


Foreword

In Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, the book’s protagonist, Harry, finds himself 
wandering Hogwarts castle at night when he stumbles across the Mirror of Er-
ised, a device which is intended to show the deepest desire (the inverse of “er-
ised”) of one’s heart. As Harry stares into the mirror, he sees his parents, both of 
whom had died when Harry was an infant. But when Harry brings his best 
friend Ron Weasley before the mirror, Ron sees himself finally out of the shadow 
of his older brothers as Quidditch Captain and Head Boy. Ron is dismissive of 
the mirror, but Harry becomes obsessed. The next time Harry comes before the 
mirror, his secret obsession is discovered by Headmaster Albus Dumbledore, 
who gives Harry some sage advice:

“Now, can you think what the Mirror of Erised shows us all?”

Harry shook his head.

“Let me explain. The happiest man on earth would be able to use the Mirror 
of Erised like a normal mirror, that is, he would look into it and see himself ex-
actly as he is. Does that help?”

Harry thought. Then he said slowly, “It shows us what we want...whatever 
we want...”

“Yes and no,” said Dumbledore quietly. “It shows us nothing more or less 
than the deepest, most desperate desire of our hearts. You, who have never 
known your family, see them standing around you. Ronald Weasley, who has al-
ways been overshadowed by his brothers, sees himself standing alone, the best 
of all of them. However, this mirror will give us neither knowledge or truth. Men 
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have wasted away before it, entranced by what they have seen, or been driven 
mad, not knowing if what it shows is real or even possible.” (J.K. Rowling, Harry 
Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, 213).

What would you see if you looked into the Mirror of Erised? Maybe you’d 
see yourself accepted into a particular group of friends, or you’d see the arms of 
a particular boy or girl wrapped around you. Maybe you’d see your parents back 
together after a terrible divorce, or perhaps you’d see a lost loved one restored to 
life. It seems that so often our deepest desire has a lot to do with what we think 
is wrong with the world, and more specifically with ourselves. If you feel alone, 
you long for acceptance and affection. If you feel the effects of broken relation-
ships around you, you long for restoration and harmony. If you have seen death, 
you long for life.

The truth is, we are all living in the space between the way life ought to be, 
and how it has actually turned out for us. And our deepest desires can often re-
flect our own attempts to close that gap. Our society tells us there are a number 
of ways to do it, and its prescriptions for our problem change over time. Most re-
cently, for example, if we feel confused about our gender identity, our society 
tells us to set our hearts on changing it. You can reach into the Mirror and create 
a different reality for yourself.

But Dumbledore’s words hold true. The Mirror of Erised gives us neither 
knowledge or truth, and in the end, we will waste away trying to close the gap 
by fulfilling our own desires. 

There is a mirror, however, that does give both knowledge and truth: the mir-
ror of the Word of God. When we look to the Bible, we are immediately con-
fronted with a sovereign God who created all things good, designing them with 
a purpose. We also see what went wrong, resulting in the gap between how life 
ought to be and how it has turned out for us. But that is not all we see. We see Je-
sus, God’s own Son, who comes down to redeem us and set right what went 
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wrong, promising to close that gap once and for all for those who have faith in 
his good design in the gospel. 

What does all this have to do with the Image of God and gender? Every-
thing. The first chapter of the Bible tells us that mankind was created in God’s 
image, male and female. We’re then told that men and women together glorify 
God by complementing each other’s unique design. And yet, because of our fall 
into sin, there are unique ways that men and women try to fill the gap between 
the way life ought to be and the way it has turned out for us. It is only when we 
understand God’s good design, our unique rebellion, and God’s plan to redeem 
us through Christ, that we can rightly see ourselves in the mirror, the way God 
created us, and the way he is remaking us through Jesus. 

So that’s what we will do in this study. We will look into the mirror of 
God’s Word and seek to understand his design for men and women, for sexual-
ity, for gender, for relationships, and for redemption. These are major topics. 
They are important biblical concepts. And yet so often we don’t talk about them 
as we should. This study guide is designed to help us do just that. Each week, 
we will cover a particular topic related to the Image of God, gender, sexuality, 
and redemption. There are five days’ worth of reflections provided each week, in-
tended for private study or small group. We encourage you to read and reflect on 
these prior to coming to your small group. Write down your observations and 
questions, and come prepared to talk about them. You will also find a helpful 
glossary of theological terms. Terms in bold can be referenced there. 

May the Lord use this study of his Word to reveal to you his good design for 
your life, that you may find your rest in him. 

Read more about the Mirror of Erised here: 
https://www.pottermore.com/writing-by-jk-rowling/the-mirror-of-erised
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Chapter 1

IN GOD’S IMAGE
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Introduction

 “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the 
earth” (Gen. 1:1). And the rest is history...literally. It may 
seem obvious, but the rest of the Bible is built on this all-
important verse and on the chapters that follow. For 
example, when Jeremiah is calling God’s people back to 
repentance from their idol worship, he proclaims to them, 
“The gods who did not make the heavens and the earth 
shall perish from the earth and from under the 
heavens,” (Jeremiah 10:11). His point is that their idols, 
the so-called “gods” of other nations, are nothing more 
than created things: images of birds or other animals. In 
the end, they cannot rise to the level of the Creator God. 
No created thing can. Or think about the way the Apostle 
John opens his Gospel. “In the beginning was the Word 
and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He 
was in the beginning with God. All things were made 
through him, and without him was not any thing made 
that was made,” (John 1:1-3). His main point in this rich 
passage is that Jesus Christ is God, and he explains this by 
assuming his readers have read Genesis 1:1. He builds his 
Christology (the study of Jesus in the Bible) on the first 
verse of the Bible. One more example. When the author of 
Hebrews is explaining what faith is, he says, “By faith we 
understand that the universe was created by the word of 
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God, so that what is seen was not made out of things that 
are visible,” (Hebrews 11:3). So, when explaining one of 
the most important concepts in the Bible, once again we 
see a biblical author talking about Genesis 1. 

 All of Christian theology begins with Genesis 1:1. In 
fact, our whole lives revolve around this foundational 
truth, whether we recognize it rightly or not. Because of 
this central truth, it is critical that we understand several 
things about God and his creation. Who is God? How has 
he made us? Since he is the designer, what has he said 
about the design? This week, we will begin to explore 
these questions, and we will continue to unpack them 
throughout this study. 
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DAY ONE

Read Genesis 1. 

 The Bible is clear that God created all things and all 
things depend on him for their existence (see Acts 17:25). 
This makes sense when we consider the first verse of the 
Bible. 

 “In the beginning God created the heavens and the 
earth.” Have you ever asked yourself, “In the beginning of 
what?” If you have, the answer is: in the beginning of 
everything....except God. In other words, there was a 
“time” before the beginning of everything (even time 
itself) when God existed. Confused? You ought to be. We 
can’t even talk about God’s eternal existence without 
using concepts—like time—that were created by God. 

 “In the beginning God created...” Did you notice how 
God created everything? Throughout Genesis 1, we hear 

7



the refrain “And God said...” over and over. God spoke all 
things into existence by the word of his power. He created 
all things ex nihilo, from nothing. This is huge. God did 
not need anyone or anything to create. He just created—
independently, of his own will. He made everything.

 This brings up an important distinction. It may seem 
obvious, but we need to understand its importance: God is 
the Creator and everything else is created. This means that 
everything in creation is dependent on God. Everything. 

 Richard Pratt explains, “the recognition of this 
distinction between the independent God and dependent 
creation is one of the fundamental differences between 
Christians and non-Christians. Christians strive to see 
everything in light of creation’s dependence on God, while 
the non-Christian tries to deny creation’s 
dependence.” (Richard Pratt, Every Thought Captive, 12-13).

 One of the first truths we learn from the Bible is that 
everything in creation is dependent on God. We depend on 
him for life, for purpose, for sustenance, for everything. He 
sustains and holds all things together (Colossians 1:17). 
This means that we, as his creatures, are just spinning our 
wheels if we seek to live our lives out of conformity with 
that truth. 

