 says:

“I pray that they will grow to become great families 
and nations on earth. . . . But his younger brother 
will be greater than he is. And the younger brother’s 
family will be much larger.” So Israel blessed them 
that day. He said, “The Israelites will use your 
names whenever they bless someone. They will say, 
‘May God make you like Ephraim and Manasseh.’” 
In this way Israel made Ephraim greater than 
Manasseh. (Gen 48:16b, 19b–20 ERV)

Under this blessing, these three individuals grew up knowing and 
hearing over and over that part of what it meant to be blessed 
was to be great in numbers. In order to be great in numbers, the 
family had to produce children. Not only was this the idea in all 
of Israel, but it was emphasized among Ephraim’s descendants. 
For Hannah not to have children and to be in this clan was hard 
for her because to be a member of the model family was to have 
children. The burden of having children placed pressure not only 
on the women but also on the men, who had to be able to provide 
for every member in their household. Hannah grew up hearing 
the expectation that, in order to be a good wife, she must be able 
to produce children. And if not, in Jewish custom, a man could 
divorce his wife if she did not have children after ten years.1 It 
must have seemed harsh for Hannah as it became a central part 
of her identity when she indeed could not have children. This 
was a commonly occurring theme for women in the OT: women 

would pray to God because their womb had been closed, and 
they felt like they had been cursed. The world instantly judged 
that there was something wrong with Hannah and assumed she 
must have sinned. And so this is what Hannah lived with on a 
daily basis.

Moving on, 1 Sam 1:3–8 reads as follows:

3Now this man used to go up year by year from his 
town to worship and to sacrifice to the  Lord  of 
hosts at Shiloh, where the two sons of Eli, Hophni 
and Phinehas, were priests of the  Lord.  4On 
the day when Elkanah sacrificed, he would give 
portions to his wife Peninnah and to all her sons 
and daughters;  5but to Hannah he gave a double 
portion, because he loved her, though the Lord had 
closed her womb.  6Her rival used to provoke her 
severely, to irritate her, because the  Lord  had 
closed her womb.  7So it went on year by year; as 
often as she went up to the house of the Lord, she 
used to provoke her. Therefore Hannah wept and 
would not eat.  8Her husband Elkanah said to her, 
“Hannah, why do you weep? Why do you not eat? 
Why is your heart sad? Am I not more to you than 
ten sons?” (NRSV)

Every year, this family went on a trip to Shiloh, to sacrifice and 
to worship God. And every year, Elkanah gave Hannah a double 
portion because he loved her. He loved her in spite of the fact that 
her womb was closed. We learn that Elkanah did indeed love his 
wife and was trying his best to care for her. We also learn of the 
rivalry between Hannah and Peninnah. During this annual trip, 
the taunting and provoking severely irritated Hannah and caused 
her hurt and bitterness. This was probably an ongoing bullying of 
sorts that intensified during the annual trip. Perhaps Hannah felt 
like the bootless man Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. spoke about: “It’s 
alright to tell a man to lift himself by his own bootstraps, but it is 
a cruel jest to say to a bootless man that he ought to lift himself 
by his own bootstraps.”2 The same type of jest is evident here; 
Peninnah was behaving with cruelty toward Hannah. Because 
of the societal pressure that Hannah was feeling due to her 
barrenness, everywhere she went she felt like she was cursed. In 
this context, having an heir was her future and livelihood. If her 
husband were to die, she would be left with nothing. Without a 
son, she would eventually have no one to care for her in the event 
that her husband passed away, because she could not own land. 
The rejection and mocking happening both inside and outside of 
Hannah’s home had a drastic impact on her, socially, spiritually, 
mentally, and physically. She was irritated; she couldn’t eat, so she 
was crying and suffering in silence while surrounded by a sea of 
people. She was unseen, and she was unknown.

Hannah: More than a Mother
a sermon by Tracey Stringer
preached on Mother’s Day, 2018
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Beloved, I don’t know if you’ve ever felt that way—felt like you 
were constantly being chastised and irritated by what different 
people say you should be. But I know that I have. I do not wish 
to be too harsh on Peninnah, because I want to think about her 
context, pause for a brief minute, and say that I do think that 
when people taunt and hurt others it usually comes from a place 
of pain. I can only imagine the impact it had on her—not to feel 
loved, to watch her husband be generous to his other wife but 
not acknowledge her in that same way. Peninnah had fulfilled 
her obligation; she had given herself, her body, her womb. Yet 
she did not receive the love and affection her heart had longed 
for. So we can understand that she would taunt Hannah day 
after day and year after year, because she was in pain herself. 
Although it doesn’t make this behavior right, pain makes us do 
destructive things. 

When we look at her husband, I believe he was doing the 
best he knew how. I think he was well intentioned, but what he 
says demonstrates he did not understand his wife at all. He asks 
her why she weeps and does not eat. She is socially isolated and 
depressed, yet he cannot see that. He asks in v. 8, “Hannah, why 
do you weep? Why do you not eat?” He cannot see her pain at all. 
He asks, “Why is your heart sad?” She doesn’t respond, but then 
he treats her sorrow as if it’s about him. He says, “Am I not more 
to you than ten sons?” But it’s not about him; he should instead 
listen more, trying to understand what’s going on with her. It’s not 
about him, even though he feels that he’s done enough—that he’s 
done his duty, provided for Hannah, given her an extra portion, 
demonstrated love, and not divorced her. Elkanah needed to get 
to a place where he could understand the pain his wife was going 
through, but he could not.

Hannah was holding multiple layers of pain and weight. She 
was taunted by Peninnah. Her husband did not understand the 
words people were saying to her, the ways they stared at her, or 
the way she had to dress on a daily basis. He did not see her; he 
did not see her pain. He did not understand how broken Hannah 
felt, or that she felt cursed, like she failed and there was nothing 
she could do to fix it.

Have you ever felt that way? I know I have. I know there have 
been so many times in my life where I didn’t think I measured up. 
And that there was nothing I could do to catch up to an elusive 
goal or reality.

The story continues; let’s listen to 1 Sam 1:9–11.

9After they had eaten and drunk at Shiloh, Hannah 
rose and presented herself before the  Lord.  Now 
Eli the priest was sitting on the seat beside the 
doorpost of the temple of the  Lord.  10She was 
deeply distressed and prayed to the Lord, and wept 
bitterly. 11She made this vow: “O Lord of hosts, if 
only you will look on the misery of your servant, and 
remember me, and not forget your servant, but will 
give to your servant a male child, then I will set him 
before you as a nazirite until the day of his death. 
He shall drink neither wine nor intoxicants, and no 
razor shall touch his head.” (NRSV)

Something was different about this year that made Hannah enter 
inside the temple alone. Maybe she had heard the stories about 
Eli’s two sons who were stealing from the offerings and decided 
to take matters into her own hands. Maybe Peninnah said 
something that tipped her over the edge. Maybe it was that last 
look of pity without compassion that she got from her husband or 
from someone on the street. Maybe it was at the moment she sat 
down with everyone, eating and drinking, that she just reached 
her breaking point. But whatever it was, it made her rise and 
present herself before the Lord. There was a physical transition 
from her sitting down and being alone though surrounded by 
people to being able to move from her current place and see the 
face of God. Whatever it was that tipped her, it caused her to seek 
the face of God.

Listen again to v. 10: “She was deeply distressed and prayed to 
the Lord, and wept bitterly” (NRSV). It is in the holy place that 
Hannah found a way to pour out her heart before God. She laid 
everything before the Lord.

Verse 11 is also worth hearing again: “She made this vow: 
‘O  Lord  of hosts, if only you will look on the misery of your 
servant, and remember me, and not forget your servant’” (NRSV). 
Hannah asked God to look at her, she asked God to look at who 
she was, and she asked God never to forget. She felt overwhelmed 
by too many people not seeing who she was. She was unknown 
even though she was surrounded by so many. And I think, even 
in this moment, she also felt forgotten by God. So she reminds 
God who she is. She says, “It’s me, your servant,” not “a barren 
woman” or “the wife of Elkanah.” This is the first time we hear 
Hannah speak, and she shifts her identity away from being a 
barren woman to being God’s servant—her truest identity. Yes, 
she prayed for a son, but it wasn’t only about the son. It was not 
about trying to get into this role of motherhood, but about her 
being seen and known for who she was. She could have stopped 
her prayer after asking for a son, but she continued by saying she 
would give her son back to the Lord. In this moment, Hannah 
seeks God because she has a desperate need to be known.

Let’s go back to the Bible for the rest of the story:

12As she continued praying before the  Lord, 
Eli observed her mouth.  13Hannah was praying 
silently; only her lips moved, but her voice was not 
heard; therefore Eli thought she was drunk.  14So 
Eli said to her, “How long will you make a drunken 
spectacle of yourself? Put away your wine.”  15But 
Hannah answered, “No, my lord, I am a woman 
deeply troubled; I have drunk neither wine nor 
strong drink, but I have been pouring out my soul 
before the Lord. 16Do not regard your servant as a 
worthless woman, for I have been speaking out of 
my great anxiety and vexation all this time.” 17Then 
Eli answered, “Go in peace; the God of Israel grant 
the petition you have made to him.” 18And she said, 
“Let your servant find favor in your sight.” Then the 
woman went to her quarters,  ate and drank with 
her husband,  and her countenance was sad no 
longer. (1 Sam 1:12–18 NRSV)
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I don’t know how you cry, but however Hannah’s cry sounded, it 
got Eli’s attention, to the extent that he got up from his chair and 
looked over at her. He assumed Hannah was a drunken woman, 
called her out, and told her to leave. So even when he sees her, 
he doesn’t actually perceive who she really is. Here it is again: 
Hannah is still unseen and unknown. Yet, this time, something 
is different. She doesn’t merely sit in silence; she responds to his 
comment. Hannah takes the opportunity to tell her story. She’s 
not drunk; remember, she was too distressed to eat or drink 
anything. She was so deeply troubled that she had been pouring 
out her heart and soul to God, the only one who would listen. 
Hannah moves from telling her story to declaring that she is not a 
worthless woman. Eli does not call her a worthless woman, but in 
this moment she makes a declaration and defends herself anyway 
by saying, “No, I am not a worthless woman.”

I don’t know what it is that you need to declare about yourself 
to defend who God says you are, but just because there have been 
certain situations in your past, those things do not define who 
you are. God knows your name, and before the foundations of 
the earth were laid he had a plan in mind. And when he created 
you, he said it was very good (Gen 1:31). If he says that, we need 
to position ourselves to know it is true, regardless of what the 
world and others may say about us. After hearing all of this, Eli 
tells Hannah to go in peace and sends her with a blessing: “May 
the God of Israel grant you the petitions that you asked for.” He 
has no idea what she prayed for, and he has no idea what it might 
mean for him. Hannah responds by saying, “Let your servant 
find favor in your sight.”

It is interesting that Hannah, whose name means “favor” or 
“grace,” asks for favor in the sight of the priest. I believe that in 
this moment, Hannah is also saying, “I need you to see me.” She 
is not just another woman who comes to the feast; she is more 
than what people said she could be. And after all of this, she went 
home, ate and drank with her husband, and her countenance was 
sad no longer. Something shifted in God’s presence. She was no 
longer downcast and her depression was gone, even though her 
son had not come and she was not yet pregnant. She was able 
to move from being a woman who felt worthless in the eyes of 
others and even in the eyes of herself, to being one who could see 
herself as a servant of God. When she returned home, she was 
not the same person. She could now be a part of the community. 
She had spent so much time being isolated and separated from 
the community, but now in her new identity—as God’s servant—
she could actually engage the community. She can eat and drink 
and enjoy her husband’s company, something she could not do 
before. A shift had happened, in her mental, physical, emotional, 
and spiritual well-being, and a different Hannah was formed. 
That weight had been lifted from her. She was not a mom, yet 
the weight was lifted. That’s why it’s not about the promise or the 
prayer of a son. Because she understood in that moment that she 
was more than: more than barren, more than worthless, more 
than ridiculed.

Fill in your own blank; you’re more than whatever people have 
said about you. Hannah finally understood this and believed it. 

We have to be able to believe and know that we are God’s beloved. 
The weight of trying to fit in and be perfect can be overwhelming, 
exhausting. But you need to enjoy the moment and acknowledge 
that God has answered your prayers. Stop, think, and be thankful.

The end of the passage says that Hannah returns to the holy 
place the next day, and she and her husband are able to worship 
God there. We see that she understands things in a different way, 
and there is a difference now in her relationship with God. It is 
not about whether God will answer her prayer the way she wants, 
but that she knows that the God she serves is able to see her and 
is also the God who is able to give her the space just to be her.

I want to share a little bit about my journey and a very difficult 
season of motherhood, because sometimes we paint motherhood 
as though it is easy or perfect. When I became pregnant with 
my daughter, I was excited in anticipating her birth. What I 
wasn’t prepared for was my entire identity to shift. I knew that 
I was going to be a mom, but I didn’t know that everybody else 
would suddenly start to refer to me as “Mom.” I didn’t expect that 
strangers would start rubbing my belly either! I wasn’t prepared 
for that change of identity from “Tracey” to “Mom.” And that was 
how most people started to see me. I love being mom to my two 
children, but I also love being Tracey.

