
The Difference Jesus Makes: Sexual Morality 

The topic of the Christian influence on sexual morality is a tricky one to talk about, 
largely because describing what went on in the Roman and pre-Roman world is 
obscene and offensive in the extreme.  However, it is also back, in force, and 
everything that the Romans engaged in is part of the landscape of the sexual freedom 
of our day.

Personally, I find this topic difficult to speak about because, as I was raised in the 
Christian tradition, you didn’t speak openly about sex.  For hundreds of years, the 
church has considered this to be a personal and private matter and I see no 
compelling reason to try to change that tradition.  But, we do need to understand what 
a Christian view of human sexuality is and then discuss how this influences family 
and, from there, society as a whole.

Three warnings before I launch into this:
1. I am almost certain to offend somebody today and there is at least a reasonable 
    chance that I will offend everyone at some point in this message.  If you take offense 
    at any of this teaching, please sign up for the Bait of Satan book study group where 
    you can deal with your offense.

2. Listener discretion is advised.  It is my choice not to go into any detail in describing 
    either the pagan practices of the Canaanites, the pagan practices of Rome or the 
    pagan practices of the world today, but it is my intention to go through the biblical    
    texts and to talk about why a loving God would restrict our expression of sexuality to 
    one committed partner for a lifetime.   If anyone feels at any time that I’ve stepped 
    over a line that you feel comfortable with, especially if you have children with you, I 
    promise to be very understanding if you take those children out - but I don’t think it 
    will be necessary.

3. You need to know that Christians were hated, despised by their Roman neighbours 
    because of their stance on sexual morality and that any Christian who takes that 
    stance today will also be hated.     Augustine, writing in the early part of the fifth 
    century, said that the Romans despised Christians because they opposed their 
    unrestrained sexual lifestyles.  (City of God 1.30)  That is happening in the world we 
    live in, as people who have made any kind of stand against the immorality of our day 
    have been called haters and bigots

It seems that there was something good in the old Roman Empire, something that 
valued marriage and faithfulness.  But, according to British historian Edward Gibbon 
in his epic History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, after the Punic Wars 
ended in 146, marriage and morality took a nose dive.  It was about that time that the 
Romans adopted the Greek practice of exercising and bathing in public facilities and 
in the nude.  By the time of Jesus and the early church, purity and faithfulness were 
just about non-existent among the pagan citizens of Rome.  A civil ceremony linking a 
man and woman in marriage was no longer necessary.  People simply lived together 
in what has been described as “a loose and voluntary compact”.  To those who did 



marry, probably for social reasons, marriage was “detested as a disagreeable 
necessity” (according to Frederic Farrar, The Early Days of Christianity) and most of 
these unions were very short-lived.  

There was no shame about anything connected to people experiencing whatever they 
wanted to experience sexually and no apparent limits on where that could take them.  
Scenes that we would consider pornographic were used to ornament household 
items such as lamps, bowls and vases.  The rock stars and sports heroes of the day 
were gladiators and actors and their lifestyle was similar to that of modern day public 
figures in the entertainment business.  The Roman emperors of the day set the tone 
for the rest of society and I won’t describe the kinds of practices that attended their 
meals, their entertainments or their bedrooms.  Again, no limits.  Historian Charles 
Schmidt wrote, “There was nothing in which they did not indulge or which they thought 
a disgrace.”

Without getting into details, the pagan gods that had supposedly founded and ruled 
Rome did not elicit a highly moral response.  The legends and myths surrounding the 
pantheon of gods were pretty wild and there was no instruction from these 
“authorities” that would encourage restraint in these matters.  People left on their own 
will do what they want to do and the Romans were left on their own and pretty much 
did what they wanted to do.  Like the rituals of Canaanite religion from many centuries 
earlier, much of what they called worship involved temple prostitutes, the Roman 
temples having replaced the “high places” that were so strongly opposed by the 
righteous kings and prophets in Israel’s history.

And now we’re back to where we were 2000 years ago -- not all the way back, but 
pretty close.  There are strong parallels today to Roman times in the approach to 
human sexuality.  There is more modesty and more restraint in our day because of 
the influence Christianity has had on our culture, but the parallels between our values 
and those of Roman times are getting stronger.

“Living together” is the new version of the “loose and voluntary compact” of Rome.  
Hatred is frequently expressed towards people who disagree with our society’s 
values of tolerance towards almost any form of degrading sexual behavior.  
Promiscuity is seen as a right by many, a personal decision which no one else 
should even have an opinion about.  And the powerful take advantage of the weak, just 
as in Roman times when slaves were used by those in the higher classes of society.  
Remember from last week that slaves made up more than 50% of the population of 
Rome and you can imagine the license to use and abuse that went with that.   