For reflection: In what ways do you find it difficult to 
depend on God?
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DAY TWO

Read Genesis 1:26-28, Genesis 9:6, James 3:6-12

 Though there is a fundamental distinction between God 
as Creator and everything else as creation, we need to talk 
about another distinction today. While humans are part of 
God’s creation, they are also set apart within it. Notice 
that in Genesis 1:26 God says, “Let us make man in our 
image.” Throughout the rest of the chapter, when creating 
all other things, God said, “Let there be...” Also, while the 
rest of the creatures are made “according to their 
kinds” (v. 24), mankind is made in the image of God. They 
are not only like themselves; they bear a likeness to their 
Creator. We also see that humans are given dominion over 
the rest of creation. They are to represent God before 
everything else that was made. 

 There is much to unpack about this truth, that humans 
are made in the imago dei, the image of God. For now, 
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notice this truth means that you have more in common in 
terms of your inherent dignity with any human being than 
with any other creature on the face of the planet. You have 
more in common with the kid at school that gets under 
your skin than you do with your family pet. 

 All humans posses an inherent dignity because we are 
all made in the image of God. This should affect how we 
see people from other cultures and walks of life. Instead of 
starting with our differences, we should first understand 
what we share. It should also affect how we treat others. 
Instead of treating them as objects to satisfy our desires or 
advance our own reputations, we ought to recognize they 
are fellow image-bearers and should be respected as such. 
The image of God given to humans is a glorious thing. 
May we see and love our fellow image-bearers from all 
walks of life. 

For reflection: How have you “de-humanized” another 
person by seeing them as less than a person made in the 
image of God?
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DAY THREE

Read Genesis 1:26-28, 2 Corinthians 13:14, Matthew 
28:18-20

 Yesterday we pointed out that the creation of humans 
was different from that of other creatures in several ways. 
One of the main things we see in these verses is a divine 
counsel, a deliberation within God just before the creation 
of mankind, but not before the creation of everything else. 
God said, “Let us make man in our image.” Why is God 
speaking this way? The Bible is teaching us that God exists 
as a divine plurality of persons. 

 God exists as three persons in one Being. The biblical 
doctrine of the Trinity is one of the most important truths 
in Christian theology. We know that God is one 
(Deuteronomy 6). And yet this one God has revealed 
himself in three distinct persons: Father, Son and Holy 
Spirit. Not all of that is spelled out here in Genesis 1:26, 
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but the rest of the Bible brings clarity to how we articulate 
the divine plurality within the one God.

 So what does this mean for men and women made in 
God’s image? It means that human relationships, 
specifically man and woman together, reflect God’s own 
personhood, his Trinitarian glory. God has created 
humanity in his image and designed men and women 
uniquely to reflect his glory in relationship to one another, 
not in solitude. We were created for community, and more 
specifically, we were created for a complementary kind of 
love that reflects God’s glory. We’ll talk more about this 
throughout our study, but for now, it is important to know 
that God has designed you to reflect his glory in 
relationship to others. Since this is true, we ought to learn 
more about his good design, seeking to conform to it for 
our good and his glory.

For reflection: How do you sense the need for community 
in your life? Is this a good desire?

13



 

DAY FOUR

Read Genesis 1:26-31. 

 On the heels of the creation of man and woman in 
God’s image, we are told that God blessed them, both man 
and woman. He blessed them by giving to them a twofold 
charge: “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and 
subdue it.” The next clause, “and have dominion over the 
fish of the sea...” further explains what it means to subdue 
the earth. These two charges together are often called the 
cultural mandate. The cultural mandate is probably more 
appropriately named a “blessing,” since all of what God 
says here is part of the blessing he gives beginning in verse 
28. Therefore, God’s twofold charge is used to express the 
intended outcome of the blessing. It is almost like he said, 
“Be blessed in being fruitful and in subduing the earth.” 

 It is important to see here that the things which God 
calls us to do—the things he has designed us for—are for 
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our good. They are for our blessing. They are not intended 
to make us reluctant slaves, but rather joyful, God-
glorifying representatives. God’s design is for our good and 
his glory.

 So what exactly does God bless the man and woman to 
do? Here, he calls them to produce children (be fruitful 
and multiply) and to produce culture (subdue the earth). 
These are two ways God has empowered humans to image 
him. He is a productive, fruitful, creative God. Likewise, 
we are called to produce—both children (in the context of 
marriage) and culture. We are called to create works of art, 
develop the earth’s resources, study its intricacies, and 
more. This is why your science class matters. God created 
everything, and one of the ways we glorify him is by 
learning about his creation and caring for it.

 Again, we could talk about a lot of implications here, 
but let’s conclude with this. God created you and blessed 
you with the task of reflecting his glory in specific ways. 
We were made for this kind of blessing. But so often we 
try to seek it in ways other than those which God has 
designed us for. When we understand the intent of the 
designer, we can begin to understand our purpose as his 
design. That’s what the rest of this study is intended for: 
to help you understand God’s blessing in creating you 
uniquely in his image. 
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For reflection: Does God’s design for you tend to seem like 
a blessing or a burden? Why?
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DAY FIVE

Read Genesis 1.

 Let’s conclude this chapter by summarizing some of 
what we have learned. From Genesis 1, it is clear that God 
has placed mankind into three unique kinds of 
relationships: between man and God, man and man, and 
man and nature. Each of these relationships teaches us 
something about what it means to be human.

 
Man and God: To be human is to be directed toward God. 
We owe our existence to him, and we are completely 
dependent on him. He has created us with a specific design 
in mind, and we either embrace it or seek blessing in other 
ways.
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Man and Man: To be human is to be directed toward 
other humans. All mankind is made in God’s image, and 
therefore we are all given inherent dignity. Sins like 
racism, lust, homosexuality, and more, stem from (among 
other things) a failure to recognize the dignity in others as 
God’s image-bearers. Further, we are told in Genesis 1 that 
God made man, male and female, in his image. Since God 
exists in divine plurality, one thing we learn is man and 
woman together were created to reflect this kind of loving 
community. 

 
Man and Nature: To be human is to rule over nature. 
Mankind is given dominion over the earth, to rule and care 
for it as God’s image bearers. We are to subdue the earth 
by producing culture, sustenance, and more. God has 
blessed us with the call to create God-glorifying culture.

 
For reflection: Consider yourself in these three kinds of 
relationships. How do you seek God’s blessing in the way 
you relate to him? To other people? To nature?

 
Today’s study has largely drawn from Anthony Hoekema’s Created in God’s Image (Grand 
Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 1986), p. 75ff.
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Chapter 2

OUR UNIQUE PURPOSE
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Introduction

 
 My stepfather was a skilled mechanic. He built a 1923 
Model T hot-rod from the ground up. When I was 16 years 
old, he let me drive his creation around town, showing it 
off to my friends. It was one of the greatest memories of 
my adolescence. For about a decade, I had watched the 
man labor over building this car, and then I got to see the 
joy on his face when my siblings and I drove it.

What struck me most about the whole process was my 
stepfather’s love for the design of the vehicle. Each part 
had a place and a purpose. He would read about the design 
in the many volumes of auto manuals he kept in the 
garage, careful to note their directions for the construction 
of his own car. This design, when put together and used 
rightly, made the car roar like a lion. It was a beautiful 
sound.  

Suppose my stepfather decided to throw the manuals 
out and re-imagine the design for himself. Suppose he 
decided that a spark plug worked better as a fuel pump, or 
that the gas tank was too heavy and only slowing the 
vehicle down. That’s crazy. The car would not run because 
the design was not followed. It would not reflect the 
genius of its maker. Instead, it would sit in our garage and 
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collect dust, never knowing the open road it was originally 
intended for.