When I became pregnant again, the pregnancy itself was high 
risk. I had what is called placenta previa, and the doctors did not 
want me to go into labor yet. In the midst of that, I went through 
a very difficult season. My husband and I were between jobs. It 
was not a healthy time in our marriage. So here I was, nine and 
a half months pregnant, on bed rest, I could not go into labor, 
facing financial troubles, as I was about to have a baby. I had a 
C-section, but then the pain made nursing very difficult. Because 
we had two children, my husband had gone home to be with our 
daughter. So I was in the hospital by myself (which was not the 
greatest hospital in the world). It was dark, cold, dreary, small, 
and the nurses were all being very short with me. And I was all 
alone. I tried to nurse, but I couldn’t. The one thing I was trying 
to do, and needed to do, I couldn’t. I was feeling like a complete 
and total failure, because the one thing I should be able to do 
naturally, I couldn’t. I started walking the halls, feeling depressed, 
and a nurse came up to me, asking if I was going to be okay, 
because I was struggling with post-partum depression, along 
with everything else.

I honestly don’t recall much of the first couple weeks after I 
was discharged from the hospital. And our son is probably the 
happiest, most care-free child, and I thank God for that. But with 
all the stuff that was going on around my life, I felt like I had lost 
my identity because, first, I had put my identity into a job, which 
I no longer had. And then I felt like I was failing at motherhood. 
But that’s only because the way that we define motherhood is so 
messed up!

How I act as a mother is different from how someone else may 
act. But I get to be me, love my kids how I am able to, and do the 
best that I can. The problem is that too often, we try to fit in and 
do things the way someone else does it, and when we try to do 
that, it makes us feel worthless. I don’t know what it is for you. 
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If we were to keep reading the passage, we would discover 
that Hannah does indeed have a son. She names him Samuel, 
and she will eventually take him to be dedicated to God and live 
with Eli. And she will leave him there after he is weaned, about 
a three to five-year period. And we know how formative the first 
five years of any individual’s life is, and while we don’t know 
specifically what happened in those years, we do know that they 
shaped Samuel to be the highly-influential prophet we read about 
in this part of the Bible.

During those years, when he was living in the house of Eli, 
Eli’s sons were not the best role models. It had to be something 
different about Hannah in those years that allowed Samuel to 
grow up to be the person that he was. And when she dedicated 
him to the Lord, she didn’t just leave him there, but every year, 
she visited him and gave him a homemade ephod, a priest’s 
garment. Why does that even matter? It matters because when we 
see ourselves the way God sees us, it begins to impact everyone 
around us. When we are able to walk as who God created us to 
be, we can enable other people to do the same. I am a much better 
Tracey when I seek the face of God. I can be much kinder, but not 
only that, I am also able to see the goodness in other people, and I 
want to help them to live into that as well. And there’s something 
contagious about when we are able to live in the freedom that 
God has called us to live in, and this can empower others. 
Someone once said,

We are all meant to shine, as children do. We 
were born to make manifest the glory of God 
that is within us. It is not just in some of us; it is 
in everyone and as we let our own light shine, we 
unconsciously give others permission to do the 

same. As we are liberated from our own fear, our 
presence automatically liberates others.3

Beloved, God wants us to be free from the shackles of all of the 
roles that we think we ought to play. When we are able to embrace 
that, see that, and live in that, we liberate others as well. What is 
it that you, today, need to declare that you are more than? In the 
presence of God, we are able to see the truth of who he says we 
are—God calls us his beloved sons and daughters. Hannah cried 
out in a way that wasn’t audible to anyone. Let us cry out to him, 
in any way we need to. You are more than what people have said 
about you, you are more than conquerors4 in God, you are more  
because you belong to God.

Notes
1. Judith R. Baskin, “Rabbinic Reflections on the Barren Wife,” HTR 82, 
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post/mlk-bootless-man-cannot-lift-himself-his-bootstraps.
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4. A reference to Rom 8:37.
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The research resulting in this article focuses on evangelical 
churches in New Zealand, examining both the practice and 
content of their pre-marriage counselling sessions. Two 
competing visions of marriage relations—egalitarianism and 
complementarianism—representing different interpretations 
of the Bible are embedded within Christian pre-marriage 
counselling discourse. Here, sociological research and theology 
intersect. This article examines how differing interpretations of 
Scripture shape marriage advice given to engaged couples. The 
study’s interview participants, whose pseudonyms are John, 
Stephen, William, Sharon, and married couple Ron and Shivani, 
are leaders who facilitate pre-marriage counselling within their 
evangelical churches.

I analyse the participants’ discussion of their personal 
theology, examining to what extent it shapes their premarital 
instruction. Theological themes emerged in interviews, including 
complementarian and egalitarian theologies, evangelicalism, 
fundamentalism, and its association with destructive beliefs 
resulting in violence against women. Theological discussion of 
these themes is situated within a feminist framework, drawing 
on the comprehensive work of two feminist sociologists who are 
also theologians—Elaine Storkey and Fran Porter.1

In what follows, I define evangelicalism and fundamentalism, 
and compare and contrast interviewees’ personal use of Scripture 
within marriage counselling. Next, I outline complementarian 
theology, observing both feminism’s historical reaction to it and 
its association with violence against women. Finally, I examine 
interviewees’ use of egalitarian theology as well as the arguments 
of evangelical feminists. 

Evangelicalism and Fundamentalism 

A definitional haze surrounds the word “evangelical.” Confusion 
around this term became apparent in the interviews. Evangelicalism 
is not a denomination; it is a conceptual unity that designates a 
group of Christians who hold to certain beliefs. According to 
David Bebbington, four qualities have been the consistent marks 
of evangelical religion: “conversionism, the belief that lives need 
to be changed; activism, the expression of the gospel in effort; 
biblicism, a particular regard for the Bible; and what may be called 
crucicentrism, a stress on the sacrifice of Christ on the cross. 
Together they form a quadrilateral of priorities that is the basis of 
Evangelicalism.”2

Two interviewees were cautious of the term “evangelical” 
because they viewed it as associated with fundamentalism. When 
asked how participants would describe their theology, John 
claimed he is “more comfortable describing it as ‘orthodox’ these 
days rather than ‘evangelical.’” He states: 

One of the reasons I’m uncomfortable now with 
modern day evangelicalism is that it’s become much 
more fundamentalist in the last ten or fifteen years. 

. . . I think, these days, for example in America, 
evangelicalism is associated with certain political 
beliefs. It’s associated with a very fundamentalist 
understanding of the Bible. So you can read off the 
Bible certain rules about living, rather than having 
to interpret it. 

John explains “orthodox” as theology related to “biblical 
standards” in which the Bible is “normative for one’s faith.” 
Similarly, Stephen describes himself as both “orthodox” and 
“evangelical,” adding “but I wouldn’t say conservative evangelical.” 
William regards himself as “evangelical,” commenting that 
“fundamental can mean some very rigid views that I wouldn’t 
necessarily go along with.”

It is evident that John, Stephen, and William are cautious 
of fundamentalism and theological conservatism. Thus, it is 
important to distinguish evangelicalism from fundamentalism. 
Fundamentalists strictly adhere to a literal interpretation of 
Scripture; whereas evangelicalism pursues biblical interpretation 
that addresses inevitable gaps between the contexts Scripture was 
written in and those we read it in.3 Stephen brings attention to 
this process of biblical interpretation. He observes that much 
of the complementarian premarital counselling material he 
encounters is “American.” He states he “doesn’t agree with it,” 
questioning its handling of Scripture that projects “first-century 
social context” into our postmodern context. Stephen asserts this 
projection does not need “to be part of the way we understand 
men and women.” 

Fundamentalism, which arose out of a perceived need 
to defend orthodox Christianity in the nineteenth century, 
consists of “five fundamentals of the Christian faith.”4 One of 
these fundamentals is the inerrancy of Scripture, resulting for 
fundamentalists in a belief in the literal interpretation of Scripture. 
Today the fundamentalist movement exists in two forms: hyper-
fundamentalism, which is found mostly in extreme conservatism 
in America, and fundamentalism, which has abandoned its anti-
intellectualism and militant tone but has retained an unswerving 
commitment to the authority of Scripture and belief in its literal 
interpretation. Michael Habets argues that this latter group 
of fundamentalists has traded in its name for another one—
evangelical.5 Similarly, Sally Gallagher’s U.S. study, as well as my 
own findings, reveals that evangelicalism is both conservative 
and progressive. Approximately one quarter of evangelicals 
in Gallagher’s study identify themselves as “affiliated with a 
pentecostal church or as part of the charismatic movement.”6 
Gallagher points out that, in America at least, “evangelicals, 
fundamentalists and pentecostal Christians are often identified 
as ‘conservative Protestants’ and ‘biblical literalists.’”7 

Gallagher’s American evangelical participants abide by a 
definition of evangelicalism which includes “the responsibility 

Preparing for Equality: Perspectives on Christian Marriage
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of husbands to be the spiritual head of the household.”8 This 
belief, guided by biblical literalism, makes Stephen and William 
suspicious of the term “evangelical.” But Ron and Shivani, 
who identify as evangelical, endorse male headship and female 
submission based on literal interpretation of Scripture, and 
attend a pentecostal church. This supports John’s observation 
that fundamentalism within evangelical denominations 
is “growing [in New Zealand] because of the influence of 
American theology and politics.” Literal interpretation of the 
Bible within conservative evangelicalism shares similarities 
with fundamentalism. While Ron and Shivani represent a 
theological conservatism (consistent with America’s evangelical 
culture), William, Stephen, John, and Sharon represent a more 
progressive evangelicalism evident in New Zealand church 
contexts. Endorsement of these differing theologies by New 
Zealand churches has implications for relationship advice 
offered through Christian pre-marriage counselling. 

Complementarianism and Feminism

Feminist theologians and sociologists often view evangelical 
complementarian relationship ideals as an expression of 
institutionalized patriarchy. Complementarianism, according 
to Gallagher, is the most hegemonic, well documented, and 
criticized Christian tradition in which gender relations are 
organized by the principles of hierarchy and subordination.9 This 
tradition locates its origins in select biblical passages, such as the 
Apostle Paul’s teaching that women should “submit to their own 
husbands as to the Lord” (Eph 5:22) and should not “teach or have 
authority over a man” in the church because “Adam was created 
first” and Eve “was deceived” (1 Tim 2:12–14). While elements 
of these teachings were eventually muted, Gallagher’s U.S. based 
grouping shows that the majority of conservative evangelicals 
today “continue to believe that God’s design for family is a benign 
patriarchy set within a broader vision of a hierarchically ordered 
universe.”10

The New Zealand-produced pre-marriage counselling 
resource used by Ron and Shivani, Marriage Works,11 reinforces 
this belief with references to “God’s order in marriage.” Ron 
and Shivani state that Marriage Works is biblically based, and 
“there are references back to the NT where a husband should 
lead, you know, what a wife’s role is.” This view contrasts with 
the other interviewees whose pre-marriage advice is shaped 
by egalitarian theology. Feminist Christians have been swift to 
challenge a biblical mandate for hierarchical marriage. Storkey 
presents a fuller picture of Christianity and gender, noting how 
feminists have been pointing out for fifty years that the patriarchy 
afflicting all religions is evident in Christianity’s long history and 
understanding of gender attitudes, family roles, and theological 
interpretations. The existence of patriarchy, for her, is essential to 
the discussion of changing “traditional” gender relations within 
Christianity. She remarks: 

It’s easy to see the strong, set lines of patriarchy in 
the public face of the Church. Centuries of male 
popes, patriarchs, cardinals, archbishops, bishops, 

priests, clergy, elders, and theologians have led the 
flock, exegeted the Scriptures, written the agendas 
and preached the sermons.12 

Storkey refers to Eph 5:23, “the husband is the head of the wife,” 
among a handful of other passages, whose literal interpretation 
is “evidence of entrenched inequality, with headship for the 
man and obedience from the woman.”13 She remarks that 
the repercussions of this view of headship have included the 
“subjection of wives to husbands.”14

Feminism in the second half of the twentieth century argued 
for Scripture to be read with ancient cultural contexts in mind, 
with a focus on better biblical hermeneutics. Some feminists 
advocated leaving the faith, convinced that gender abuse is 
supported by theology and leaves no space for gender equality. 
Others pursued an “uprooting of centuries of patriarchy” 
through the revisiting and dismantling of “language, worship, 
authority, and religious symbols.”15 Storkey notes how Christian 
feminists reflect a wide spectrum of perspectives and approaches. 
For example, biblical scholar Catherine Clark Kroeger melded 
a conservative view of Scripture with a fresh approach to 
biblical interpretation.16 Other writers suggested various forms 
of canonical revision to relocate the weight and meaning of 
authority. While “post-Christian” Daphne Hampson and Mary 
Daly rejected the “biblical God” as destructive to women, Phyllis 
Trible urged careful biblical exegesis, believing that the Bible 
could be “liberated from patriarchy.”17 Since those early days, 
feminists have continued to develop these debates. Storkey 
remarks that despite their own failings, “most Christians around 
the world believe in a different God, compassionate and loving, 
who abhors injustice against women.”18 

Ephesians 5:21–25: A Complementarian Reading 

The recurrent reference to Eph 5:21–25 suggests its central 
significance as a hotly debated biblical passage, and one that 
requires careful reflection and analysis. There are two main 
strands of interpretation of this passage associated with different 
theological positions—complementarian and egalitarian. The 
passage is as follows: 

21Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ. 
22Wives, submit yourselves to your own 

husbands as you do to the Lord. 23For the husband 
is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the 
church, his body, of which he is the Saviour. 24Now 
as the church submits to Christ, so also wives 
should submit to their husbands in everything. 
25Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved 
the church and gave himself up for her. . . . (Eph 
5:21–25 NIVUK)

One complementarian scholar argues that this passage reflects 
“God’s created order of headship and submission” and that these 
are to be the roles for husbands and wives within contemporary 
marriage.19 He views headship as a husband’s “responsibility and 
unique role of leadership,” stating that a wife’s “submission is not 
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slavish . . . it’s free, it’s willing.”20 Although he admits that some find 
his teachings to be “obscene,” this scholar endorses this passage 
as a vision of biblical manhood and womanhood. Addressing the 
meaning of “head” and its translation into English, he argues: 

Even if you give “head” the meaning “source” 
the most natural interpretation of these verses is 
that husbands are called by God to take primary 
responsibility for Christ-like, servant leadership 
and protection and provision in the home. And 
wives are called to honor and affirm the husband’s 
leadership and help carry it through according to 
her gifts.21 

Various egalitarian interpreters view this highly debated passage 
differently, as explained later in this article.

