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Texts: Romans 1:18-32; 3:9-18, 23; 6:23

In my last message, I began a conversation about what it means to follow Jesus 
in a world where gay and lesbian persons, same-sex marriage, and folks like 
Caitlyn Jenner are now an increasingly visible part of our national landscape, 
families, and churches. In that first message I acknowledged the wide variety of 
viewpoints that fill the Christian community on this subject and the divisive 
Third Rail this topic has been. 

It seems to me that the major reason for this division is because the common 
approaches to resolving this issue involve either rejecting the authority of the 
Bible on one side or effectively rejecting LGBT people on the other side. As I 
said last time in greater length, I think both of those options are unacceptable 
and, in fact, a false choice. I’m convinced that there is a THIRD WAY that 
cherishes both the Bible and people and leads to a healthier world than the 
other two alternatives. In this series, I am challenging myself and you to hold 
on to God and each other as we find that ancient Way together.

Next week I want to return to the basic discipleship principles of radical love 
and self-denial I touched on in my first message and flesh out some more of 
the specific practices we need if we’re going to be the redemptive community 
and mission force Christ calls us to be. Today, however, I just invite you to take 
a walk with me down what some have called “THE ROMAN ROAD.” My goal in 
this session to try to expand our understanding of the sexual practices of the 
world in which the Church first grew, how the early Christians dealt with that, 
and then close by renewing our vision of the Gospel message that is still the 
Church’s greatest hope and gift to the human race.

Consider the Culture in Which the Church Grew

In his book, A Fellowship of Differents, Northern Baptist Seminary professor 
Scot McKnight describes an eye-opening walk he once took down the Roman 
roads of ancient Pompeii. As many of you know, the volcano that erupted there 
in 79 AD, preserved for us a vivid snapshot of Roman culture in the century 
when the Church of Jesus was born. “It is not an exaggeration to say the city 
was swamped with erotic images,” writes McKnight. I won’t go into the lurid 
details, but suffice it to say that what we would consider explicit pornography 
was everywhere. “The sexual reality across the Empire, of which Pompeii was a 
typical example, was a total lack of sexual inhibition.”  

McKnight goes on to the explain that the normal order of things in the first 



century was for most men (and some women) to have procreational sex with 
their spouses and recreational sex with others. Those others often included 
young boys and slave girls. Pederasty (or the practice of sex with children) was 
widespread and accepted. Lesbianism was well-known, but nowhere near as 
common as recreational same-sex liaisons between men, many of whom were 
still married to women. And relations with paid sex-workers was such a major 
and enduring industry that Rome’s most famous orator, Cicero, asked: “When 
was such a thing not done?” 

Are you getting this? Las Vegas or Bangkok has nothing on first century Roman 
society. This was the world in which the Church was born and into which it 
introduced a more constrained sexual ethic. Whatever your personal sexual 
ethics are or your view of the issues of our times, it’s helpful to be reminded of 
the belief-system out of which people like the Apostle Paul were functioning. It 
may also help to explain why it might just be a bit unfair to label as “haters” all 
Christians who raise questions about sexual mores today. Things didn’t end well 
for Rome and there are legitimate questions about whether we in America 
maybe be heading for a similar fate too.

First century Christian sexual ethics were born primarily out of the vision of life 
and human flourishing described in Genesis 1-2, and supported by the Ten 
Commandments and teachings of Jesus. The early Christians believed that in the 
distinctiveness of male and femaleness there was a dynamic balance of 
personhood that reflected in some glorious way the dynamic relationship 
between the distinct persons of the Trinity. “God created mankind in his 
own image… male and female he created them” (Gen 1:27). 

The early Christians also believed that God had designed men and women for 
pairing – to be “suitable helpmates” for one another (Gen 2:18). They held 
that the very geometry of human bodies indicated this well-suited fit, and that 
the ability of men and women to produce children together fostered the 
expansion of family and community, which they saw as another reflection of 
God’s nature and plan (Gen 1:28a). The Christians believed that God’s “Plan A” 
was that men and women join together as permanent partners. “For this 
reason a man leaves his father and mother and is united to his wife, 
and they become one flesh” (Gen 2:24; Matt 19:5). 