If you believe that you were made by a Designer, then 
this illustration is helpful for you. If the Creator God we 
learned about last week designed you, then it is worth 
considering whether he has revealed anything about that 
design, in order to call you to the freedom and joy you 
were made for. And in fact, that is one thing the Bible can 
teach us. We begin to see bits about our unique design in 
Genesis 2. We see that God made the first man, Adam, and 
put him in the Garden for a specific purpose. But 
something was missing. For the first time in the Bible, 
God said something was not good. It was not good that the 
man should be alone, so God designed a helper for him, 
the woman. He gave her to him as a fellow image-bearer to 
complement him in his unique design. In addition, the 
pattern of man and woman together would reflect God’s 
ongoing design that man should leave his father and 
mother, actively pursuing one woman and holding fast to 
her in a unique way (see Genesis 2:24-25). This would 
result in unashamed, intimate fellowship which would 
reflect the glory of God. What a beautiful design! We will 
learn about it this week. 
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DAY ONE

Read Genesis 2. 

 After the constant refrain of “And God saw that it 
was good” in Genesis 1, it is especially striking when God 
first says something is not good. That happens in Genesis 
2:18. “Then God said, ‘It is not good that the man should 
be alone.’” So, what does the great Designer propose to do 
about this? He will make a “helper” for the man. You’d 
expect to read immediately about this helper. What would 
she look like? How would she be a helper to the man?

But then the narrative breaks off, and God decides to 
bring each of the animals before Adam for naming, and all 
that before he creates this helper. What is going on here? 
Imagine the scene. There’s Adam, sitting on a rock, 
observing a parade of every living thing and naming them 
all: Duck...Elephant...Salamander...Cat...Beetle. Do you 
wonder how long it took to name all the animals? Probably 
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quite a while. Why would God put Adam through all this 
before creating a helper?

The Designer always has a purpose, and in this case it 
is no different. God was helping Adam to realize his need 
for a counterpart that was like him, a fellow image-bearer. 
Sitting and naming species after species, probably in pairs 
of male and female, Adam came to understand that not 
one of them was created like him. Indeed, no suitable 
helper was found for Adam (v. 20). So, God formed the 
woman.

Men and women were created by God for one another. 
In other words, the Designer had a purpose in making us 
equal image-bearers who also complement one another in 
unique ways. In this way, we reflect God’s Trinitarian 
glory. We’ll unpack that truth throughout this week’s 
study.

For reflection: In what ways have you observed a 
married couple reflect God’s glory?
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DAY TWO

Read Genesis 2.

 We’ve seen that men and women were created with 
equal dignity as God’s image bearers, and that they were 
created to complement one another according to God’s 
design. Today, we will learn more about what it means that 
we were created with equal dignity, while the rest of the 
week will focus on what it means that we were designed to 
complement one another in our reflection of God’s glory. 

From Genesis 1:27, we learned that part of what it 
means to be made in the image of God is to be made in 
relationship to others, specifically the relationship between 
male and female. While men and women do bear God’s 
image fully on their own, each doing so in a unique and 
distinct way, partnering together for God’s glory has 
always been part of God’s design. Genesis 2 helps us to 
understand what that looks like. God saw that it was “not 
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good” that the man should be alone. Strictly speaking, 
Adam was not alone in the Garden, for he had unbroken 
fellowship with God, and he was surrounded by God’s 
living creation. But as we saw yesterday, he was alone in the 
sense that he did not have a fellow image-bearer to 
complement him and to complete his reflection of 
Trinitarian glory. Thus, to be made in God’s image entails 
some kind of partnership, some kind of mutual 
relationship, reflecting the relationship within God 
himself. In fact, we could say that what it means for 
humankind to be made in God’s image is that we were 
created by God, male and female, to represent him and 
reflect his glory. 

This foundational truth brings inherent dignity to all 
people: male and female. For the rest of the week, and 
throughout this study, we will unpack the biblical doctrine 
of complementarity, our view on the biblical relationship 
between genders and their unique roles according to God’s 
design. But it is important to note at the beginning of our 
study that biblical complementarity does not claim superior 
dignity for men or women above the other in God’s design. 
Men and women are created with equal dignity and are 
equally important in God’s design for the reflection of his 
glory.

For reflection: What would it look like for you to treat 
all people with equal dignity as fellow image-bearers?
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DAY THREE

Read Genesis 2:15-25, Ephesians 5:22-33.

There is much to learn from Genesis about God’s 
design for our bodies, our emotions, and our spirits. From 
these important passages, we learn more about who we 
are—who we were created to be. Today, we will focus on 
who men are created to be in their maleness. Here are 
some helpful guidelines drawn from Genesis and the rest 
of Scripture about maleness.

God's design for "maleness" is the self-giving impulse to move 
toward women in appropriate relationships—giving spiritual 
leadership, giving our heart and soul, and giving our bodies to 
provide for, protect, and procreate with our wives in reflection of 
God's self-giving love for his people, and to submit to God’s charge 
to subdue the earth through work as a reflection of God’s glory.
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Even before God created the woman, he put the man 
in the garden to work and keep it. Adam was created to 
find satisfaction in rewarding labor, in obedience to God’s 
command. This command to fill the earth and subdue it 
(Genesis 1:28) reflects God’s creative activity in Genesis 1, 
and submission to it is a fulfilling activity for the man, 
though as we will see next week, such fulfillment has been 
greatly affected by man’s fall into sin.

Adam was also called to lead and protect Eve was by 
teaching her about the Lord’s command to not eat from 
the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (more on this 
next week). Notice in Genesis 2:17, when God gives this 
command, Eve is not yet created. The narrative reflects 
Adam’s call to spiritually lead his family, a weighty 
responsibility. 

The man was called to give his heart and soul to Eve. 
To “hold fast” to one’s wife (Gen. 2:24) means to be joined 
closely to, or to be glued to. This closeness and intimacy is 
the result of a man not withholding his emotions, but 
rather giving himself—heart and soul—to his wife.

Even the ways our bodies are designed teaches us that 
men are called to give themselves physically to their wives, 
to move toward them in loving, intimate ways. This 
physical act of movement also contributes to God’s design 
for procreation. 
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This picture is most clear when we look to Jesus. We 
see in Ephesians 5 that Jesus gave himself up for his bride, 
the Church. He loved the Church, going to the greatest 
lengths to produce her sanctification. He nourishes and 
cherishes his Church, giving himself continually through 
Word and Sacrament for our growth in grace. This is a 
profound mystery, as Paul reminds us, and it so profoundly 
shapes the picture of a true husband. By the grace of Jesus, 
may our men seek to live out their designs through self-
giving love. 

For reflection: When or how have you seen biblical 
maleness on display in your family or church? What did 
this teach you about God’s design?
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DAY FOUR

Read Genesis 2:15-25, Psalm 33:20-22, Ephesians 5:22-33.

So, what is God’s design for femaleness? 

God's design for “femaleness” is the nurturing impulse to 
receive and nourish such self-giving from worthy men in 
appropriate relationships and to reflect God's glory by helping to 
speak into the void the woman is uniquely designed to fill—
nurturing spiritual leadership, receiving self-giving love, and 
nourishing physical life within her as a reflection of God's call to fill 
the earth. 

From Genesis 2, we see that the woman was created 
to meet the man’s need for companionship and to assist 
him and partner with him in subduing the earth (Andreas 
Kostenberger, God’s Design for Man and Woman, 38). One 
way she was uniquely designed to do this was through 
bearing children. The woman nourishes physical life 
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within her and nourishes children without. In this way, 
she contributes to the blessing of God to man and woman 
to “be fruitful and multiply” from Genesis 1:27. 

The woman is also called to receive and nurture the 
kind of self-giving love from a man we talked about 
yesterday. This is reflected in the response of God’s people 
to the self-giving of Jesus in his death for us. As his Bride, 
we respond to his sacrifice in joyful submission. In 
affirming, receiving, and nurturing this kind of leadership, 
a woman is complementing and supporting a man’s 
unique call from God, while he also complements hers. 
Biblical submission as part of womanhood is God’s design. 
Therefore is what is best not only for the man, but also for the 
woman. It is how she is wired by her Designer. If you were 
to ask Eve before the fall, she probably would have told 
you that Adam was God’s perfect provision for her. 
Receiving and nurturing his leadership and submitting to 
him as a godly leader was exactly what she needed.