Complementarianism and Violence against Women 

In the light of biblical interpretation, one question that has 
attracted attention is the relationship between male authority and 
gendered violence. Storkey considers this relationship: “Could 
it be linked to an immutable authoritarian theology where 
‘someone needs to be in charge, someone needs to have the final 
authority and that someone is the man?’”22 This is consistent with 
Stephen’s concern that elements of complementarian relationship 
ideology might contribute to domestic violence. Stephen states: 

I know women who have been beaten in 
relationships in years past, and the church has 
told them “stay and put up” and “you made your 
bed, now lay in it,” that sort of thing, which often 
other women have told them, which just appals me. 
My intention and my action is not the oppression 
of women in marriage relationships. That’s not 
necessarily that gender roles oppress people, but I 
think sometimes they can. I think the church has 
taught things in the past that I find really unhelpful. 
I can’t talk about it without saying, we had one 
of our members who married about six years 
ago to someone who we weren’t sure about—re-
married—and he later murdered her when she left. 
. . . I’d be concerned if the church has been seen as 
contributing to a theory that men should oppress 
their wives or should require certain behaviour 
from their wives. 

Stephen is concerned that features of complementarian 
relationship ideals might contribute to violence against women. 
To combat this, he encourages “an equality model in our church” 
and he states that for years their church has actively supported 
the anti-domestic violence White Ribbon Campaign.23 As 
Stephen alludes to, the complementarian belief of male authority 
has implications for marriage. In some cases, the combination 
of a relational power imbalance and daily stressors in marriage 
can be an excuse for violence. Pepper Schwartz gives evidence 
for this, referring to a study that shows that a common argument 
preceding wife battering is about housework. Schwartz says, “The 

homemaking role is a surrogate for the wife’s display of obedience 
to and support of the husband, and any crack the violent husband 
sees in that picture can drive an angry and insecure man to a 
physical attack. . . .”24

When authors Owen Blackburn and Pamela Blackburn 
discuss male headship in the Marriage Works resource, they state, 
“a woman whose husband dominates or abuses her . . . is pretty 
quickly going to resist and defy such treatment.”25 They state that 
in such a marriage, “there will be disharmony, hurt, rejection, 
and it will fall apart.”26 They warn that husbands should not 
lead in a domineering manner. In fact, in the Marriage Works 
mentor’s guidebook, Blackburn and Blackburn encourage the 
mentor to look out for men who likely “will not want to hear” 
such teaching because their “fathers dominated their mothers” 
or they “have a tendency to be arrogant.”27 Thus, the authors 
encourage the mentors to “be prepared to deliver some straight 
talking” to these men. There is, however, no instruction or advice 
given to women to leave an abusive marriage or stand up to a 
domineering husband. The absence of this instruction for women 
suggests husbands have more power or entitlement to negotiate 
relationship dynamics.

Furthermore, Storkey points out that intimate-partner 
violence is often associated with an overt of subconscious belief 
in male privilege and entitlement.28 Overcoming violence against 
women begins with cultivating the belief that males and females 
are of equal worth. Changed thinking leads to changed cultures 
that empower healthier communities.

Egalitarianism and Evangelical Feminism 

Egalitarian theology—often referred to as “biblical equality”—lies at 
the heart of evangelical feminism and endorses mutual submission 
and shared leadership within marriage. Contemporary evangelical 
feminists claim that Christianity “is not hopelessly patriarchal, but 
offers ideological tools and organizational resources to transform 
and undermine gender inequality.”29

Gallagher asserts that egalitarianism has a long history. 
Feminist Christians draw from the Apostle Paul’s declaration 
that, “There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor 
is there male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal 
3:28 NIVUK). They point to a thread of teaching on mutuality (and 
the wider biblical narrative of equality), partnership, and women’s 
gifting that has wound its way through the centuries and across a 
range of Christian communities. Efforts to reclaim and interpret 
this strand of biblical discourse as evidence of a redemptive 
movement pointing toward a new model of community are at 
the centre of the contemporary biblical or evangelical feminist 
project.30 Similarly, Gallagher states that although a thread of 
discourse supporting partnership and mutuality between women 
and men “has a long history within Christianity,” it is not until 
the nineteenth century that it emerges as “a viable alternative to 
hierarchy as the basis of domestic relations.”31

Based on an analysis of evangelical discourse on gender 
hierarchy and equality, Gallagher argues that in spite of its relative 
lack of organizational resources, contemporary evangelical 
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feminism thrives as a subculture within a subculture for four 
reasons. First, it is supported by a growing body of theological, 
exegetical, and historical studies. Next, it is consistent with the 
normative ideal of egalitarianism in the broader culture. Third, 
it represents an effective gender strategy within the majority 
of dual-earner evangelical households. Finally, egalitarian 
rhetoric defines a cultural and ideological space in which 
feminist evangelicals may find meaningful religious identity 
and community.32 Nevertheless, Gallagher states that explicitly 
feminist perspectives remain marginalized within evangelicalism 
because “gender persists as a central and effective element of 
the boundary work that maintains evangelical subculture and 
identity.”33 Stephen, William, John, and Sharon discuss their 
egalitarian theological positions; most of them refer to Eph 5 in 
their discussion. 

Ephesians 5:21–25: An Egalitarian Reading 

An egalitarian reading of this passage examines the context in 
which it was originally written, a Greco-Roman culture where 
subordination of wives to husbands was the overarching norm. 
Andrew Lincoln asserts, “this is not a timeless and universal 
prescription for marriage though the ages”; rather, this “vision of 
marriage is conditioned by the cultural assumption of its time.”34 
Egalitarian theologies see the command in v. 21 for Christians 
to “submit to one another” as setting the tone for the ensuing 
household code. Lincoln calls Christians to appreciate what this 
passage attempts to accomplish in its own setting: 

For husbands and wives to have carried out their 
duties under the guidelines of mutual submission, 
and a wife to have subordinated herself voluntarily 
to a husband who cherishes her with a self-sacrificial 
love, would have been to experience a very different 
reality than that suggested by the traditional 
discussions of household management.35 

According to Walter Elwell, these counter-cultural Christian 
household codes emerged when “Christians were conscious of 
the need to adjust to living in the Greco-Roman world without 
necessarily disrupting the status quo.”36

Briefly mentioned above, theological debate over the 
interpretation of the word “head” (v. 23) continues.37 “Head” 
translates the Greek word kephalē, which can also be translated 
as “source” or “origin.”38 Therefore, this line of exegetical critique 
argues that Paul’s concern “is not hierarchical but relational—the 
unique relationships that are predicated on one’s being the source 
of the other’s existence.”39 Gordon Fee argues the word “head” is a 
reference to the creation account where Eve’s life originates from 
Adam’s rib; thus, “the man is the source of the woman’s life.”40 
Most egalitarians appeal to the whole of Scripture—the biblical 
narrative—to further clarify passages such as this. 

Stephen and William refer to an egalitarian understanding of 
Eph 5. Stephen clearly establishes that his theology is founded 
upon an egalitarian reading of Scripture, stating that “the heart 
of making a marriage work” lies in the biblical instruction 
of Eph 5:21 to “submit to one another.” Stephen criticises the 

practice of male headship, observing this as a cultural practice 
“in the first century.” He rejects male headship as a “Christian 
value,” suggesting that Christianity is “trying to reflect what 
was [culturally] common in those days.” Stephen’s theology also 
emphasises the “attitude of Jesus” who “treated women as people 
of great dignity and worth, quite differently from people around 
him in a first century context.” William agrees, claiming that 
Jesus, not a husband, is the head of a marriage. He states, “My 
basic view is that God wants a couple to be one, and leadership 
within that is where each is submitting to the other . . . it’s the 
basis of Eph 5, that couples submit, one to the other.” 

Similarly, John’s egalitarian theology focuses on the nature of 
God. He says, “I think a sophisticated theology understands that 
the fundamental shape of God—Trinity—is primarily relational 
and not hierarchical. And that’s what makes the understanding 
of the Trinity absolutely unique in theological circles. So if you 
understood that, your theology just couldn’t remain hierarchical 
in that way.”

Sharon explains how, when she married in 1974, Christian 
marriage discourse was shaped by books with titles like The Total 
Woman and The Christian Wife, which Sharon claims espoused 
a “constructed viewpoint” that the wife was “not just submissive, 
but subservient.” She states this view is constructed because “you 
could argue many different viewpoints from the Bible.” Later, 
Sharon explains that, although an egalitarian relationship is 
“the ideal,” she acknowledges that a literalist reading of Eph 5 
can negatively “impact” the realization of equality in a marriage. 
Sharon’s conclusion that “women will probably have to work 
harder to be able to get an egalitarian relationship” reinforces that 
a commitment to critical interpretation of the Bible takes work, 
but is an essential ingredient of a Christian egalitarian marriage.

Conclusion

In summary, it is important to examine underpinning theological 
convictions embedded in pre-marriage counselling resources. 
Since advice given to couples from leaders sits within wider 
theological discourses that contain differing messages about 
gender equality and inequality, evangelical churches, including 
those in New Zealand, must develop pre-marital resources 
that invite couples to reflect critically on wider ideologies 
and theologies that may be informing beliefs about gender. 
Theologians have pointed out that literalist interpretations 
of Scripture, which endorse male superiority and perpetuate 
beliefs associated with violence against women, are embedded 
in complementarian relationship ideals. Evangelical feminist 
discourse highlights the need for strategies couples can utilize 
to practice equality within their marriage. Pre-marriage 
counsellors facilitate discussion with couples in a safe, non-
judgemental environment, and it would be wrong to force beliefs 
upon someone. However, creating a space for couples—through 
mediated discussion—where they can grapple with themes such 
as egalitarianism, complementarianism, and the implications 
these ideologies have on their relationship could be useful and 
potentially transformational. Overall, I agree with Porter who 
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asserts that, “the task of ending women’s subordination involves 
creating something new.”41
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Early Christianity’s Concept of Sexuality
April Kelly

For much of history, it has not been uncommon for women to 
be viewed primarily in the context of their ability to perpetuate 
the human race. One result has been an explicit sexualization of 
women’s purpose and existence. Sometimes this has led to men 
using women to satiate their desires, and other times it has led 
men to fear women because of these desires. Both reactions have 
dishonored the value that women bring to society. However, 
certain moments and movements have helped women redefine 
how sexuality contributes to their lives. While imperfect and even 
contradictory at times, the church of the first five centuries helped 
define women’s sense of self, integrating their understanding of 
sexuality and marriage with the redemptive work of Christ in 
their own lives and communities, thus encouraging them to 
contribute to the work of the church.