So, let’s get into how we should live, what we should think about this topic.  

Genesis 2:24, right after woman has been created as the suitable partner for Adam, 
we read these words:

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



One man and one woman, leaving behind dependency on their parents and 
becoming united.  Their allegiance to each other must now become greater than their 
previous allegiance to their own parents - they leave the one in order to be united to 
each other. 

The word which is translated “cleave” in the King James and here in the NIV is 
translated “united”, means to stick to, to be united in purpose and will, to be 
wholeheartedly committed to one another and to sharing the path ahead.
“We will make this journey together; we will make this work no matter what obstacles 
we face,” is the heart cry of this word cleave.

And finally, they become “one flesh”, which expresses a unity that can’t be broken, a 
unity which implies no rivalry or internal competition, because the two are now 
working together as one.  Of course, that’s the ideal, and we often struggle within 
marriage because we are more concerned with our ideas or our rights or our will than 
with our joint purpose, but we learn through those conflicts as well, just how much we 
need to humble ourselves in order to be a good husband or wife.  But the “one flesh” 
idea also clearly implies that the couple forms a sexual partnership, a unity that may 
well bring children into the world -- not a guarantee, but a possibility.  The couple 
committed to one another are free to enjoy the pleasures of intimacy without any guilt 
or shame -- they are one flesh; it’s right for them. 

Abraham messed up the godly conception of marriage.  He and Sarah were married 
for many years, but on two separate occasions God had to intervene and protect 
Sarah’s honour as Abraham told powerful people that she was his sister, instead of 
saying she was his wife.  These  men, the Pharaoh of Egypt and Abimelech, king of 
Gerar, thought that meant that she was a single woman and they took her with the 
intention of marrying her.  But God did intervene and Sarah was spared being married 
to three men instead of just one.  

But Sarah had her faults, too, and one of them was that she doubted that God could 
keep His promise without her help - the promise that Abraham would have a son - 
and so she arranged for him to have relations with her maid, Hagar, who became 
pregnant and gave birth to Ishmael.  But God didn’t need Sarah to develop a scheme 
to help Him keep His promise.  He just wanted her to wait until the fulness of time, 
until she was totally devoid of any hope, and then she became pregnant with Isaac.  
There is a lot of pain in the story of the marriage of Abraham and Sarah, but there is 
redemption in the story of their son, Isaac, and his marriage to Rebekah.  

Abraham sent his servant back to where his relatives were living in order to find a wife 
that was not a Canaanite, not a product of an immoral and godless society, but a child 
raised in a family of faith.  It’s a long story, told in Genesis 24, but it ended well and the 
servant came back from Nahor in Aram with the right person to be married to Isaac, 
the daughter of Bethuel.  Let me read you the end of the story:

Now Isaac had come from Beer Lahai Roi, for he was living in the Negev.  He 
went out to the field one evening to meditate, and as he looked up, he saw 



camels approaching.  Rebekah also looked up and saw Isaac.  She got down 
from her camel and asked the servant, “Who is that man in the field coming to 
meet us?”  “He is my master,” the servant answered.  So she took her veil and 
covered herself.  Then the servant told Isaac all he had done.  Isaac brought 
her into the tent of his mother Sarah, and he married Rebekah.  So she 
became his wife, and he loved her; and Isaac was comforted after his mother’s 
death.

The text doesn’t suggest that there was a big ceremony with bridesmaids and 
groomsmen or even a minister in the tent of Isaac’s late mother, Sarah.  It says that 
Isaac married her, which means that the two became one; the two were joined in 
covenant faithfulness and remained married until death.  

If that’s the picture of marriage, there is also clear biblical teaching on what violates 
that covenant, what is immoral sexual behavior for a Christian.  From 1 Corinthians 6:

The body is not meant for sexual immorality . . .  Do you not know that your 
bodies are members of Christ Himself?  Shall I then take the members of 
Christ and unite them with a prostitute?  Never!  Do you not know that he who 
unites himself with a  prostitute is one with her in body?  For it is said, “The two 
will become one flesh.”  (vv. 13,15,16)  Flee from sexual immorality.  All other 
sins a man commits are outside his body, but he who sins sexually sins against 
his own body.  Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, 
who is in you, whom you have received from God? You are not your own; you 
were bought at a price.  Therefore honor God with your body.

What you see in this passage is the very same biblical concept of marriage -- the two 
becoming one flesh through sexual intercourse.  And that one-flesh unity that was 
intended for marriage also applies to any other sexual liason, including uniting with a 
prostitute.  