One final note. From Psalm 33, we see that this 
Hebrew word for “helper” that is used of the woman in 
Genesis 2 is also used throughout the Old Testament to 
describe God himself. Therefore, the woman’s role as 
helper is filled with inherent dignity. She is not inferior to 
the man. Rather, she complements and helps him in her 
unique role as a fellow image-bearer. 
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For reflection: When or how have you seen biblical 
femininity on display in your family or church? What did 
this teach you about God’s design?
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DAY FIVE

Read Genesis 2:15-25, Revelation 19:6-8.

When God presents the man with the helper he has 
made for him, the man is stunned. He breaks out into 
poetry! At Last, proclaims Adam. She is like me. She is my 
companion. She is exactly what I need. 

And then the narrator takes a moment to explain what 
has just happened: the first marriage. This relationship 
reflects God’s design for man and woman together in the 
covenant of marriage: “Therefore a man shall leave his 
father and mother and hold fast to his wife, and they shall 
become one flesh.” To be sure, there is a reference to sex 
here, but it is also much more than that. To become “one 
flesh,” means a profound fusion of two lives into one, 
sharing life and giving themselves over to one another 
(Kostenberger, God’s Design, 40). It is a complete and total 
surrender to another. This is God’s design for marriage: 
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one man and one woman covenantally committed to one 
another in God’s call to bear his image.

It is interesting that so often the relationship between 
God and his people is portrayed as a marriage. Just as the 
Bible begins with a marriage, so it ends with one. In 
Revelation 19, we read about the Marriage Supper of the 
Lamb, when God’s people are presented as a Bride 
adorned for her husband, ready to celebrate the 
consummation of all of history when Christ returns. They 
are invited to this feast because Christ has laid down his 
life for them (Ephesians 5). In his covenant faithfulness, 
God has wed himself to his people through the life, death, 
and resurrection of his Son. This picture of marriage ought 
to drive the way we think about marriage today. While our 
culture paints a picture of minimal commitment and re-
designed gender relationships, Christian theology remains 
faithful to God’s picture of marriage in the Bible: one man  
and one woman covenantally committed to one another, 
just as God has covenantally committed himself to his 
people. 

For reflection: How do the culture’s changing views on 
marriage reflect its misunderstanding of God’s design?
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Chapter 3

WHAT WENT WRONG
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Introduction

 
 In one of C.S. Lewis’ great works of fiction, The Space 
Trilogy, the series’ main character, Dr. Ransom, is 
kidnapped and taken to an alien planet where he 
encounters various species of intelligent life. The story of 
his time on this planet is recorded in Out of the Silent Planet, 
the first book in the series. Malacandra, this alien planet, 
is different from earth in this way: its people are un-fallen. 
Or, as the creatures in the book describe, the planet us not 
under the influence of the Bent One. Ransom discovers 
many things about the various species he encounters on 
Malacandra, but chiefly he learns about one thing they 
have in common. They are all hnau. Hnau is a common 
word on Malacandra describing what it means to be a 
person, and more specifically a person created by Maleldil, 
the king the universe. On this un-fallen planet, to be hnau 
is to be ruled by Maleldil. Every species on Malacandra has 
a unique purpose according to Maleldil’s design. Some are 
intellectuals, some poets, and some craftsman. Each 
species is content with its place in Maleldil’s design, and 
each understands that its purpose is to serve Maleldil. 

When Ransom meets a large group of Sorns, one of the 
alien species on Malacandra, he is questioned all evening 
about conditions and events on earth. When the 

35



discussion turns to human history, Ransom tells the Sorns 
of wars, slavery, and many of the dark institutions and 
kingdoms the world has seen. The Sorns, living in an un-
fallen world, are shocked to hear these things. One of their 
kind, an old and wise Sorn explains...

“They cannot help it...There must be rule, yet how can 
creatures rule themselves?...They are like one trying to lift 
himself by his own hair, or trying to see over a whole 
country when he is on a level with it, like a female trying 
to beget young on herself” (Out of the Silent Planet, 102).

Lewis’ book helps us to understand our own story by 
stepping outside of it. The species of hnau on Malacandra 
find many human practices and ways of thinking strange 
because they cannot understand life in a fallen world. They 
cannot conceive of a way of life for hnau, for persons 
created in the image of God, that does not include 
submission to his plan. And yet, because our our 
fallenness, it is difficult for us to conceive of life any other 
way. This week, we will look at the fall of mankind and its 
effects on our understanding of and living out the image of 
God. Because we were uniquely designed as men and 
women, there are unique ways the falls affects us. We need 
to understand our particular bent-ness in order to 
understand how to repent and seek to live out God’s good 
design. 
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DAY ONE

Read Genesis 3, Revelation 12:7-9.

A new voice is introduced in Genesis 3:1. The crafty 
serpent arrives on the scene in order to tempt the woman 
and man made in God’s image. Understanding the shape 
of this temptation helps us to understand our own hearts. 
We will look at three things:

What the serpent questions. “Did God actually 
say...” These infamous words prove that the serpent calls 
God’s own word into question. A key factor in the 
temptation to commit any sin is a questioning or even 
denial of God’s Word. It is a displacement of God’s Word 
from the seat of authority in our lives, and replacing it 
with something else. In this case, that something is Eve’s 
own wisdom. That’s why the serpent also questions God’s 
motives: “For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes 
will be opened and you will be like God, knowing good and 
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evil” (v. 5). In other words, the serpent wants Eve to 
question God’s good design and his good intentions 
toward she and her husband. When we sin, we essentially 
tell God that his design for our lives is not as good for us as 
our own. In doing so, we implicitly question his love 
toward us and his lordship over us.

 
What the serpent offers. The word for “crafty” 

which describes the serpent in Genesis 3:1 actually 
suggests wisdom and prudence, and it is used positively 
elsewhere in the Bible. However, here the serpent offers a 
kind of wisdom that comes to us from outside of God, in 
whose image we were created. Eve’s temptation is 
presented as a quest for wisdom. Indeed, the serpent 
promises that if she were to eat of the tree, she would gain 
a wisdom that would make her like God. The irony, of 
course, is we’ve already seen that Adam and Eve were like 
God, having been created in his image. They were foolish 
to seek to become like God through a different kind of 
wisdom, for they already possessed all the good he desired 
for them as his image bearers. Our source for wisdom and 
knowledge determines so much about us. If the final 
judgment of good and evil comes from within myself, then 
I am my own god. If, however, I receive wisdom from God 
through his Word, it is him who I worship. 
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What the serpent denies. As the temptation 

escalates, the serpent goes from questioning God to 
outright denying his Word. “You will not surely die.” God 
had made it clear to Adam in Genesis 2:17 that death 
would be the consequence for breaking his command 
regarding the tree. In raising an objection to this clear 
statement, the serpent is also denying God’s justice and 
judgment. He is seeking to bring the woman into outright 
disbelief of God’s character. At its core, all sin is disbelief. 
We disbelieve God’s goodness, so we make our own good. 
We disbelieve God’s wisdom, so we make our own way, 
and so on. One of the chief schemes of the evil one is to 
cause us to doubt and deny God’s Word. We must be 
aware of these schemes in order to continually battle them 
as we seek to bear God’s image for his glory.

 
One last thing. The Bible is very clear about the 

identity of this serpent. He is the deceiver of the whole 
world, the Devil, as we read in Revelation 12. When 
dealing with sin, it is important to know we have an 
adversary who will try to deceive us out of the glory for 
which we were created. We must be aware of his designs, 
so that we can deny his lies and seek to live out God’s 
perfect design for his image bearers. 
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For reflection: When you are tempted to sin, how do 
you see these three schemes at work? (Questioning of 
God’s Word, Offering wisdom that comes from somewhere 
other than God, Denying God’s character)
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DAY TWO

Read Genesis 3.