Greco-Roman Culture

To develop an understanding of why the early church played an 
influential role in women’s understanding of self in the context of 
sexuality, it is important to paint a picture of the surrounding society.1

Marriage was a legal transaction and furthered the status 
of the family. Roman women, particularly matronas (married 
women), enjoyed an unprecedented level of autonomy in the 
realm of the household in certain parts of the early Roman 
Empire.2 Women were allowed to own property, manage large 
estates, and inherit land.3 However, women were consistently 
viewed in their relationships to men, whether as a daughter, 
a sister, a wife, or a mother (of sons).4 Because their status and 
identity were tied to their relationships, marriage was a highly 
important event for Roman women. Women were married young, 
often to significantly older men. Both men and women often 
viewed marriage as relatively impermanent. Divorce, though not 
necessarily encouraged, was frequent. Additionally, the probability 
of losing a spouse to death was especially high. Since men were 
so much older than their wives, it was highly probable that the 
husband would die first. The main exception, of course, was the 
possibility of wives dying in childbirth—the greatest threat to a 
woman’s life. Therefore, remarriage was common.5

It is not surprising, then, that infidelity was also common. 
When Christianity started to spread, secular society had a casual 
understanding of sexual behavior. Public baths, for example, 
were a convenient location for same-sex liaisons with mentors 
or friends.6 Additionally, according to John Chrysostom, a 
renowned Christian leader from the fourth and early fifth 
centuries, Roman laws allowed “dealers to enslave children and 
to train them in sexual specialties for sale as prostitutes.”7

Another common practice was for a man to engage in sexual 
activity with his servants or slaves, both male and female. As 
Peter Brown explains:

Men owned the bodies of their male and female 
servants. Within the walls of a great rambling house, 

filled with young servants, over whom the master 
ruled supreme, fidelity to one’s wife remained a 
personal option. Despite harsh laws punishing 
married women for adultery, infidelity by their 
husbands incurred no legal punishment and very 
little moral disapprobation.8

Brown touches on a blatant double standard within Roman 
society: men were allowed to be unfaithful without consequence 
(as long as the women involved were unmarried), but women 
faced harsh consequences if they were found to be unfaithful. 
Such laws protected the chastity of matronas while allowing men 
to do as they pleased.9

One reason for strict laws involving a wife’s faithfulness was 
the importance of the family line. A child born out of wedlock 
was not a Roman citizen, and husbands wanted to make sure 
that any offspring were in their bloodline in order to carry on 
their legacy.10

Greco-Roman Religion

On the religious front, several traditions focused on one’s sexual 
activity. While Roman citizens were ardently encouraged to 
marry, there was a longstanding tradition of having virgin 
women, known as Vestal Virgins, live within certain shrines 
to serve as guardians. However, these women did not serve by 
choice. Their service made them an anomaly, for many of them 
married after their commitment was over, around the age of 
thirty. As Brown states, “They are the exceptions that reinforced 
the rule.”11 Virginity was not understood as an ideal state of 
being. Rather, the virgin’s unavailability for marriage in her youth 
punctuated the desire for early marriages.

On the opposite end of the spectrum were the rites of 
reverence to Bacchus, also called Dionysos—the god of wine, 
religious ecstasy, and the theatre. Bacchic rites initially restricted 
participation to women. The activities only took place during 
the day with matronas serving as priestesses. The Bacchic rituals 
provided opportunities for women temporarily to transcend 
their socially approved roles. Some mothers nursed wild animals. 
Others loosened their hair as a symbol of loosened societal 
constraints. Women associated with the Bacchus cult would 
dance wildly and hunt in the woods. In short, they acted as though 
they were possessed, and through this ecstatic overriding of their 
wills by Bacchus they were considered innocent of temporarily 
abandoning their ordinary lives. Bacchic rites degenerated into 
sexual orgies when a priestess named Paculla Annia initiated her 
two sons and simultaneously decided to hold the rites at night. 
The orgies included men participating in same-sex acts, and 
attendees who refused to partake might be sacrificed.12

Christianity emerged in cultures accustomed to Bacchic 
rituals and where marriage was an economic transaction that 
fostered a low view of marital fidelity. Further, Christianity was 
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born into cultures that viewed women, slaves, children, and non-
Roman citizens as innately inferior. This is the context in which 
Jesus called his followers to serve and love one another (Luke 
22:25–27), where Paul framed discipleship equally, whether one 
is a Jew or Greek, a slave or free, a man or a woman (Gal 3:27–29).

Marriage and Family

Paul makes powerful, even revolutionary, statements about 
sexuality in the context of marriage. Philip Payne points out 
that, in 1 Cor 7, “Paul specifies exactly the same conditions, 
opportunities, rights, and obligations for the woman as for the 
man. . . . His wording is symmetrically balanced to reinforce this 
equality.”13 Many readers view 1 Cor 7 as Paul’s anthem regarding 
the superiority of singleness since he explicitly says, “To the 
unmarried and the widows I say that it is well for them to remain 
unmarried as I am” (1 Cor 7:8 NRSV). However, Paul’s focus 
here is affirming that neither a man’s nor a woman’s spiritual 
status is dependent upon their marital status.14 This alone is 
revolutionary since women were often more highly regarded if 
they were married. In particular, marital status was a categorical 
factor for the religious activities in which Roman women were 
allowed to participate.15

First Corinthians 7 indicates that Paul supported both 
singleness and equality in marriage. Corinthian society, in 
contrast, viewed marriage in terms of ownership, in which the 
husband possessed his wife and the wife would be obligated 
to please her husband sexually.16 In 1 Cor 7:2–3, Paul calls for 
monogamy from both spouses, in addition to providing for each 
other’s sexual needs, thereby acknowledging that men are not the 
only ones with sexual needs. But perhaps the most revolutionary 
statement Paul makes is 1 Cor 7:4, “For the wife does not have 
authority over her own body, but the husband does; likewise the 
husband does not have authority over his own body, but the wife 
does” (NRSV). Chrysostom paints this verse with a different 
stroke, “So when you see a prostitute setting snares, plotting 
against you, desiring your body, say to her ‘This body is not mine. 
It belongs to my wife. I do not dare mistreat it nor to lend it to 
another woman.’ The wife should do the same.”17 To claim that 
a man belonged to a woman was unheard of in Greco-Roman 
society. Paul, however, calls for a level of respect not often seen in 
non-Christian circles.

Not only does Paul establish authority for both men and 
women in the context of marriage, he also encourages husbands 
and wives to embrace another concept that was not common at 
the time—love. Marriages were contracts and not often founded 
on love. In Titus 2 and Eph 5 Paul characterizes love as a daily 
decision to serve and respect one’s spouse. Titus 2:4 specifically 
encourages women to love their husbands, but Paul crafts a more 
eloquent argument in Eph 5:25–33:

Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the 
church and gave himself up for her, in order to make 
her holy by cleansing her with the washing of water 
by the word, so as to present the church to himself 
in splendor, without a spot or wrinkle or anything of 

the kind—yes, so that she may be holy and without 
blemish. In the same way, husbands should love their 
wives as they do their own bodies. He who loves his 
wife loves himself. For no one ever hates his own 
body, but he nourishes and tenderly cares for it, just as 
Christ does for the church, because we are members 
of his body. “For this reason a man will leave his 
father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the 
two will become one flesh.” This is a great mystery, 
and I am applying it to Christ and the church. Each 
of you, however, should love his wife as himself, and a 
wife should respect her husband. (NRSV)

For Paul, husbands must serve their wives sacrificially, just like 
Christ. What is more, husbands must love their wives, just like 
Christ. Both are radical transformations of marriage in the ancient 
world. As Payne says, “If husbands love their wives, it transforms 
the relationship. True love for one’s wife is not compatible with a 
husband completely controlling her life. . . .”18

Paul also references Gen 2 in Eph 5:31 when he says that a 
man will leave his parents to join his wife. This is contradictory 
to Roman family structures since, in Roman marriage, a woman 
legally leaves her father’s family and joins her husband’s.19

Paul encourages an identity for Christian women that was 
extraordinary for his day. Not only did their marital status fail to 
restrict their spiritual worth, their worth as individuals was also 
affirmed by their husband’s love and sacrificial service. They were 
not merely advantageous acquisitions. As Christians, they were 
called to a higher standard than the society around them, and 
that carried into the marriage relationship as well.

Early Christian Authors20

On Marriage

Early Christian authors spend considerable time discussing 
marriage. However, their main focus is the role of sex in marriage. 
When is it appropriate? How should Christians embrace it? There 
is tension between the necessity of sex in order to fulfill the 
Genesis command to “be fruitful and multiply” and the struggles 
of lust associated with sexual intercourse. Such authors often say 
that sexual intercourse is acceptable, but also that one should 
learn to refrain from it.

Augustine (354–430) strongly argues that sexual intercourse 
is acceptable in so far as it brings children into the world: “The 
result is the bonding of society in children, who are the one 
honorable fruit, not of the union of male and female, but of 
sexual intercourse. . . .”21 He also claims that if a husband and 
wife have sexual intercourse with the intention of conceiving, 
then the act is not sinful. However, if intercourse occurs because 
one or the other party is battling lust, it is forgivable because it at 
least occurred within the bounds of marriage.22

Another concern for Augustine is the manner of sexual 
activity. He openly disapproves of a man “using the part of 
his wife’s body that has not been granted for this purpose [of 
procreation]. . . .”23 Augustine goes so far to say that the fault lies 
with the wife if she allows this to happen and that it would have 
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been less shameful had her husband committed lewd acts with 
another woman.24 This position shows that, while Christianity 
was trying to reframe and redefine the way men and women 
related to each other, it was difficult to separate themselves from 
the overarching mindsets of society. In Augustine’s case, he 
perpetuates a double standard where women carry the blame for 
various sexual acts while men are not considered at fault.

Ultimately, Augustine encourages married couples to 
refrain from sexual intercourse, as a spiritual discipline. He 
claims, “it is praiseworthy not to wish to do what they are able 
to do.”25 For Augustine, all people, whether single or married, 
should turn from the carnal desire for intercourse. He goes 
on to say that, by abstaining from intercourse, humanity will 
hasten Christ’s return.26

An intriguing aspect of Augustine’s theology is his stance that 
sexual intercourse exists solely for the purpose of procreation. 
For Augustine, lust is inherently present in the act of intercourse 
and exists because of the sin of Adam and Eve.27 However, he 
also argues that intercourse and procreation would still exist 
even if sin had not entered the world. Augustine paints a picture 
in which, if lust did not exist, the sexual organs would obey 
“through an inclination of the will.”28 He claims that the sexual 
organs would have operated like any other part of the body, such 
as the hands or fingers, that move when we will them to do so. 
Because lust exists, we are slaves to our sexual desires and engage 
in sexual activity even without the intention of procreation.

Augustine’s interpretation of Gen 1–3 deeply shapes his 
theology. Augustine believes that “Adam’s sin not only caused our 
mortality but cost us our moral freedom, irreversibly corrupted 
our experience of sexuality (which Augustine tends to identify 
with original sin), and made us incapable of genuine political 
freedom.”29 Augustine’s interpretation of the fall shapes his belief 
in the universality of sin. Sin, according to Augustine, is passed 
through semen, shackling humanity to “the bond of death.” 
Therefore, any human conceived by semen is contaminated by 
sin. For Augustine, this explains why Jesus is exempt from this 
“original sin”—he was conceived through the Holy Spirit, without 
semen, and therefore without sin.30

Some early fathers interpret the forbidden fruit of Gen 3 as 
a purely carnal knowledge. For example, Tatian the Syrian (ca. 
120–180) believes that, once Adam and Eve ate the forbidden fruit, 
they became “sexually aware” because they suddenly realized they 
were naked.31 While others, such as Clement of Alexandria (ca. 
150–215) and Irenaeus of Lyons (ca. 140–202) do not hold this exact 
view, they describe sexual intercourse as “man’s first disobedience,” 
and thus the fall ultimately manifested itself in a sexual form. 
Irenaeus argues that Adam and Eve were underage: “For having 
been created just a short time before, they had no understanding 
of procreation of children. It was necessary that first they should 
come to adult age, and then ‘multiply’ from that time onwards.”32 
Irenaeus further insists that Adam expressed his awareness of 
the sin incited by sexual desire by choosing scratchy fig leaves to 
cover himself and Eve rather than something more comfortable. 
Irenaeus claims this action was self-imposed punishment.33

Augustine and Irenaeus are two early examples of a multitude 
of voices contributing to the conversation on marriage and sex 
in Christianity. These writers read much into the biblical text 
and, at the same time, perpetuate some of the ideals of non-
Christian societies. For example, while Augustine encourages 
couples to abstain from intercourse, he also justifies the practice 
of polygamy: “subordinate things should be subject not only 
as individuals to individual rulers, but also (if the natural and 
social conditions allow it) as a group to a single ruler. That 
is why one servant does not have several masters, whereas 
several servants do have one master.”34 While he by no means 
encourages polygamy, he explains why it has been a logical 
development for some. These mixed messages may have created 
confusion regarding sex in marriage since on the one hand it is 
good, meaning children can come from it, but on the other hand 
it is better not to engage in sex.