Paul makes it clear what our response is to be when we are tempted in this area: flee.  
He gives that same advice to the man he is mentoring to lead the church in Ephesus:

Run from anything that stimulates youthful lust.   Follow anything that makes 
you want to do right.  Pursue faith and love and peace, and enjoy the 
companionship of those who call on the Lord with pure hearts.  (2 Timothy 2:22)

The right thing is the moral thing, which is to have friends, to enjoy fellowship with 
other Christians, but not to lust after them, not to pursue them with anything other than 
purity and in devotion to God.

So, why is this important to the world today?  The Christian view of sexuality within a 
committed marriage relationship has provided the Western world with a basis for 
strong families.  For centuries, family life was the backbone of society, the place 
where children were taught discipline, where they learned to respect their elders and 
get along with their peers.   People had affairs and divorces and ugly scenes in court, 
but they were far less frequent than today and there was a stigma, even when I was 



growing up in the fifties and sixties, around divorce.  Most marriages didn’t end up in 
divorce courts, for whatever reason, and now most do.  

Today, the situation is radically different than it was in the fifties and sixties.  The world 
view of our culture has shifted away from a Christian foundation and back towards the 
paganism of Rome and other ancient cultures.  The views of sexuality that are 
promoted by the media in particular, but also by politicians, health care workers, 
educators, counselors and a host of others are pagan.  Biblical morality has been 
rejected outright.  For 80 years at least the enemy has been at work to undermine the 
good, the valuable, the true in our culture and he has won huge victories.  

Now, if you talk to parents about what they do to teach their children right from wrong, 
many of them will say that they believe the child should make up their own mind.  In 
other words, they are saying, “I don’t want to be the primary influence in my child’s 
upbringing; therefore I am trusting the media to be that, and my child’s peers to 
provide that for them.”  It’s cultural suicide and you see the devastation that it 
produces all around you.

Now, if you suggest that there is a right and wrong in sexual behaviour, you will have 
some people nodding their heads and others looking at you like you came from 
another planet.  For one thing, they say it’s none of your business and for another, they 
say there’s nothing wrong with what they’re doing, that they “need” this, that they are 
satisfying biological necessity.  

And that’s just in the church!  In the world, there doesn’t seem to be any confidence 
that they have a system of moral values that makes sense and protects people from 
hurt.  There is a view that, as long as we don’t hurt anybody, we’re not doing wrong.  
But when we pursue unbridled sexual pleasure, we are always hurting others, 
whether or not we’re aware of it.  

I read the victim impact statement from the girl who was so badly humiliated and who 
continues to be harrassed and threatened as a result of her experience at the Pitt 
Meadows rave in September 2010.  I was particularly struck with the newspaper 
reporting of the girl’s father’s comment: “As a father, I am meant to protect my family.  
Clearly I feel helpless in carrying this out.”  Clearly, he is helpless.  There is no 
culturally accepted morality that says, “Dear daughter, you don’t go to Another Night in 
Bangkok.”  This man has no tools for saying “No” to Satan’s plans for his daughter -- 
and now his family is devastated and will be forced to endure the devastation for years 
to come.  I was also struck by his statement that he is meant to be the protector for his 
family.  Somehow there was some sense of responsibility, some sense that there 
was a duty that needed to be done - maybe that sense came from the Christian 
values that still vaguely influence our culture - but no tools available for doing it. 

How do you protect your family from the sexual decadence that is everywhere around 
you, the rebirth of pagan Rome, unless you have a clear moral compass?  For us, that 
means we are submitted to the Scriptures and trying to live a life that honors God.  



What answer can we give if we try to set moral boundaries for our children and their 
reply is, “But dad, but mom, you did this.  You went to these places, you watched these 
shows , you engaged in this activity”?  You have nothing you can say with integrity.

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

The body is not meant for sexual immorality . . . Do you not know that he who unites 
himself with a prostitute is one with her in body?  For it is said, ‘The two will become 
one flesh.’

Biblical sexual morality; the world hates it and rails against it.  But it has provided a 
stable framework for a relatively safe and prosperous society, one in which parents 
knew how to protect their children, and prepare them for a healthy adult life.  It 
demonstrates a life that is submitted to God and a person who has chosen to bring 
glory to God’s Name rather than pursue selfish pleasure at the expense of others.  
There is grace for those who have fallen, and Jesus extends mercy for our failures, 
but His grace also requires that we turn from sin and pursue righteousness, pursue 
godliness, and that’s the exact message Paul gave to Timothy and to the church in 
Corinth: “Run away from anything that stimulates youthful lust.  Follow anything that 
makes you want to do right.  Pursue faith and love and peace, and enjoy the 
companionship of those who call on the Lord with pure hearts.”