The serpent’s appeal to the woman is strong. 
Essentially, he says, “You can transgress your Maker’s 
command, and there will be no negative consequences. In 
fact, you will be wiser and more fulfilled if you 
do” (Kostenberger, God’s Design, 44). What was Eve’s 
response to this appeal? She saw that the tree was good for 
food and a delight to the eyes. That is, she considered it. 
She gazed on its beauty, its utility, and its delightfulness, 
and considered, presumably for the first time, that what 
God said was not good for her was actually good.

Next, she desired the wisdom that the tree offered, 
rather than the wisdom from God’s Word. Why? Because 
of the serpent’s false promise that she would “be like 
God.” The woman began to covet a kind of wisdom she 
was apparently without. In her discontent, she began to 
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desire to be fulfilled by something other than wisdom from 
God. 

Finally, she took the fruit and ate, and she gave some 
to her husband who was with her (more on this tomorrow). 
There was no discussion, no pushback from Adam 
recorded here. Eve seemed to usurp his authority (perhaps 
because he wasn’t using it rightly) in just handing over the 
fruit. The man follows his wife’s lead, or selfishly protects 
himself by using her as a test case, though God had made 
him to be a leader and protector in their marriage. 

Perhaps it was distrust of Adam’s protection and 
provision, but whatever the case, Eve seemed to take 
matters into her own hands. She usurped the authority 
God had given to Adam as her protector. In fact, this whole 
scene reflects a reversal of authority. Instead of the man 
leading and protecting the woman, and they together 
exercising dominion over the serpent, the chain works the 
other way. The serpent tempts Eve, who usurps her 
husband, who rebels against God’s design in his passivity 
and selfishness. 

In addition to this reversal of authority, Eve’s sin is 
found in her discontentment. She desired the fruit of the 
tree because she perceived it as providing something she 
didn’t have: wisdom. Instead of resting in the wise plan of 
the Designer, she coveted a “deeper” wisdom which would 
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make her “like God.” Ironically, the thing that made her 
most like God, her creation in his image, was marred 
(though not lost) by this rebellious act. 

For reflection: Ladies, do you struggle with 
discontentment? How?
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DAY THREE

Read Genesis 3, Romans 5:12-21. 

It is interesting that when the rest of the Bible 
describes this first sin and its implications, it refers to it as 
Adam’s sin. “Therefore just as sin came into the world 
through one man...” (Romans 5:12). Though Eve was the 
first one to eat the fruit, the sin is credited to Adam. Why? 
Because of his passivity and selfishness. Before Eve took 
and ate of the fruit, Adam abdicated his position as the 
leader in the marriage. Recall that before Adam named the 
animals, God gave him the command not to eat of this 
fruit (Genesis 2:17). Eve was not yet created, so it was 
Adam’s job to tell her about this command. It was his job 
to lead and protect in her obedience of God’s command 
and the living out of his design. 

But as we’ve read, Adam failed in this. Though he was 
with her, he sat passively by while Eve entertained the 
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words of the lying serpent, and then he accepted her 
reversal of roles by taking the fruit from her hand and 
eating himself, no questions asked. Perhaps he even 
allowed the whole scene to play out just to see what would 
happen to the woman. You see, Adam’s great sin in the fall 
was disobedience to God’s design, before even physically 
denying his command regarding the fruit. His great sin 
was passivity and selfishness.

Since that day, passivity and selfishness have been a 
unique struggles for all men. Though men are called to 
lead, protect, and provide, they so often take the path of 
least resistance, seeking their own self-protection rather 
than the spiritual nourishment and well-being of others, 
especially those they are called to lead. Though teenaged 
boys are not called to a particular position of leadership in 
the family or church structure, they are prone to passivity 
nonetheless. This is seen in the growing phenomenon of 
prolonged adolescence: an unwillingness to grow up and 
accept increasing responsibility. 

The good news of Romans 5 is that though sin came 
into the world through one man, Adam, the free gift of 
justification for sinners has come through one man, the 
Second Adam. Through faith in the life, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus, we are justified and are being 
renewed by God, empowered by his Spirit to grow in 
maturity and in our ability to live out his good design.
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For reflection: Young men, how do you struggle with 
passivity and selfishness?
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DAY FOUR

Read Genesis 2:25-3:24. Romans 3:23.

At the end of Genesis 2, we are told that prior to the 
fall, the man and woman were naked and they were not 
ashamed. This verse serves as a bridge to the account of 
the fall in chapter three because of the entrance of shame 
into the world as a result of sin. 

After the man and woman eat the fruit, they quickly 
sew together fig leaves to hide their nakedness. Why 
would they do this? Nakedness creates a vulnerability like 
nothing else. The unawareness of nakedness, like that 
expressed in Genesis 2:25, reveals openness and trust in 
the marriage relationship, while the awareness of it reveals 
a fear of exposure in an unsafe environment. Clothing is a 
symbolic barrier that protects us from being shamed by 
others (Bruce Waltke, An Old Testament Theology, 263). For 
the first time in their lives, Adam and Eve experience 
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something they never had: fear of being shamed by the 
other. And so they cover themselves, cutting off the open 
fellowship their complementary relationship once knew. 

They are also afraid of God. They hide from his 
presence, yet he calls out to them. Adam explains himself 
when God calls out, but he is quick to cover himself once 
again by placing ultimate blame for the eating of the tree 
on the woman. The woman, in turn, covers herself by 
blaming the serpent. Blame and comparison are ways we 
all seek to hide in our shame. 

Later, God himself clothes the man and woman with 
the skins of animals—the first sacrifice for sin. In his 
grace, he covers them, but he also casts them out of the 
unbroken fellowship they enjoyed in the garden. He keeps 
his promise of death for eating the fruit, but he 
immediately introduces life in the promise of a Redeemer. 
So much of the rest of the Bible describes the fallout from 
this monumental event. Romans 3:23 points out that we 
all sin and fall short of God’s glory. That is, to fully 
experience God’s glory as his image bearers is the thing we 
all lack, the thing we are desperately trying to get back to, 
though we seek it in all the wrong ways. 

Thanks be to God that through Christ, he is 
conforming us into the image of his Son.
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For reflection: How does shame play out in your life? 
How do you seek to hide from others and from God?
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DAY FIVE

Read Genesis 3:14-24. 

Because of their transgression of God’s law, the man 
and woman receive just consequences from God’s hand. 
But the serpent does not escape God’s justice either. He is, 
after all, only a creature who is subject to the justice of the 
Creator. Today, we will look at the consequences of the fall 
for the serpent, for the woman, and for the man.

For the serpent. The serpent, as a creature, is 
subjected to crawling in the dust, which in Scripture is a 
symbol of humiliation, or being brought low. This 
particular serpent, which the Bible identifies as Satan, will 
one day be crushed by the seed of the woman, though he 
will wound that seed. The pronouncement of this 
judgment for the serpent is often called the “first gospel,” 
for it is the first explicit promise from God to defeat the 
enemy as part of his plan for redemption. On the cross, 
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Jesus defeated the scheme of the enemy, freeing his people 
from the penalty of sin in their lives. His redemption of us 
also includes increasing freedom from the power of sin, as 
we grow in sanctification. And one day, when Christ 
returns, we will be totally free from the presence of sin. 

 
For the woman. We mentioned yesterday that sin 

breaks fellowship in our relationships with one another. 
We see that also taught in the consequences for sin given 
to the woman. Her desire will be for her husband, and he 
will rule over her. At first glance, you might say, “Isn’t that 
what God wants?” But the Hebrew helps us understand 
why it is not. The word for “desire” here really means an 
inordinate desire to dominate over her husband, to reverse 
God’s role in creation. As a result, she will always find 
frustration. Further, she will experience pain in 
childbearing. The joy of bringing forth new life as part of 
God’s plan for men and women to be fruitful and multiply 
will be marred by the curse of this pain. As a result of sin, 
the woman will be uniquely affected in the specific things 
God has designed her for—her relationships and her 
calling.