On Celibacy

While many Christians did marry, the early church also 
provided opportunities for men and women alike to adopt 
an ascetic lifestyle, which involved a vow of celibacy. Celibacy 
allowed Christians to reject the structures, expectations, and 
entanglements of ordinary society to gain control over their 
own lives and sexual appetites.35 Ascetic Christians were revered 
as those who pursued Christian faith in a way that others only 
dreamed of.36 Most Christians viewed ascetics, particularly 
celibates, as closer to Christ than those who were married.37

Many ascetics believed that Adam and Eve were both virgins 
“whose sin and consequent sexual awakening ended in their 
expulsion from the ‘Paradise of virginity’ into marriage and all 
its attendant sufferings, from labor pains to social domination 
and death.”38 Therefore, marriage was not something to strive 
toward, but should be avoided in order to grow closer to God. 
Gregory of Nyssa (ca. 335–395) said, “Marriage, then, is the last 
stage of our separation from the life that was led in Paradise; 
marriage therefore . . . is the first thing to be left behind; it is the 
first station, as it were, for our departure to Christ.”39 Virginity 
became a symbol of salvation and purity for the church.40 Gregory 
also said, “the practice of virginity is a certain art, a power of the 
more divine kind of life, instructing those who live in the flesh to 
become like the incorporeal nature.”41

There were also those, such as John Chrysostom (ca. 349–
407), who claimed that virginity was the pathway God originally 
intended—sexual intercourse exists because of sin, and God did 
not need man and woman to engage in intercourse in order to 
multiply the human race. After all, Adam and Eve were created 
without intercourse, as were the angels. He concludes that the 
only reason any other living beings were ever born was that it 
was the will of God. Therefore, one should not feel threatened by 
embracing virginity. Rather, it is better to embrace the simplicity 
of life that virginity offers, namely, a life without stress over one’s 
spouse or children.42

Choosing a celibate, ascetic lifestyle was viewed as an act of 
rebellion toward society. It was expected that a man and woman 
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would acquiesce to their arranged marriage. To refuse, or even 
hesitate, was seen as insubordinate.43 Perhaps for this reason, 
some ascetics were actually married couples who decided to 
“renounce the world” together. One example is the story of 
Melania and Pinian, who lived in the fourth and fifth centuries. 
Melania, a wealthy young woman, was forced to marry Pinian. 
She attempted to bargain with Pinian, offering him her entire 
estate if he would allow her to remain celibate. Pinian struck 
a compromise with Melania: once they had two children to 
secure the family line, they would embrace a celibate, ascetic 
lifestyle. Unfortunately, neither of their two children survived to 
adulthood, but Pinian followed through and together they sold 
their possessions and traveled widely, serving where they felt led 
and establishing monasteries.44

The ascetic lifestyle was especially appealing to women 
because not only they were able to escape the confines of family 
life, but they were also able to extend their lives since they no 
longer worried about the danger of childbirth.45 For wealthy 
women, “renouncing the world” provided opportunities to use 
their wealth in ways not tolerated in secular society. Frequently, 
they were able to keep their wealth rather than turn it over to 
a male relative. Celibate women could often travel more freely, 
devote time to study, and even establish and direct spiritual 
institutions.46 It was an opportunity for women to showcase their 
intellect as well as their leadership skills. Asceticism cast off the 
weight of the traditional expectations of marriage and allowed 
women wholeheartedly to pursue their faith.

Jesus’s Ministry and Beyond

Not all women, of course, chose to embrace a celibate lifestyle. 
Many remained in society and contributed to the growing 
church movement by serving in a variety of leadership and 
service roles. Women’s contributions began even while Jesus was 
traveling around Israel preaching to the masses. Women served 
as financial patrons for Jesus’s ministry. Luke 8:2–3, for example, 
mentions Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Susanna, “and many others,” 
who served as patrons.

After Christ’s ascension, and as the church began to spread 
throughout the Roman Empire, Christians gathered in house 
churches. The house church structure meant that people were 
acknowledged for their spiritual gifting, thus allowing women 
to participate more fully.47 Examples abound of women who 
ran their own house churches in the beginning of the Christian 
movement. In Acts 12, we read about Mary, the mother of John 
Mark. Peter is freed from prison and goes to Mary’s house “where 
many had gathered and were praying” (NRSV). This story shows 
that Peter knew that Mary’s house was a center of activity for 
the local community of believers and that it was a safe place in a 
time of crisis.48 In Col 4:15, Paul mentions Nympha who hosted 
a church in her house. Women hosting such assemblies would 
have been present for all aspects of the meetings. The women 
would not have had to go to a separate room but would have sat 
or reclined alongside the men, which in some circles of Roman 
society was considered acceptable, and in other circles was not.49

But not all women stayed within the confines of the home. 
Paul acknowledges women who served, for example, as apostles 
or itinerant preachers. Andronicus and Junia are commended by 
name as apostles in Rom 16:7. Euodia and Syntyche are addressed 
as leaders in Phil 4:2–3. Consider the account of Priscilla and her 
husband Aquila in Acts 18:24–36, where Priscilla helped teach 
Apollos, a prominent leader, the way of God. Paul’s language in 
all three of these instances reminds the readers of the dangers 
involved with evangelizing. Of Euodia and Syntyche, for example, 
he says that they “have struggled beside me in the work of the 
gospel” (NRSV). Indeed, these women conducted their ministry 
without a male companion.50

Another significant leadership role women stepped into was 
deacon. Both male and female deacons carried out the same 
liturgical duties, such as baptism, administering the Eucharist, 
and ministering to the poor and the sick. Female deacons, 
however, focused primarily on ministering to women. They 
instructed new female members in the faith, and they took the 
Eucharist to pregnant women and women who were sick or 
unable to attend prayer gatherings.51 Paul specifically names 
Phoebe as a deacon in Rom 16:1–2, and it is widely accepted that 
she was the one Paul commissioned to deliver his letter to the 
church in Rome. Paul says she had been a benefactor to him, 
which implies that she had greatly helped Paul expand his own 
influence and his mission throughout the empire, hopefully 
culminating in a trip to Spain.52

Women also played a significant role in teaching theology. 
Marcella, who lived in Rome in the fourth century, participated in 
public theological debates. She also established a school for male 
and female ascetics, theologians, and clergy where they could 
come together, learn, and discuss theology. Other women who 
actively taught in the fourth century included Proba of Rome, 
who retold biblical stories using lines from Virgil; Melania the 
Elder, who set up monastic houses in Palestine; and Paula, who 
established a hostel for pilgrims traveling to the Holy Land.53

Finally, widows made a lasting impact on their communities. 
In the second century, a group of widows who did not need to 
be supported financially by the church gave of themselves to 
serve others. They were heavily involved in prayer and fasting, 
along with taking care of the sick, anointing women as they were 
baptized, and providing theological instruction.54

Conclusion

Christian women in the early church were valued. Whether 
married, celibate, or both, they defied the stigma of sex. Women 
participated in the spreading of the gospel on the basis of their 
faith in Christ, not because of their sex, marital status, or role in 
reproduction. They lived out the freedom of Gal 3:28: “. . . there 
is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ 
Jesus” (NRSV). Their femininity did not disqualify them from 
service; their qualification came from being grafted into Christ’s 
purposes for them in the world.

The marital status of some of the early Christian women 
mentioned in Scripture or history remains unknown. Yet 
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women traveled and shared the gospel, teaching others, 
overseeing monasteries, and taking care of the marginalized. 
These activities could be done whether married or single, 
sexually active or celibate.

Women in the early church were able to see themselves as 
more than their cultures allowed. They were more than wives, 
daughters, widows, or virgins; they were disciples of Christ. They 
were living into the fullness of a life in Christ. That fullness could 
be lived out in a myriad of ways. Women were able to understand 
the teachings of Paul and recognize that marriage could be 
more than turning a blind eye while your husband slept with 
your female slaves. Marriage could be filled with love, respect, 
and mutual submission, where the wife’s needs were considered 
alongside her husband’s. Women were able to interpret the 
teachings of the early church fathers and evaluate conflicting 
perspectives regarding sexual intimacy. In turn, women were able 
to accept that it was not shameful to pursue a different path—that 
of celibacy, one with potentially less distraction. They were not 
inferior if they chose not to marry or have children.

Paul, Augustine, John Chrysostom, and others contribute to a 
valuable conversation still going on today. The church’s teachings 
on sex and its role in our lives have been influenced by these 
very men. But the church is largely unaware of the history of this 
conversation. In settings where sexualization is prevalent, it is 
beneficial for the church to become informed. In cultures where 
divorce abounds, it would be wise to hear what Paul has to say 
about marriage. In cultures where a casual view of sex has once 
again gained prominence, believers should take a moment to 
consider what it is about following Christ that makes them stand 
apart. Women must again remind themselves that they are more 
than what society tells them. They are more than a pretty face on 
a billboard. They are more than a means to satisfy men. Women 
are redeemed by Christ and equally capable to make an impact in 
this world for Christ’s gospel.
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The Nashville Statement: A Critical Review
Jamin Hübner

It is not every day that a document about theology and gender 
makes national news. The “Nashville Statement,” however, 
accomplished this very thing in September of 2017.1 The 
document, issued by the Council for Biblical Manhood and 
Womanhood (CBMW), is identified as “A Coalition for Biblical 
Sexuality” and intends to set the record straight with regard 
to human identity, transgenderism, homosexuality, and other 
related topics. 

The initial response to the Statement was extensive, both 
in and outside the Christian community. Discussion about the 
Statement has since died down, but the debates surrounding 
ethics and gender/sexuality certainly have not. In any case, there 
has been little interaction with the Statement beyond popular 
commentary. What follows is a more detailed analysis of the 
document in hopes of shining a brighter light on this controversial 
topic. The plan is to frame the debate, systematically examine the 
Statement itself, and conclude with final reflections.

The Deep Context of the Nashville Statement

A number of contextual layers stand behind the Nashville 
Statement (henceforth NS). For example, the socio-political 
context reveals that the NS came just two years after the landmark  
US Supreme Court decision favoring same-sex marriage. This 
event, viewed by many as emblematic of the decline of “Judeo-
Christian values,” has left many evangelicals on edge, thus 
prompting, in part, the production of the NS. “It would be much 
easier to be quiet,” wrote Albert Mohler in The Washington Post 
on the NS, “to let the moral revolution proceed unanswered, and 
to seek some kind of refuge in silence or ambiguity . . . we did 
not believe we could remain silent.”2

The socio-theological context is another important layer. 
The NS is essentially a sequel to the 1987 Danvers Statement on 
gender roles.3 Both were written by the same organization and 
endorsed by many of the same professors, pastors, and authors. 
The Danvers Statement provided the necessary framework for 
the NS, including specific content, such as Art. 1, 3, and 4 (which 
address the differences between man and woman). What, then, 
is CBMW?

CBMW was established to counteract the progress of secular 
feminism and Christian feminism and egalitarianism.4 CBMW 
refers to its own views on the subject as “complementarianism,” 
which asserts permanent, differentiating gender roles for each 
sex. The term itself has been shown to be misleading because 
the meaning of “role” has been misconstrued5 and because 
complementarianism amounts not to complementarity as 
much as hierarchy. Female subordination to male authority 
is considered the divine arrangement between the sexes.6 As 
a result, women are restricted from leadership positions in 
various spheres of society, though the extent of which remains 
debated by CBMW proponents.7 Additionally, discourse about 
God (which is primarily metaphorical/figurative) should be 

restricted to masculine language—even though the Christian 
Scriptures do not exhibit such monolithic descriptions.8

This primacy of maleness is perhaps evident in the NS 
and its list of original signers. The document was written 
by men and endorsed mostly by men. Out of the handful of 
female signers, several include their “complementarian roles” 
(e.g., “homemaker,” “president’s wife”) above professional 
employment positions, whereas there is no equivalent for male 
signers (e.g., “breadwinner,” “husband of x”). And, as explained 
below, depictions of God and other topics are needlessly (and 
unhelpfully) gendered—and in masculine terms. 

As a “Council,” CBMW’s members and participants see 
themselves not merely as providing an alternative to prevailing 
opinions, but as establishing the absolute, unquestionable, 
objective, timeless, biblical truth about manhood and 
womanhood. Just as the Councils of Nicaea (325) and 
Constantinople (381) summarized the gospel story and defined 
basic Christology, so the CBMW has decreed what it means to 
be a man and a woman (1987) and, now, how that theological 
anthropology works out more specifically (2017). As Mohler 
comments, “The ‘Nashville Statement,’ like many other doctrinal 
declarations common to Christian history, seeks to summarize, 
clarify, and affirm what Holy Scripture reveals.”9

A third layer is the historical-theological context. In brief, 
the NS is a product of religious fundamentalism.10 Found 
in versions of Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism as well as 
Christianity, religious fundamentalism typically (though 
not always or exclusively) displays such characteristics as an 
unusually expansive concept of “orthodoxy,”11 simplistic or 
undeveloped binary thinking,12 a separatist ethos,13 a warfare 
or fortress mentality,14 apocalypticism or alarmism/extreme 
urgency,15 stigma towards broad learning,16 groupthink,17 
pseudo-scholarship,18 cult-personalities or extreme admiration 
of assertive authority figures,19 proselytism/triumphalism,20 
self-legitimization,21 an obsession with certainty,22 textual 
idolatry (e.g., biblicism and bibliolatry23),24 and foundationalist 
epistemology.25

The initial endorsements to the NS—supplemented by short 
comments of other proponents—demonstrate most of these 
features:26

•	 Biblicist Foundationalist Epistemology: “[The 
NS] is built on the persuasion that the Christian 
Scriptures speak with clarity and authority for the 
good of humankind” (John Piper); “The Nashville 
Statement’s doctrinal affirmations are technically 
correct, in the way that a house built on sand 
might be architecturally correct” (First Things)27; 
“my prayer is that it will help anchor churches and 
Christians” (Russell Moore).
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•	 Apocalypticism/Urgency/Alarmism: “In the present 
generation, confusion and perversion surrounding 
gender, marriage, and human sexuality continue 
to define our times” (Jason Allen); “It touches the 
most fundamental and urgent questions of the hour” 
(Piper); The NS “is an urgently needed moment of 
gospel clarity” (Moore); “In our day truth is being 
forsaken in this arena . . .” (Ligon Duncan); “This 
is one of those moments in which the church must 
stand and not fall . . . these are some of the most 
controversial issues of our time” (Mohler); “Gender 
confusion is rampant and lives are being damaged 
as a result” (Akin); “The velocity of cultural change 
in recent years has left many Christians perplexed” 
(Jeff Purswell); “believers must take a stand for the 
Word of God . . . in a time of cultural confusion over 
complex matters” (Thomas White); “We believe that 
human dignity, human flourishing, and true human 
freedom are at stake” (Mohler).28

•	 Warfare/Fortress Mentality: “To capitulate to the spirit 
of the age . . . would be to abandon the mission field…
the church must stand ready” (Moore); “a torrid assault 
in the cultural climate of our day” (Daniel Akin); “We 
must stand our ground on the unchanging Word of 
God. . . . The Nashville Statement is courageous” (Burk 
Parsons); “calling us to stand faithfully for him” (Ray 
Ortlund); “The Nashville Statement . . . will equip 
believers to respond to such issues with courage. . . .”