I recall an exercise I use to do with teenagers when I was a youth pastor trying 
to help my kids appreciate the power of sexual activity. We would take a sheet 
of paper and mark it, “You,” then another sheet of paper and mark it, “Your 
Boyfriend/Girlfriend.” We’d then pull out a glue-stick labelled “Sexual Intimacy,” 
rub it over the surface of each sheet of paper, then slap the sheets together. 
“Now, imagine the relationship goes south and you no longer want to be with 
that other person. Go ahead and break up. Take the sheets apart.” The teens 
would try to do so, discovering in the act that it was virtually impossible to 
make the separation without tearing the paper.



The first followers of Jesus understood something of the power of sexual 
intimacy too. They believed that sex was a gift intended to be shared between 
men and women within this covenantal relationship and that having intercourse 
in other contexts – through pre-marital, extra-marital, or same-sex relations was 
“unnatural” – as in against nature as God first set it up. The early Christians 
felt (as many still do) that if we live against the pattern of God’s design we 
won’t flourish as God wants us to. 

And they’d seen that happen. The Early Church knew that, biblically speaking, 
the “natural order” had broken down very soon after it was set up. The first 
helpmates became almost immediately divided in a he-said, she-said fight. One 
of the first children murdered his brother. The Old Testament narratives contain 
examples of marriage, family, and friendship that seem right in line with the 
ethics of Genesis 1-2. But the history of Israel is predominantly a picture of 
family and sexual life disfigured by the Fall. It often reads like an outrageous 
sit-com, drama, or reality show. There are tales of polygamy, incest, 
concubines, prostitutes, rapes, and adultery galore. And that’s just among 
God’s “chosen people.” Never-mind life in the baby-sacrificing pagan cultures! 

But the first Christians dreamed of a better world. They believed that Jesus had 
been, in a sense, the second Adam (see Romans 5) – and that the Church was, 
in a sense, the second Eve, his Bride (Eph 5:25). God was starting a process by 
which the results of humanity’s Fall from grace would be reversed and Eden 
restored. One day Christ would return to complete the restoration of the whole 
Creation. But in the meantime, the Bride had a job to prepare herself to love 
and live for Him alone.

So even though the Roman culture around them was sexually licentious in 
every possible way… and even while the Roman government was endorsing all 
kinds of corrupt or questionable practices… and even though the authorities did 
actually persecute the church… and even though leaders like the Apostle Paul 
clearly saw society as depraved and deserving of God’s wrath (read Romans 1)
… the major focus of the Christian community was not on judging the world. It 
was on trying to develop within itself the character and conduct appropriate to 
being the Bride of Christ. 

In other words, most of the exhortations you hear from the Apostle Paul about 
sexual practices aren’t delivered on the steps of the Roman courthouse or aimed 
at passersby on the road to the brothels and bathhouses of Pompeii. When Paul 
says “flee from sexual immorality” (1 Cor 6:18) or “Among you there 
must not be even a hint of sexual immorality, or of any kind of 
impurity, or of greed,” it is to the Church he’s talking, “because these are 
improper for God’s holy (i.e. set apart) people” (Eph 5:3). And the fact that 
Paul has to keep reminding the churches to keep working on their sexual 
practices seems very clear evidence that there are a lot of Christians he knows 



who are genuinely struggling to live into the ethics of God’s “Plan A.” 

Look Honestly at Our Lives Today

You know what? That’s still true in the Church today. According to recent 
studies, an estimated 50% of the men sitting in church today, have viewed 
porn this past week. According to a Focus on the Family poll, 47% confess that 
pornography is a problem in their home. How many others of us have looked at 
someone this past week and indulged a fantasy for a moment? Jesus said: “I 
tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already 
committed adultery with her in his heart” (Mat 5:28). How many of us 
have physical adultery in our past? Who of us is in an affair right now or 
covering for a friend who is? How many of us have been what the Bible calls 
“fornicators”? We’ve had periods of promiscuity we’d be humiliated to have 
read out here. How many of us are shacking up with someone right now? How 
many of us have been divorced or remarried someone who is (Mat 5:32)? 

Someone wrote me this past week and said: “Don’t you know how God says 
homosexuality is abominable?” I wanted to write back, “Do you know how 
many other behaviors the Scriptures speak about in similarly tough terms? And 
that’s just the sex and marriage category. Listen again to how the Apostle Paul 
characterizes people who are candidates for God’s wrath: “They have become 
filled with every kind of wickedness, evil, greed and depravity. They 
are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit and malice. They are gossips, 
slanderers… insolent, arrogant and boastful… they disobey their 
parents; they have no understanding, no fidelity, no love, no 
mercy” (Rom 1:29-31). Take a good look at that list. 