 
For the man. The part of God’s curse unique to the 

man also helps to explain the subjection of all creation to 
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sin’s consequences. The very ground will be cursed 
because of Adam. Instead of working and keeping the 
earth, as was his call, Adam brought on its curse because 
of his failure in the Garden. Though he will still work it, 
he will do so in frustration, in painful toil. The work itself 
is not the curse. Instead, it is the frustrating toil that will 
be experienced in a call that God originally intended 
wholly for blessing (Genesis 1:28-30). Furthermore, 
though man was called to rule over the ground, it would 
eventually envelope him—quite literally in death. Part of 
the curse for Adam is also implied in God’s words to Eve. 
The woman’s desire would be to rule over her husband, 
but instead he would rule over her in domineering, rather 
than self-giving ways. 

 
To be clear, both the man and woman experienced 

spiritual death when they ate from the tree. Their 
fellowship with God as his image bearers was broken, and 
they now fell short of his glory. This is a glory we all long 
for. We are thirsty for it. Yet we cannot restore ourselves. 
So, what is to be done about our quest for glory? 
Redemption. Read on.

For reflection: How do you see these particular 
consequences reflected for your gender? (i.e. Ladies, how 
do you see the desire for women to dominate play out in 
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our culture today? Young men, how do you see toil and 
frustration in vocation or abusive domineering over 
women play out today?)
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Chapter 4

THE IMAGE RESTORED
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Introduction

 
 So many of our great stories are about restoration. Take 
the traditional storyline for a romantic comedy: a 
relationship is sparked, conflict creates separation, then 
finally the relationship is restored through some grand 
gesture. Or how about the theme of so many epic novel 
series: the community is in conflict, an epic hero is raised 
up and brings about the resolution of the conflict and the 
restoration of the community. Our greatest stories are told 
through the lenses of being restored to something we’ve 
lost because this is our greatest desire. As we’ve seen, the 
thing we have lost is the glory of God—fully reflecting his 
glory as image-bearers (Romans 3:23). Though the image 
of God in men and women is not totally lost as a result of 
the fall, it is greatly marred, and this results in falling 
short of the glory for which we were made. 

But there is a hero. There is a second Adam. There is 
one in whose image we are being remade. This week, we 
will study the restoration brought about by the life, death, 
and resurrection of Jesus. We will see how the gospel of 
restorative grace reshapes our fallen perceptions and 
dispositions regarding gender and sexuality. We will see 
that it is only in Christ that the broken find restoration 
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and the thirsty are quenched, and that all creation is 
restored—including our gender identity.
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DAY ONE

Read Romans 8:18-30.

It is pretty cool to see how the Bible fits together as 
one great story. Some people have called Romans 8:18-30 
the Apostle Paul’s commentary on Genesis 3 because of its 
obvious allusions and connections to what we studied last 
week. Notice how he mentions creation’s subjection to 
futility and even the promise of freedom we saw in 
Genesis 3:15. Paul gives us a picture of all creation 
waiting, groaning for something. What is the creation 
groaning for? For our full redemption. And that 
redemption is not only spiritual, as if we will all float 
around like fictitious angels playing little harps. It includes 
the redemption of our bodies (along with all creation). We 
will be fully transformed into the image of Jesus, our older 
brother. 
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And notice the end of all of this: it is the glory that is 
to be revealed to us (v. 18). The glory that we will obtain as 
a result of God re-making us in the image of his Son (v. 
30). Though we have all sinned and fall short of God’s 
glory (Rom. 3:23), God himself has taken the initiative to 
restore us to that glory by transforming us into the image 
of his Son, so that those who have faith in Jesus will be 
fully and finally set free from the effects of the fall for men 
and women. 

We will spend the rest of this week exploring this 
story of restoration. For now, notice the great plot line: 
glory lost, glory come down in Jesus, glory more and more 
manifested in God’s preservation of his people through 
suffering and hope, and finally, glory fully restored to 
God’s people at the return of Christ. What a beautiful 
plan.

For reflection: How does the truth that God will 
restore and redeem our bodies give you hope for Christ’s 
return?
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DAY TWO

Read Romans 5:12-21. 

How exactly does Jesus restore to us what we lost in 
Adam’s first sin? By succeeding where Adam failed. You 
see, Adam and Jesus share this in common: they are 
covenant representatives. Adam represents all humanity 
in the covenant of works, which we saw God make with 
him in Genesis 2:17. That covenant was simple. The 
promise of the covenant of works was life, the opposite of 
the curse of death given for eating of the tree. The 
condition of that covenant was perfect obedience. If Adam 
obeyed God’s command regarding the fruit of the tree, he 
would live. If he ate of it, he would die. Yet as we read, 
death spread to all men because of Adam’s sin. Adam 
represented all mankind in the covenant of works. He was 
our “head” in that covenant. 
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But it pleased God to make another covenant, which 
first surfaced in Genesis 3:15. This covenant, the covenant 
of grace, promised a Redeemer who would crush the head 
of the serpent and deliver God’s people out of their 
bondage to sin. The promise of this covenant is life, 
eternal life through Jesus Christ. This covenant is also 
conditioned upon perfect obedience. Restoration of fallen 
man hinges on the one act of obedience of Christ, the 
second Adam (O. Palmer Robertson, The Christ of the 
Covenants, 85. See Romans 5:18-19). Christ represents his 
people in the covenant of grace, and his one act of perfect 
obedience leads to justification and life for us. He is our 
Head in the covenant of grace, and in fact, he did far more 
than just mirror Adam’s choice in the garden. Whereas 
Adam started with God’s blessing and turned it into a 
curse, Jesus took on the curse for sin and turned it into 
blessing for us. 

When we begin to understand the Bible in terms of 
the unfolding drama of these covenants, the covenant of 
works before Genesis 3 and the covenant of grace after, we 
see more clearly how the story fits together. Jesus restores 
to us what was lost in Adam’s sin: fellowship with God 
and the glory that we fall short of. He is our covenant 
Head, having fulfilled God’s obligation of obedience that 
we could not fulfill, by trusting God perfectly. We are being 
re-made into his image, that we may one day enjoy his 
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glory face to face, restored to perfect fellowship with God 
as sons and daughters. 

For reflection: How does the fact that Jesus fulfilled 
God’s covenant obligations for you motivate you to love 
him and live according to his design?
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DAY THREE

Read Colossians 3:1-11, 2 Corinthians 5:14-21.

Though we are progressively being renewed into the 
image of Jesus, make no mistake: we are new creatures. 
Nautical illustrations may be lost on land-locked people, 
but think about it like this. If I were to take a brand new 
boat and park it in the harbor at Galveston, that boat 
would look brand new (obvious, I know). But almost 
immediately, barnacles would start to form underneath. If I 
did not constantly scrape off the barnacles, they would 
become a problem, even for a brand new boat. The 
Christian life can be like this. We are new creatures. But 
sometimes we need to scrape off the barnacles of sin 
which tend to cling so closely. We long for the day when 
we are freed from the very presence of sin when Jesus 
returns.
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But let’s consider our newness. What does this new 
life mean for our self-image? It means that we ought to see 
ourselves as those who have taken off the old and put on 
the new. Rather than giving us a negative self-image, the 
gospel’s message is overwhelmingly positive. By the power 
of the Spirit, we are able to do battle against sin in 
increasing measure. Where men recognize their passivity 
and selfishness, they can repent and take initiative, by the 
grace of God. Where women recognize their struggles of 
comparison and discontentment, they can look to the 
mirror of God’s Word to see their beauty and worth in the 
eyes of their Redeemer. Where we are confused about how 
sin has affected our gender identity, we can find rest in the 
truth of God’s Word and the freedom of the redemption 
Jesus bought for us.

Being made new—and constantly being renewed into 
the image of Christ—changes everything about our 
identity. No longer can we legitimately use the excuse, “I 
was just born this way,” for Christ has died to redeem us 
from the state into which we were born and to bring us 
into a state of glory, the glory we were created for. It is that 
glory toward which we are now able to strive in the grace 
of God, by the power of his Spirit. 