•	 Simplistic Binarism: “In order to be truly for the 
world, when the world is going the wrong way, you 
must be against the world” (Jerry Johnson); “people 
who have a problem with the Nashville Statement 
have a problem with God and His Word. It’s that 
simple” (Michael Brown);29 “[NS] has incited those 
who would replace Christianity with a new religion 
teaching a new morality to be explicit in their 
rejection of the historic Christian faith”30 (Mohler); 
“two rival visions of what it means to be human are 
now fully apparent” (Mohler).

•	 Expanded Orthodoxy: “I am signing The Nashville 
Statement because I stand with Biblical orthodoxy” 
(Rosaria Butterfield); “on the most basic truth of what it 
means to be human” (Mohler); “It declares the very heart 
of Christianity” (Ortlund); “confusion reigns over some 
of the most basic questions of our humanity” (Denny 
Burk); “just the most basic of the basics” (Brown).31

•	 Proselytism/Triumphalism: “we have articulated what 
God’s Word says about issues of sexuality and gender” 
(Akin); “The Nashville Statement clearly articulates 
evangelical beliefs on biblical sexuality” (White); “Like 
so many other statements . . . we’ll look back on The 
Nashville Statement as a word that needed to be said, a 
message that needed to be sent. It is clarity in the midst 

of confusion that will stand the test of time and the test 
of truth” (Mohler).

•	 Self-legitimization: “the vitriol in response to our 
document showed why such clarification is necessary. 
. . . The backlash to the document shows why it is so 
needed. . . . The very fact that the statement made 
headlines and was greeted with shock and surprise 
in some quarters underlines why it was needed” 
(Mohler);32 “It is courageous” (Kevin DeYoung). 

•	 Biblicism: “these other ‘Christian’ leaders have rejected 
the authority of the Word of God. . . . the statement 
only reaffirms what the Bible clearly teaches” (Brown); 
“summary of basic biblical categories, rooted in sound 
exegesis, and an over-all commitment to the consistency 
of Scripture as a divine revelation” (James White).33

All of this shows that the NS emerges out of a particular 
ideology and cultural ethos. It is not religiously, ideologically, or 
culturally neutral. It is not “mere Christianity.”

A fourth contextual lens—the most important in our 
case—is the context of systematic theology. American 
fundamentalism was forged out of a myriad of conflicts 
in the early 1900s surrounding evolution, higher biblical 
criticism, fracturing denominations, modern optimism about 
human reasoning, and a myriad of other developments. This 
“fundamentalist-modernist controversy” has deeper roots in 
earlier Enlightenment expressions of Christian thought such as 
English Puritanism and post-Reformation scholasticism.

These roots have a direct bearing on the contents and 
presentation of the NS. Some of the vocabulary is nearly copied-
and-pasted from such documents as The Westminster Confession 
of Faith (1646) or from contemporary proponents of such 
theologies (e.g., Piper, a CBMW leader and initial NS signer). 
The first paragraph of the NS, for instance, says “God created 
human beings for his glory,” and then later in the Preamble, 
“God’s design and his way of salvation serve to bring him the 
greatest glory and bring us the greatest good.” This is essentially 
a restatement from The Westminster Confession (II.2–3, IV.1, V.1) 
and, more plainly, from the first part of the Westminster Shorter 
Catechism: “Man’s chief end is to glorify God, and to enjoy him 
forever.” Whether these ideas and terminology are properly 
implemented in the context of CBMW’s views is debatable.

Less explicit implementation of Protestant thought includes 
phrases such as “God’s holy purposes in creation and redemption,” 
mentioned twice in Art. 7. The words “in creation” and “redemption,” 
of course, are not referring to verses from the Bible but pointing to 
conceptual categories in systematic theology. The same is true for 
“the Fall” in Art. 4 (oddly capitalized, since other terms such as 
covenant, church, creation, and redemption are lowercase).

These are but samples of specific vocabularies, theological 
categories, and models of theology from the past five hundred 
years that make an appearance in the NS. As one would expect, 
there is a particular theology to a theological document. But, 
contrary to the assumptions of the authors of the NS, not all 
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Christians agree with these theological constructs or with what 
their implementation would entail. Even the simple “creation-
fall-redemption” schema (present, but not explicit, in the NS) 
has been critiqued in the past quarter century by a variety of 
theologians because it excises almost all of the OT and some of 
the NT. “Fall” is also fading out of use in order to better conform 
with a more biblical orientation (e.g., “alienation”).34

There is much in the NS about Adam and Eve, creation, fall, 
redemption, and marriage as “covenant,” but little about Israel 
and Israel’s covenant, the New Covenant in the Messiah, peace, 
reconciliation, respect, or even love (except for a passing remark 
about speech in Art. 11, and a specific analogy for marriage in 
Art. 1).35 There is also little about pertinent topics like abuse and 
violence and their opposition to the gospel. Again, the theological 
orientation is peculiar. This is not simply due to the subject 
matter—as if homosexuality and transgenderism somehow 
require more talk about God’s glory, obedience, and Eph 5 than 
about God’s patience, faithfulness, or 1 Cor 7.

The NS did not emerge out of a timeless, theological vacuum. 
While it is supposed to be an objective, universally-binding, eternal 
re-presentation of unchanging divine truths, the NS remains best 
described as an American evangelical fundamentalist quasi-
reformed perspective on gender written primarily by white 
American male Protestants. It would be unwise to use it as a 
litmus test for global orthodoxy.

A fifth and final layer is the literary context of the NS. Just as 
“one does not simply walk into Mordor,” so one does not simply 
write a statement of faith. Documents like the NS are a specific 
literary phenomenon that can be traced back to ancient creeds 
and confessions. The purposes of each creed, confession, or formal 
“statement of faith” or “declaration” vary, but still entail a number 
of common features.36 There is an art and craft to creed-writing 
and constructing formal declarations, and genre determines the 
boundaries and rules of interpretation. These boundaries serve 
as the basis for communicative success, limiters of meaning, 
purpose, standards of accuracy, etc.

Authorial intent is also important, though few creeds, 
confessions, and statements are written by a single author. They 
tend to be composite documents. Some material is a synthetic or 
hybrid construction that cannot be easily traced to any single 
author at all. The origins of the NS’s various parts are likely never 
to be completely revealed, nor do they necessarily need to be. For 
if such source and redaction criticism was required to discern its 
content, this would nullify the belief of the authors themselves—
that the NS is functionally prepared for mass consumption.

Nevertheless, literary origins can complicate specifics. Why, 
for instance, is “human identity” used in the Preamble and not 
“self-conception,” but in the Articles “self-conception” is used but 
not “human identity”? Was this reversal of vocabulary intentional, 
a failure of the final editor to ensure consistency, or are “human 
identity” and “self-conception” radically different concepts in 
the authors’ minds? And why is “people who experience sexual 
attraction for the same sex” used only to identify homosexuals in 
Art. 8 but not elsewhere where homosexuals are referenced? (To 

make room for bisexuals, perhaps?) And, why is there only one 
biblical quotation or citation in the entire document (Matt 19:12 
in Art. 6)? Such questions point to some of the disadvantages of 
disembodied, corporately-authored public statements.

There are also different subsets under this broad genre. The NS 
tends towards “a standard, a battle cry, a testimony and witness to 
the world,”37 as opposed to a tool for liturgy, a guide for memorizing 
doctrine, or a basis for catechism. One should therefore not fault 
the NS for being difficult to memorize, ineloquent, or failing as an 
effective pedagogical tool. Even here there are looming concerns 
because the signers do not all agree on why exactly the NS was written. 
Piper says, “The aim . . . is to shine a light into the darkness—to 
declare the goodness of God’s design in our sexuality and in 
creating us as male and female.”38 Mohler spreads the tent far 
wider: “The main goal . . . is to point all persons, regardless of the 
form of our struggles over sexuality or self-identity, to salvation 
and wholeness in Christ.”39 That is, the document is actually a 
call toward salvation. Russell Moore’s delineation, on the other 
hand, is much more complex.40

These differences—even if minor—further complicate the 
task of interpretation. Because both author and reader want a 
clear statement of purpose, this pushes readers in the direction 
of caution when reading it—and even more caution when 
applying it. But this might nullify the entire project since it is 
meant to establish an official benchmark that requires minimal 
guesswork. The authors therefore appear overly-optimistic 
about what a single public statement can accomplish.

Just as important is the distinction between what is said and 
how it is said—between the content of something and its form 
(e.g., rhetoric, literary structure, tone, rhythm, etc.).41 This is 
particularly noteworthy since the effect of the NS has invoked 
the harshest criticism. For a document addressing gender in 
the twenty-first century, this aspect is particularly important. 
It goes without saying that the proponents of the NS believe 
that success has already been achieved on this mark. Before 
the NS was exposed to the global church, it was judged to have 
“compassion” and to be “gracious” (Piper), “compassionate,” 
“pastorally wise” (Grudem), a “loving statement” (DeYoung), 
a “compassionate affirmation” (Parsons), expressed “lovingly” 
(Duncan) and with “compassion” (Akin, White), and even 
“breathtakingly glorious” (Ortlund).42 However, we should 
note that these are not the kind of judgments the signers can 
accurately make before public release; they are judgments for 
others to make after its release.

This problem of perception is another challenge of such 
public-statements. It is impossible to ensure that the effect 
of any written document will be the same for all audiences, 
“When we make declarations like this,” writes one Southern 
Baptist, “we speak in the global language of sound bites, which 
leads to misunderstanding.”43 This is one of the biggest risks of 
attempting to speak for all people, once and for all—as opposed 
to, say, local pastors speaking in their own words for their own 
congregations, or simply writing a more modest declaration. As 
one professor and popular commentator notes, 
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To utter these public pronouncements without an 
enveloping pastoral context fails to provide pastors 
with a loving context to these views.44

In short, there is no “one size fits all” creed, confession, or 
statement that is immune from criticism or from the changes of 
time and language. This is why multiple translations and versions 
of the Nicene Creed (and others) exist. And if the Bible itself can be 
regularly updated in different translations to fix dead metaphors, 
odd renderings, implement new scholarship, and reflect changes 
in language and culture, this basic aspect of changeability should 
not be too much to ask for something like the NS.

It should be noted that this situatedness of (all) literature 
is inevitable and does not preclude the possibility of 
communicating localized truths, accurate propositions, or 
cross-cultural facts.45 But it is disturbing that there are no 
phrases like “this is but an attempt,” or “all statements like this 
are provisional,” or “our context limits our perspective,” or 
“this might have varying nuance in another culture.” There are 
not even caveats like “we are open to correction,” or “we hope 
to talk about this with others,” or “we surely have blind spots.” 
Perhaps, then, if there is any sin of omission in the NS, it is not 
so much a missing Article or two, but a humble recognition 
of basic human creatureliness.46 The authors do not squarely 
acknowledge the inherent limitations of sinful people drawing 
an immovable line in the sand, nor do they find it necessary to 
make such an acknowledgement.

Preamble

The Preamble to the NS is remarkably similar to the 2006 preface 
of the book, Recovering Biblical Manhood and Womanhood.47 
The focus is on a cultural world-view shift, and reform is 
stressed. There are also a number of pressing concerns.

For example, we read, “It is common to think that human 
identity as male and female is not part of God’s beautiful plan, 
but is, rather, an expression of an individual’s autonomous 
preferences.” This statement is likely a false dichotomy. As will 
be explored below, identifying as male or female is frequently 
part of God’s plan and design, not necessarily opposed to it. In 
fact, in the biblical narrative (given certain conditions) what 
God plans and what people choose are often one and the same.48 
Additionally, the sheer number of ways in which femininity and 
masculinity can be expressed—both in and outside the human 
species—suggests that God loves variety in precisely this corner 
of creation. Whether there are limitations to such variety (either 
by ability or by ethical norms) is another debate. But to simply 
pit God’s plan against human free choice is framing the whole 
document as “humans vs. God,” which will likely limit the NS’s 
capacity to speak effectively.