Do you know how the Bible defines GREED? It’s people who have more and 
want more than I do. But the prophets of the Old Testament saw greed as 
keeping for yourself more than you need when others within your reach have 
much more serious needs. Are you ever greedy? If I am ruthlessly honest with 
myself, I am unrepentantly greedy. How about ENVY? Ever covet somebody’s 
position, good looks, talents, fame, or stuff? Do you watch advertising?! 

How about MURDER or MALICE? Jesus said: “You have heard it said… 
‘anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.’ But I tell you that 
anyone who is angry with a brother or sister will be subject to 
judgment. Again, anyone who says… ‘You fool!’ will be in danger of 
the fire of hell” (Matt 5:21-22). 

Are you or I guilty of any kind of DECEIT… spin, cheating, covering up, little 
lies? Do we ever GOSSIP or SLANDER someone behind their back? Would 
anybody who knows us say that we can be ARROGANT or BOASTFUL at times. 
Are any of us DISOBEYING or dishonoring our parents right now? Are we 
exercising practical MERCY toward the poor, or prisoners, or strangers the way 



we should, because Jesus said: “Truly I tell you, whatever you did not do 
for one of the least of these, you did not do for me.’ Then they will go 
away to eternal punishment” (Matt 25:45-46).  

Recover the Truth and Hope of the Gospel 

I know this is awfully heavy and overbearing. My wife, Amy, confirmed that! So 
what’s my point here? Well, let me try to tie it all together and let you go, 
hoping you’re not too depressed to come back next week! The creative way 
forward I’m trying to chart – this THIRD WAY I’ve been talking about us 
walking as we grapple with issues like same-sex attractions or the other moral 
questions of our time – does not involve minimizing or revising what the Bible 
calls sin. We don’t get better by denying our brokenness. But our Way better 
involve the humble recognition that we are ALL in this condition together and 
that God doesn’t rank this stuff. We’re living in a fallen world. Everything from 
our biology to our environment to our relationships to our perception of self 
and God is not what it was, could be, or will be one day. We are as John Calvin 
and Martin Luther said, suffering from “total depravity” and none of us will 
be totally saved from it until we stand in glory. 

I know it’s because we love so much that good Genesis 1-2 vision that many of 
us in the evangelical church have been zealously focused on opposing the sin 
we see in the highly-promoted but statistically small LGBT community. It’s a bit 
surprising that we don’t see any hope in the fact that many of those folks are 
seeking to move from promiscuity into covenantal relationship, but we are 
understandably concerned about the course of our culture in many areas. I 
can’t help but wonder, however, if it would not be a better use of our energies, 
and a closer hewing to the pattern of the Early Church, and a far stronger 
strategy for increasing the Church’s transforming influence in the years ahead, if 
we sought to face the gravity of our own depravity instead. 

Maybe this message isn’t meant for you. Maybe when Christ returns, he’ll pull 
you out from the crowd and say, beaming: “YOU are exactly what I had in 
mind. You had the perfect character and household and influence in the world. 
No wonder so many people flocked to my side because of YOU. You were such 
salt and light.”  But I suspect a lot of us are a bit more like the nominal 
Christians or semi-committed disciples the Apostle Paul spoke to in his letters. 
We are virtuous in certain ways and at certain times. We could be worse. But 
we are avowed, practicing, and unrepentant sinners in one way or another. We 
actually feel good behaving in ways that God says are bad. We have 
rationalizations for avoiding what the Holy Spirit would like to change in us. 
And if we cannot see that it is simply because humanity’s Fall has severely 
distorted our vision. 

Here is the core of the Gospel message we must recover. It’s what old-time 
evangelists used to call “The Roman Road,” because it’s articulated in the Book 



of Romans. “[We] are all under the power of sin” (Rom 3:9) says the 
Apostle Paul. By the staggering standards of God’s holiness, goodness, and 
beauty: “There is no one righteous, not even one… for all have sinned 
and fall short of the glory of God” (Rom 3:10, 12, 23). And “the wages 
of sin is death…” (Rom 6:23). Physical and spiritual death.

“But” here’s the GOOD news Paul goes on to convey, “the gift of God is 
eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Rom 6:23). God has the power to 
bring forth a more beautiful life in all of us. And how we truly walk with Christ 
and one another on the road that leads into that larger life is what we’ll explore 
when we gather next week. 
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