For reflection: How does the truth that you are a new 
creature in Christ change how you see yourself?
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DAY FOUR

Read Philippians 3:17-21, 1 John 3:1-3, 1 Corinthians 
15:50-58.

For centuries, Christians have seen their identity in 
light of the unfolding storyline of Scripture, particularly 
pertaining to the image of God. St. Augustine seems to 
have systematized this line of thinking as early as the 5th 
century. He helped to outline four stages of development 
in Scripture related to the image of God, sin, an 
redemption. Tracing the storyline, humans made in the 
image of God and remade through Christ are...

1.Able to sin or not sin. In their innocence before 
the fall (Genesis 1-2), Adam and Eve were able to 
choose to sin or not sin. That’s what the Westminster 
Shorter Catechism describes as “being left to the 
freedom of their own will” (WSC 13). Before they fell, 
Adam and Eve perfectly reflected God’s glory as his 

64



image bearers, male and female. 

2.Not able to not sin. But we know how that story 
turned out. Adam fell, and we all fell in him. In this 
state, men and women are not able to not sin. Even 
the good deeds we do, because they do not proceed 
from faith, but rather from pride, are sinful (Romans 
14:23). While men and women still possess the image 
of God, it has been greatly marred by the fall. We are 
not able to live out God’s good design, but rather we 
are subject to the curse of the fall, including its unique 
effects on men and women. 

3.Able to not sin. Yet as we saw yesterday, because of 
Jesus, we are new creatures. We have put off the old 
self and put on the new. Therefore, by the power of 
the Spirit, we are actually able to not sin. We can 
choose to say “no” to sin, and by God’s grace we can 
act in faith. Though we don’t yet possess the ability to 
do this perfectly, we do experience real victory and 
progress in this life through faith in Christ. We are 
really able to reflect God’s glory as his image-bearers, 
male and female. Though sin lingers, God is 
progressively transforming us into the image of Jesus. 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1.Unable to sin. But a day is coming when Christ will 
return and he will transform our lowly bodies to be 
like his heavenly body. We will be like him, with 
resurrected bodies that are no longer susceptible to 
sin and death. We will be...catch this...unable to sin. 
Can you imagine that day? In our glorified bodies, we 
will stand before the King of the Universe perfectly 
able to worship him, and the presence of sin will be 
fully and finally done away with. We will finally be 
fully and perfectly able to reflect and rejoice in the 
glory for which we were made for all eternity.

 
For reflection: How does the truth that you will one 

day be unable to sin give you hope for today?
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DAY FIVE

Read John 4:1-42.

What does all of this good news enable us to do as a 
result? Well, we’ve seen that it enables us to say no to sin 
and seek to live according to God’s design. But it also 
enables us to appeal to a lost and dying world to be 
reconciled to God. 

So often we are afraid of evangelism because we are 
afraid of being rejected as irrelevant. But you see, since 
this great story is true for all humans, the Gospel of Jesus 
actually possesses the answer to the longing of every 
human heart. We all long to be reconciled to God, to be 
restored to fellowship with him, to reflect the glory we fall 
short of. People try to fill this longing in different ways. 
The woman at the well from John 4 tried to fill it by 
covering her shame in various relationships. However, 
when she was graciously exposed by Jesus, she saw that 
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her true thirst could only be fulfilled in him. In turn, she 
appealed to the people who knew of her shame best, her 
neighbors, to come to Jesus. The shame of her story was 
transformed into a testimony of the goodness of Jesus in 
bringing restoration to her. Christians hold the key to a 
door the rest of the world longs to walk through. And God 
often uses our stories to show others the way to that door. 
Instead of hiding in shame, we get to proclaim the 
goodness of Jesus toward us and appeal to others to 
experience that goodness by faith in him!

For reflection: How has God done this with your 
story? How has he redeemed your shame and made it into 
story you are willing to proclaim in order that others 
might be reconciled to him?
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Chapter 5

GENDER IDENTITY

69



Introduction

 
 We have spent four weeks rehearsing the story of 
redemption, as it related to the image of God and gender. 
If we didn’t understand this story we are all caught up in, 
it might be more difficult to understand why the Bible’s 
views on gender looks so radically different from the 
culture’s view. But understood in the context of God’s 
story, we can see that our gender is at the heart of how 
God has designed us to reflect his glory as his image-
bearers. We can also see how the fall has affected men and 
women uniquely, reversing many of the roles we were 
created to live out. Finally, we can see how the hope of 
restoration in Jesus affects our self-image, including what 
we think about our gender. 

 This week, we will look at specific issues related to 
gender identity. It is important to understand that you will 
be faced with two competing stories as we explore these 
things. First, you have already met the Bible’s story of 
creation, fall, and redemption that we’ve discussed. But in 
order for our culture to escape the truth of God’s good 
design, it had to come up with another story.

How does 21st century culture tell its story with 
regard to gender? In NBC’s new medical drama, New 
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Amsterdam, homosexual psychiatrist Dr. Iggy Frome 
attempts to convince the parents of a transgendered teen 
to allow their son to have transformative surgery. When 
Dr. Frome suggests that the teen wait one year before 
having the surgery, the teen lashes out on social media, 
calling the doctor a “transphobic loser,” which results in 
his many followers rallying behind the teen. In the end, Dr. 
Frome counsels the teen to understand the power of his 
words and the platform he has created as a champion for 
transgendered teens everywhere. He agrees to sign off on 
the surgery and helps the teen work around his parents’ 
wishes. 

You see, the story told by our culture is that the 
individual, even a child, is the ultimate source of authority, 
power, and inspiration for himself and others. The story 
this teen’s parents were telling did not matter, and neither 
did the story the doctor was telling, until it suited the 
teen’s desires. Furthermore, the individual has the power 
to tell his own story, even by falsely representing another 
person on social media for his own gain. The story of our 
culture is radical individualism, to the extent that a child 
who is still experiencing the profound effects of puberty 
(or even one that has not begun to) can decide for himself 
what gender, authority, and power mean. Sadly, this story 
ends not in redemption, but destruction. Recognize these 
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two stories: the redemptive story of the Potter and the 
destructive story of the clay.
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DAY ONE

Read Romans 8:18-25.

Why does gender matter to God? You may think that 
the story of grace is about spiritual restoration only, and 
that gender is merely a physical designation. However, as 
we’ve learned, neither of these statements is true. God’s 
story of grace is the story of restoration and re-creation of 
the form originally imprinted on his creation, as far as the 
curse is found. This re-creation is not a new, second 
creation. Rather, it is a re-formation of the first (Herman 
Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, 3.9.429). That means that the 
image of God, which is essential to humanity, is not being 
done away with in God’s plan of redemption. It is being 
restored. This includes the redemption of our bodies as 
well as our souls. It includes the re-formation of our 
identities around the plan of the Designer. God does not 
want to eliminate the beautiful distinctions and intentions 
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he has for men and women to reflect his glory as his 
image-bearers. Instead, he wants to re-form our identities 
in accordance with his story of redemption, so that we see 
ourselves in light of who he has made and redeemed us to 
be.

Gender matters to God. Our bodies and our identities 
matter. He does not want to remove us from this world in 
order to float around like cupid on a cloud. Instead, he is 
re-making us in the image of Jesus, the true picture of 
humanity. And as we learned last week, this does not 
mean a return to the Garden of Eden, with the possibility 
of falling into sin again. One day, when Christ returns, he 
will renew our bodies fully so that we are like him. On that 
day, we will be unable to sin. God’s people, the new 
humanity in Christ, will again fully reflect God’s glory as 
his image-bearers, for the image of God is integral to the 
essence of humanity (Bavinck, 3.9.429).