A sort of pseudo-theological patriarchy, embedded in the 
Preamble, begins to emerge—“his glory,” “his creatures,” “to 
him alone,” “made us for himself,” etc. The church is “her,” “she,” 
and is meant to “bring him the greatest glory.” That this choice 
of gendered language (and metaphors) is stressed so persistently 
in such a short preface is peculiar—especially given the plain 

(and needlessly) patriarchal picture it portrays. Might there be 
a more helpful and sensitive depiction of God? Some readers 
of this preface might find gentle Jesus, “friend of sinners,” the 
oppressed slave who carries our burdens, much easier to relate 
to than the more distant “Creator and Lord of all” to whom 
“every person owes gladhearted thanksgiving, heart-felt praise, 
and total allegiance.”49 This collection of metaphors and models 
(masculine, militaristic, unidirectional) is not illegitimate as 
much as misplaced—especially if the authors want to persuade 
their audience instead of pressuring them to surrender and 
worship. One recalls the words of two Reformed theologians: 
Daniel Migliore, who says, “God’s grace is not coercive but gives 
humanity time,”50 and Herman Bavinck, “covenant honors 
the fact that God created men and women as rational and 
moral beings. He treats us as such by not coercing us but using 
persuasion; he wants us freely and willingly to serve him in love 
(Ps. 100:3f.).”51 Perhaps the overall tone and choice of words 
might be different with these theological reflections in mind.

For better or worse, a fuller black-and-white model takes 
shape in the Preamble: “Will the church of the Lord Jesus Christ 
lose her biblical conviction, clarity, and courage, and blend into 
the spirit of the age? Or will she hold fast to the word of life, 
draw courage from Jesus, and unashamedly proclaim his way 
as the way of life?” Christians who have not lost conviction and 
courage, but also have trouble living and proclaiming God’s 
way of life, are excluded from these either/or options. And what 
about those who simply need space to think about the complex 
topics of gender and homosexuality? Where might they fit in 
this dualism?

“We are persuaded that faithfulness in our generation means 
declaring once again the true story of the world and of our place 
in it—particularly as male and female.” What is meant by “true 
story of the world” and “once again”? The church is, indeed, 
unanimous throughout history about the restriction of sexual 
activity to the bonds of heterosexual marriage.52 Yes, there are 
good biblical and theological reasons for continuing to uphold 
this perspective. But, this is not what the NS is truly about, 
as it also includes big theories of theological anthropology 
and psychology, gender (and transgender), biology, theology, 
ethics—and a specific relation among all of these. On this 
wide variety of topics, there is no single “true story” prior to 
the present age. For example, the topic of marriage itself was a 
loose-steering wheel throughout church history, some praising 
singleness and celibacy, others marriage and children.53 The 
same goes for sexual activity—in some Christian expressions, 
never in excess and only for procreation, while in other 
expressions it was viewed quite the opposite.54 There is even 
more lack of consensus about biology and gender, psychology, 
and anthropology.

Indeed, the majority of the views in the NS cannot be called 
“traditional”—anymore than all the views about gender in The 
Danvers Statement are “traditional.”55 This is partly because 
matters such as transgenderism, “self-conception” and/or 
“human identity,” and the relationship between biological sex 
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and gender have not been topics of discussion for most of church 
history.56 How, then, can the NS be relaying a tradition that did 
not exist? The claim “tradition” also does not hold because of the 
high-level of nuance associated with these topics, which cannot 
be identified with more than a handful of contemporary like-
minded authors (many, ironically, who are signers of the NS). 
Some perspectives (or at least specific articulations) in the NS 
may, in fact, approach innovation.57 In a word, then, the NS is 
the result of doctrinal development and recent human innovation, 
not merely the repetition of some earlier Christian tradition. 

Immediately following the theologically-selective call to 
allegiance,58 the Preamble says, “This is the path not only of 
glorifying God, but of knowing ourselves.” The definite article 
(“the path”) is notable, because there seems to be little reason 
why the authors could not have said (to use one example), “God 
alone is Savior, Lover, and Friend of all who accept Jesus of 
Nazareth through personal trust; in this faithful Protector and 
Helper, we can become whole.” It is unclear why a different yet 
theologically-sound alternative like this would be unacceptable.

Other remarks in the Preamble approach incredulity. “God’s 
good plan provides us with the greatest freedom.” According to 
CBMW, we recall that this “freedom” means that half the global 
church is prohibited from teaching men on Sunday mornings, 
preaching sermons to their own congregations, or engaging 
in any number of (arbitrary) activities solely on the basis of 
sex.59 One therefore reads statements like these with as much 
seriousness as, for example, the Saudi Arabian government 
talking about the freedom of their female citizens (who were not 
even allowed to drive until 2017).

Readers are also reassured, “He [God] is for us and not against 
us.” One wonders who “us” refers to and why this reassurance 
is necessary if the tone and content of the NS are adequate to 
demonstrate this. Whatever the case, the fundamentalist subtext 
here is plain, though this does not make it less disturbing when 
made explicit: “If you’re for God, you’re for the NS; if you’re 
against the NS, you’re against God.”

Article 1

WE AFFIRM that God has designed marriage to be a 
covenantal, sexual, procreative, lifelong union of one man and 
one woman, as husband and wife, and is meant to signify the 
covenant love between Christ and his bride the church.

WE DENY that God has designed marriage to be a homosexual, 
polygamous, or polyamorous relationship. We also deny that marriage 
is a mere human contract rather than a covenant made before God.

Following in the footsteps of the Danvers Statement (which 
followed in the footsteps of the Chicago Statement on Biblical 
Inerrancy), the Articles are in an Affirmation-Denial format. 
Sometimes this approach adds clarity, while at other times it 
adds confusion. 

This first Article contains several observations that any 
Christian might readily affirm. But three problems (and potential 
others) come to the surface: (a) defining marriage strictly as 
sexual and procreative (because many marriages may not be 

sexual, procreative, or either); (b) defining the essence of marriage 
according to a single analogy used rarely in the NT (which, 
ironically, could be misconstrued as promoting homosexuality, 
if pushed too far, since male Christians—as the “bride”—are 
marrying Christ); (c) the dualism of “mere contract” vs. “covenant 
made before God,” perhaps implying that a marriage between 
non-Christians is invalid. Depending on one’s perspective, the 
lack of qualifications here may appear careless.

Article 2

WE AFFIRM that God’s revealed will for all people is chastity 
outside of marriage and fidelity within marriage.

WE DENY that any affections, desires, or commitments ever 
justify sexual intercourse before or outside marriage; nor do they 
justify any form of sexual immorality.

This Article is one of the least controversial and least 
complicated. Its perspective does not appear substantially 
problematic, including implications for homosexuality; a 
theological or biblical case for ethical homoeroticism is very 
difficult to make.60 Potential issues might arise over the use 
of “ever” (definitiveness proclaimed by human beings is often 
doubtful) and the boundaries of “sexual immorality.”

Article 3

WE AFFIRM that God created Adam and Eve, the first human 
beings, in his own image, equal before God as persons, and distinct 
as male and female.

WE DENY that the divinely ordained differences between male 
and female render them unequal in dignity or worth.

Sexual differentiation is, indeed, a blessing—as so much of 
creation’s variety is. One might also affirm the thrust of the 
Denial, were it not written from a female-subordinationist 
perspective. The differences between male and female are not 
defined in the NS, but in the Danvers Statement. Any criticism 
directed at the Danvers Statement on this particular issue 
would apply here. In fact, if one expanded the Denial, the irony 
of complementarian anthropology becomes apparent: “we 
deny that [permanent subordination of women] renders them 
unequal in dignity or worth.”61

Article 4

WE AFFIRM that divinely ordained differences between male 
and female reflect God’s original creation design and are meant for 
human good and human flourishing.

WE DENY that such differences are a result of the Fall or are a 
tragedy to be overcome.

The same concerns highlighted for Art. 3 can be raised here. 
Restated according to its internal hierarchical perspective, we 
read that “permanent female subordinationism of women to 
men . . . is meant for human good.” Readers of the NS—especially 
women—might legitimately be personally offended by such 
grotesqueries. Thoughtful readers may also find these tropes 
incredible, since they are claimed to be on par with divine truth, 
as well as “compassionate” and “careful” theological discourse.
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Article 5

WE AFFIRM that the differences between male and female 
reproductive structures are integral to God’s design for self-
conception as male or female.

WE DENY that physical anomalies or psychological conditions 
nullify the God-appointed link between biological sex and self-
conception as male or female.

This Article requires lengthy commentary beyond the scope 
of this review, so my remarks will be brief. 

The thrust of the Affirmation seems to be that male/female 
organs should align with one’s identity as male or female, but 
that this identity (“self-conception”) must also be according 
to “God’s design.” The thrust of the Denial seems to be that 
intersexuality, bisexuality, or transgender phenomena62 does 
not trivialize the alignment between biological maleness/
femaleness and gender (identifying as “male/female”)—which, 
again, is “God-appointed/designed.” In other words, those who 
are biologically male should always identify as men and behave 
like men according to complementarian standards, and those 
biologically female should always identify and behave as women 
according to complementarian standards.

The first problem is that “biologically” can have at least two 
meanings: genetic and reproductive. Genetic (chromosomal) 
sex is “permanent” after conception. But reproductive sex 
is not so fixed—as witnessed by the rare (but real) cases of 
intersexuality. The Affirmation explicitly refers to “reproductive 
structures,” so it would seem that the reference to “biological 
sex” in the Denial means the same. Thus the very existence 
of intersexuality renders the Denial—or at least its intended 
purpose—superfluous. That is, intersexual persons, given their 
dual reproductive structures (assuming this particular sense 
of intersexuality for the moment), have an obligation to behave 
in both masculine and feminine “roles.” But this approach is 
impossible (or at least heretical) in CBMW’s complementarian 
framework, which has no room for such people. Intersexual 
persons therefore are not capable of fulfilling “God’s design,” at 
least not without potentially dangerous surgery (among other 
changes). This raises questions about the meaning of “creation” 
and being “created” in general, since it no longer refers to the 
actual creation of individuals in the womb, but to a loaded 
theological construct. 

Also, one might say that bisexual persons do not break 
the “link” between sex and gender but add a link to it 
(i.e., “two links,” though not parallel except in cases of 
intersexuality).63 How, then, is this statement meaningful 
for non-intersexual bisexuals? 

It is here that we realize why public formal pronouncements on 
complex ethical topics with theology are so risky: the marginalized 
who are supposed to find help are instead rendered incapable of 
pleasing their own Maker. In the end, the attitude is not so much 
“come just as you are” as “come just as you are . . . post-op” or 
“come just as you are . . . if you can pretend to be more attracted to 
the opposite sex than your own.”

Article 6

WE AFFIRM that those born with a physical disorder of sex 
development are created in the image of God and have dignity and 
worth equal to all other image-bearers. They are acknowledged by 
our Lord Jesus in his words about “eunuchs who were born that 
way from their mother’s womb.” With all others they are welcome 
as faithful followers of Jesus Christ and should embrace their 
biological sex insofar as it may be known.

WE DENY that ambiguities related to a person’s biological sex 
render one incapable of living a fruitful life in joyful obedience to Christ. 

The issue of implied readership and rhetorical effect is key 
in this Article. Imagine someone saying, “we affirm those born 
with only one leg are created in the image of God.” What is the 
desired response to this line of thought? As Preston Sprinkle 
puts it, “‘WE AFFIRM that Asian-Americans fully possess the 
image of God and can live joyful lives in Him.’ Well sure, but do 
we need to say this as if it’s questionable?”64 

The authors seem unaware of how these statements could be 
(and are) perceived. Such attempts to be affirming are actually 
patronizing. From what moral position do the authors feel 
inclined to allow the dignity of other persons and to assume others’ 
gratitude because of it?65 In this regard, the NS might actually be 
self-defeating. It is hoping to be a relevant engagement with the 
issues of the day, but instead fulfills precisely those contemporary 
fears of its own audience. Mohler’s disclaimer, “We have no right 
to face the world from a claim of moral superiority,”66 ameliorates 
little because this appears to be precisely the presupposition 
behind the NS and the attitude within it.67 

Perhaps the most insightful commentary on this Article 
is the reading of Christian intersexual persons themselves. 
Consider the story of “Lianne”:

“and should embrace their biological sex insofar as it 
may be known” means that intersex people should 
embrace the sex assigned them by doctors and accept 
the medical treatment involved. This is the way I, as 
a Christian intersex person, understand their position. 
As do my intersex friends. We are castrated by doctors, 
undergo cosmetic sex assignment surgeries without 
our consent, are given hormones, lied to, have secrets 
kept from us, and made to live in shame. . . . That’s what 
their statement means to us.68

Furthermore, what if the physicians were mistaken in their initial 
assignment (as it was for one of my wife’s counseling clients)?69 Does 
the NS require such a person to file for divorce, empty the bank 
account for surgery, and try to start a new life under a new name? 
Can this indeed be construed as “the path” to “human flourishing”?

The “clarity” of the NS seems to escape precisely those complex 
situations it was supposed to help. Warren Throckmorton, 
a Christian professor of psychology, accurately assesses the 
situation this way: “The real world of sexuality is not as neat and 
clean as portrayed by the signers of the Nashville Statement. I 
hope Lianne’s story provides a caution to those who marginalize 
those who have been dealt a hand they didn’t ask for.”70
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Article 7
WE AFFIRM that self-conception as male or female should 

be defined by God’s holy purposes in creation and redemption as 
revealed in Scripture.

WE DENY that adopting a homosexual or transgender self-
conception is consistent with God’s holy purposes in creation 
and redemption.

The first line appears to be a (third) re-assertion of CBMW’s 
complementarianism. But why should human identity (all the 
more, Christian identity) be defined solely in the categories 
of “creation and redemption” and not, for example, by the 
teachings of Jesus, or something else? Surely we cannot pass 
over the parables of Jesus or the Sermon on the Mount—with 
its Beatitudes, Lord’s Prayer, and Golden Rule. The same might 
be asked about Paul’s “fruit of the Spirit,” one of the earliest 
Christian summaries of Christlikeness. 

The Denial is confusing as well, since it implies that simply 
identifying as “homosexual” or “transgender,” whether verbally 
or even in one’s own mind, is unacceptable.71 (This assertion 
was made explicit in Art. 10 of the 2018 “Statement on Social 
Justice and the Gospel” by John MacArthur et al.: “We reject ‘gay 
Christian’ as a legitimate biblical category.”72) The authors might as 
well have said, “WE DENY that recognizing oneself to be a sinner 
is consistent with God’s holy purposes.” But recall that Abram and 
Sarai were not called to immediately abandon polygamy before 
God would make a covenant with them, nor did God abandon 
covenant promises when the people of Israel clung to a hopeless 
system of monarchy and bloody political maneuvering (1 Sam 
8).73 The Apostle Paul also had a self-conception of being “the 
greatest of sinners” (1 Tim 1:15; cf. Rom 7:15–25). In this sense, it 
is no more sinful to call oneself gay, straight, or lesbian than to call 
oneself greedy, arrogant, or violent. 

Of course, “homosexuality” (set aside transgenderism for 
a moment) does not always refer to homoeroticism, anyway. 
“Homosexual” often refers to “those with same sex-attraction” 
(a psychological state) regardless of that person’s social actions 
and/or sexual behaviors (an embodied social and ethical state). 
In that case, saying “I’m gay” is like saying “I find contemporary 
folk music to be beautiful” (though same-sex orientation is 
obviously more permanent and central), and this is viewed 
as morally objectionable. But this is absurd. Are present-day 
disabled Christians to be charged with immorality for saying “I 
have MS?” or “I’m autistic?” Should they undergo “conversion 
therapy” and remain alienated from the local church in the 
meantime? I suggest that a genuinely Christian response to 
these questions is “no.” 

In short, the whole paragraph runs the risk of pushing some 
Christians into denial or back “in the closet.” It does not see the 
church as a “hospital for sinners,” or provide sound direction for 
the complexities of local congregations.74

Article 8

WE AFFIRM that people who experience sexual attraction 
for the same sex may live a rich and fruitful life pleasing to God 

through faith in Jesus Christ, as they, like all Christians, walk in 
purity of life.

WE DENY that sexual attraction for the same sex is part of 
the natural goodness of God’s original creation, or that it puts a 
person outside the hope of the gospel.

This Article has some of the same issues as Art. 7. The “us-
them” mentality is more pronounced here. Regarding the last 
phrase of the Denial, one again wonders in what environment it 
would be required to say that those with same-sex attraction are 
not for this reason alone “going to hell” as it were.

The bigger issue is the internal tension: a person who 
experiences same-sex attraction can “live a rich and fruitful life 
pleasing to God” and “walk in purity” even though this experience 
is fundamentally contrary to “the natural goodness of God’s 
original creation.” Whether this is genuinely contradictory, one 
wonders why same-sex attraction is such a catastrophic problem 
for the Christian—so much that one should not even use a self-
identifying word for it, and that one cannot not have an opinion 
about the subject without disassociating from Christianity (see 
Art. 10 below). 

Article 9
WE AFFIRM that sin distorts sexual desires by directing 

them away from the marriage covenant and toward sexual 
immorality—a distortion that includes both heterosexual and 
homosexual immorality.

WE DENY that an enduring pattern of desire for sexual 
immorality justifies sexually immoral behavior.

This Article appears to be a corollary of what has been said 
before, and needs little by way of review.

Article 10

WE AFFIRM that it is sinful to approve of homosexual 
immorality or transgenderism and that such approval constitutes 
an essential departure from Christian faithfulness and witness.

WE DENY that the approval of homosexual immorality or 
transgenderism is a matter of moral indifference about which 
otherwise faithful Christians should agree to disagree.

This is perhaps the most controversial Article, since it implies 
that those who digress from the NS are not truly Christian. 
Proponents of the NS have explicitly said as much.75 If this is 
the case, it is not entirely surprising since the same triumphalist 
claims have been made, by the same general constituency, about 
the Chicago Statement on Biblical Inerrancy76 and the Danvers 
Statement.77 If my narrative is correct, the NS essentially 
functions as the latest and greatest in a growing pile of lengthy 
fundamentalist theologically-correct documents—a litmus-test 
for orthodoxy and a knife to wield for heresy-hunts.

The Denial doubles down on this polarizing approach. The 
authors say that not only homosexuality and transgenderism, 
but also that the approval of such matters, are not matters of 
moral indifference. It is as if the authors are inspired by the 
canons of the Second Council of Constantinople (AD 553), 
where condemnation was based on what and who Christians 
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condemn (e.g., “If anyone does not anathematize Arius . . . 
Eunomius, Macedonius, Apollinaris, Nestorius, Eutyches and 
Origen, together with their impious, godless writings, and all 
the other heretics . . . let him be anathema.”78). Here, one falls 
under threat of church discipline or even excommunication for 
lacking or choosing not to voice an opinion about homosexuality 
or transgenderism. Granted, the NS will not be used for burning 
Christians at the stake. However, it cannot be said that this 
power play and the NS in general will not be used to hire and fire 
pastors, professors, and others.79

Another concern is that there are many types of 
transgenderism. Some intersexual persons might be categorized 
this way, or it might refer to others who have undergone surgery 
(whether intersexual or not), or to something less dramatic 
like prolonged cross-dressing. Paul’s instructions in 1 Cor 11 
and elsewhere assert that visible differentiation between the 
sexes should be maintained, for such creational variety is to 
be embraced and not suppressed. To re-incarnate the spirit of 
this instruction would require significant atheological work, 
creativity, and wisdom. Christians in first-century Corinth 
(and elsewhere) were struggling with such issues as prostitution 
and prostitute converts to Christianity, marriages in which 
only one spouse becomes a Christian, and female slaves.80 
Today, the challenges include the possibility of sex-changes, the 
posited variety of gender orientations, and what constitutes an 
appropriate expression of femininity or masculinity. 

But in its anti-intellectual biblicism, the NS ignores the 
implications of these differences precisely because they would 
open the door to alternative solutions regarding male-female 
authority structures. Since there cannot be options other than 
those presented in the NS, there is no theological, creative, wise 
work to be done, in the academy or in local churches. The public 
is simply told, in effect, to obey the Bible, sign on to such creeds 
as the NS, and ask no further questions because the answers 
have been officially dispensed.

Again, as mentioned earlier, the NS does not present itself 
as limited, contextualized, in development, or willing to hear 
alternative points of view in or outside of the church. It is a direct 
extension of God’s mind; to question the NS is to question God.

Article 11

WE AFFIRM our duty to speak the truth in love at all times, 
including when we speak to or about one another as male or female.

WE DENY any obligation to speak in such ways that dishonor 
God’s design of his image-bearers as male and female.

It is questionable whether the NS itself has fulfilled this 
article’s affirmation. In any case, the Denial is particularly 
baffling. In what situation has someone suggested that it is 
necessary to speak in a way that dishonors anything? The Denial 
seems hypothetical and disconnected without any clear context.

Article 12

WE AFFIRM that the grace of God in Christ gives both 
merciful pardon and transforming power, and that this pardon 

and power enable a follower of Jesus to put to death sinful desires 
and to walk in a manner worthy of the Lord.

WE DENY that the grace of God in Christ is insufficient to 
forgive all sexual sins and to give power for holiness to every 
believer who feels drawn into sexual sin.

This Article affirms that all Christians with same-sex 
attraction have the capacity to change. While this may be the 
case for some individuals, it tends to be the exception and not 
the rule. What, then, of those who cannot seem to “kick” their 
same-sex attraction?

Given the Article, there appear to be five possible conclusions: 

a. They are not truly Christian (“a follower of Jesus”).
b. They are capable of changing their orientation but 

 choose not to. 
c. They are resisting the power and grace of God.
d. God has not given them power to overcome.
e. God’s power and grace are inadequate. 

Given the Article, (d) and (e) are not real options. From here, 
the situation gets more sophisticated because the contingency 
not clearly addressed is under what conditions such “power” 
is given. The last phrase of the Denial alludes to this caveat: it 
is “to every believer who feels drawn into sexual sin.” But this 
may not be the same group addressed in the Affirmation. If it is 
the same group (which seems likely), then option (a), (b), or (c) 
would follow. 

But each of these is problematic. If (a) is the case, every Christian 
with same sex-attraction who cannot ultimately overcome it is 
not truly a Christian. This is the same as saying that homosexuals 
cannot become Christians. The absurdity of this suggestion—
especially given Christianity’s diverse range of converts81—merits 
no further comment. If (b) is the case, one wonders why many 
more homosexual Christians do not change, since changing their 
orientation is merely a choice. Indeed, the debate about just how 
much one’s orientation is a choice continues to rage.82 It also seems 
overly simplistic and perhaps unjustly incriminating to reduce the 
entire state of affairs to the power of choice. If (c) is the case, then 
the failure to change one’s life in this way is resisting God’s power 
(see Art. 5). But it is not this simple, and it also conflicts with the 
enablement concept in the Article. Even if it were so simple, this 
would presumably result in grounds for some kind of admonishment 
(e.g., “I told you, stop being attracted to other people of the same sex; 
you’re resisting God’s power”), which would drive an unnecessary 
wedge83 into the person’s relational and spiritual life with God.84 
Such a confrontation is counter-intuitive, insensitive, lacking in 
pastoral wisdom, and likely not to lead to change.

Perhaps there are other conclusions than these five. But, it 
would appear on first glance, that, no matter which way one cuts 
it, Art. 12 is not encouraging or hopeful for homosexual persons 
who wish they did not have the struggles that they do.

Article 13

WE AFFIRM that the grace of God in Christ enables sinners 
to forsake transgender self-conceptions and by divine forbearance 
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to accept the God-ordained link between one’s biological sex and 
one’s self-conception as male or female.

WE DENY that the grace of God in Christ sanctions self-
conceptions that are at odds with God’s revealed will.

The content of this Article has already been addressed above. 
There are different senses of “transgender,” “biological sex,” and 
(something we did not have time to explore) “link.”85 Suffice it to say 
that there is more opportunity here for confusion and discouragement 
than for clarity, understanding, and encouragement. 

Article 14

WE AFFIRM that Christ Jesus has come into the world to 
save sinners and that through Christ’s death and resurrection 
forgiveness of sins and eternal life are available to every person 
who repents of sin and trusts in Christ alone as Savior, Lord, and 
supreme treasure.

WE DENY that the Lord’s arm is too short to save or that any 
sinner is beyond his reach.

It is unfortunate for such a straightforward doxology to 
conclude a document like the NS. It is the rhetoric of hearty 
words and a tone of hope, all after an unusually convoluted 
series of propositions on theology and gender. More hopeful 
is that many in the church can see through such language and 
rhetoric into what actually amounts to contemporary abuse of 
theology and theological language.

Conclusion

In 2006, a thirty-one year old Navy specialist underwent sex 
re-assignment surgery to become a woman; Fox Fallon then 
enrolled in women’s cage fighting. In 2014, (s)he brutalized a 
female opponent, leaving her with a concussion and a damaged 
orbital bone—attributable (in part) to a clear physiological 
advantage. More recently, a man-to-woman transgender 
charged with rape sexually assaulted four women after being 
sent to an all-female prison.86

Is this, to borrow language from the NS, what it looks like for 
human beings to rebel against God’s ordained design for man 
and woman in the twenty-first century? Is this what Abraham 
Kuyper meant by “Modernism, which denies and abolishes 
every difference, [and] cannot rest until it has made woman 
man and man woman”?87 Perhaps it is. But if CBMW’s Nashville 
Statement is supposed to provide an effective, persuasive, and 
decisive Christian response to such rare spectacles, it has a long 
way to go. 

This assessment is even more true for the common situations 
involving homosexuality, bisexuality, and patriarchalism. Despite 
a handful of agreeable propositions, the NS generally confuses, 
patronizes, and exhibits an attitude of unidirectional power and 
control. There is not even a mention of the well-known abuses and 
mistreatment of girls, women, and LGBTQ persons by professing 
Christians and their leaders.88 Nor is there any concession that 
“complementarian” or “traditional” gender roles simply do not fulfill 
their promises (i.e., self-identified evangelicals are as abusive and 
adulterous as those in secular culture). Instead, there is a polarizing 

morass of seemingly contradictory assertions, perplexing terms, 
simplistic assertions and above all, a morally disturbing subtext.

Now more than ever, the church should remember that 
actions speak louder than words. People feel loved when they 
are loved, not when they are simply told that they are loved. 
Positive change happens by authentic relationships embodying 
the Spirit of Christ, not by official documents passed down from 
a theologically narrow subset of primarily white American 
evangelicals. When the church is being Christ’s body, onlookers 
will say as they did centuries ago: “Look . . . how they love one 
another . . . and how they are ready to die for each other.”89
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