This is a radically different story than the one told by 
our culture, as we will continue to see this week. But note 
this: God cares deeply about your gender identity. If you 
are experiencing confusion about what it means to bear 
God’s image in your maleness or femaleness, God cares. 
He has formed you and uniquely designed you. He has 
sent his own Son to redeem you, restoring to you the 
capacity to reflect his glory in your maleness or 
femaleness. Grace restores nature. 
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For reflection: Do people in our culture tend to 
separate the physical and the spiritual? Why or why not?
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DAY TWO

Read Romans 6:1-11. 

What is behind a gender “transition?” Usually, it is 
the idea that an individual does not feel comfortable in his 
or her own gender (and more specifically in his/her gender 
fallenness), and therefore has decided to undergo a 
transition in gender intended to liberate him or her from 
the weight of such discomfort and tension. It is an effort of 
the individual to name himself, to create for herself an 
identity most in line with her desires. 

As we said in the foreword to this study, we all live in 
the tension between the way life ought to be and the way it 
has turned out for us. That’s life in a fallen world. And 
those who look into the Mirror of Erised (desire) think they 
can resolve that tension by reaching in and obtaining for 
themselves the identity they desire. 
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But the Bible speaks of a very different “naming” that 
explains and redeems the tension of life in a fallen world. 
In Romans 6, Paul teaches that baptism is an identification 
with Christ. We are united with him in his death and 
resurrection, in order that we may walk in newness of life. 
We are freed from the bonds of sin, from our fallen 
desires, and from the weight of having to create for 
ourselves our own identity. We are able to reckon 
ourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ. 

Your baptism names you as the Lord’s. It testifies to 
your identity as his child, united to Christ and co-heir with 
him in grace. It tells you that your old self has been 
crucified with Christ, not in order that you may 
“transition” into the realization of your sinful desires, but 
so that you would be transformed, as one who has been 
brought from death to life, finally able to drink deeply 
from God’s grace as his image-bearer in your maleness or 
femaleness.

For reflection: How does your baptism signify a 
transformation? What does it mean that you are united 
with Christ?
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DAY THREE

Read Ephesians 5:25-33.

What causes confusion with regard to our gender 
identity? Maybe it is not the organs we are born with, but 
rather the stories the culture is telling. Many people push 
back against the common conceptions of what makes a 
man “masculine,” and for good reason. As Kevin DeYoung 
points out: “It is not fair to say, without qualification, ‘Real 
men hunt and fish. Real men like football. Real men watch 
ultimate fighting. Real men love Braveheart. Real men 
change the oil and chop firewood.’” (DeYoung, “Play the 
Man,” in JBMW, Fall 2011). If we do this, we run the risk 
of alienating godly men who are manly but don’t care for 
sports, or the outdoors, or Braveheart. We also run the risk 
of defining manhood according to our own image, rather 
than according to the image of God.
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In the Bible, manhood is about self-giving love, most 
gloriously displayed by Christ’s sacrifice on the cross for 
his Church. It is about benevolent protection and— dare 
we say—sensitivity to the needs and nourishment of 
others, especially one’s wife. 

We must be careful that we do not overcorrect. 
DeYoung points out, “Christians needs to be careful they 
don’t make Jesus—as the quintessential man—into a 
progressive beatnik. Some Christians reject the stereotype 
in the previous paragraph, only to replace it with another.” 
Jesus was fierce in his vindication of his Father’s glory and 
of His Church, and so we needn’t diminish this when we 
talk about his sensitivity and care. 

The point is, often our confusion about manhood 
comes from wrong ideas about what it means to be a man 
in the first place. When we draw our understanding from 
Scripture, we see a picture of manhood that exercises 
servant leadership in benevolent, protecting, and caring 
ways. There is some freedom within this biblical picture to 
express manhood in ways God has uniquely designed each 
individual. 

The Bible is clear. It is wrong for a man to act like a 
woman. We should not celebrate men who present 
themselves as effeminate in order to disregard the good 
design of God for them in their manhood. However, we 
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should be careful to define manhood according to God’s 
story, rather than our culture’s, or even our own.

For reflection: How have culture’s inaccurate 
portrayals of manhood affected the way you think about 
what it means to be masculine?

 
Note: The article cited in this reflection, written by 

Kevin DeYoung, is recommended. You can find it here.
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DAY FOUR

Read 1 Peter 3:1-7.

Our conception of what it means to be a woman can 
just as easily fall prey to culture’s inaccurate notions, and 
so we need to hear from God’s Word.

Women reflect the beauty of God in ways men do not. 
When Adam beholds his wife for the first time way back in 
Genesis 2, he breaks out into the first poetry in the Bible. 
He is moved to reflect God’s glory by responding to his 
design in a manner appropriate to the beauty of his 
creation of the woman. She is his companion and helper, 
this one who is like him but also meant to complement 
him. She is beautiful.

But beauty in the Bible has less to do with cover girls 
and lingerie than it does with a heart that reflects God’s 
beauty, his gentleness, and his holiness. True womanhood 
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is “a distinctive calling of God to display the glory of his 
Son in ways that would not be displayed if there were no 
womanhood.” (John Piper, cited in Andreas Kostenberger, 
God’s Design, 287). This includes the freeing disposition to 
receive a man’s leadership through biblical submission, 
just as Christ submitted to the will of his Father in going 
to the cross (Matt. 26:36-46). It includes a concern with 
the adorning of the heart in such a way that a woman’s 
beauty shines from the inside out. It includes a humble 
and respectful submission to a woman’s husband that 
reflects the response of the Bride of Christ (the Church) to 
his death on her behalf. 

The expectations that our culture, even feminist culture, 
places on women are crushing when compared with God’s 
design. Feminism says a woman must be independent, 
strong, and authoritative. Furthermore, pop culture says 
women must be powerful, sexy, and fierce, wielding these 
things as weapons of revenge against men who have taken 
advantage of them.

But the Bible’s picture of womanhood is freeing and 
beautiful. It is nurturing, affirming, and humbly 
submissive. It is adorned with an inner beauty that reflects 
the gentleness of the Father and the self-giving love of the 
Son. Understanding this picture of womanhood is critical 
to living out God’s good design for females as his image-
bearers.
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For reflection: How are our culture’s expectations for 
women crushing to you? How does the Bible’s picture of 
womanhood bring freedom in these areas?
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DAY FIVE

Read Jeremiah 17:9, 1 Peter 2:11, Ezekiel 36:26-27.

One of the common arguments against a biblical 
understanding of gender identity is that some people are 
born with their body reflecting one gender, yet they feel 
like the other. In other words, they would say, “I was just 
born this way.”

As Christians, we want to be sensitive to the struggle 
this statement represents. After all, we are all living in the 
gap between what life ought to be and what it has turned 
out to be for us (life in a fallen world). But we also want to 
stand firm on the truth of God’s Word. The fact is, our 
hearts are deceitfully wicked. The passions of the flesh 
wage war against our souls. In other words, what makes us 
think that fallen humans ought to trust their own feelings?
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Perhaps the solution to tensions like gender 
dysphoria is not in transition, but rather in heart 
transformation. We are all born needing new hearts. We 
are all born with our feelings, our loves, our desires 
disordered. The transformation that results from believing 
the gospel is nothing short of the implantation of a new 
heart. 

In standing on this truth, we can offer those suffering 
from life in a fallen world with the only true solution, the 
only true answer, the only thing that will really quench 
their thirst. Our hearts are wicked and deceitful, and they 
often confuse us. But Jesus has come to give us new 
hearts, re-made in his image, and new eyes to see the 
beauty of God’s design for his image-bearers in their 
maleness and femaleness. 

For reflection: In what ways have you used the excuse, 
“I was just born this way” to justify sin? How does the 
gospel point to a true quenching of your thirst in this area?
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Chapter 6

SEXUALITY
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Introduction

 
 So, how does our culture tell its story regarding sex? In 
just about every way it can. You may not actively realize it, 
but our culture trains us in its views on sex just about 
everywhere we look. If you drive down your city’s major 
freeways, you will no doubt see billboards advertising 
adult film stores or strip clubs. If you travel to a more 
“upscale” part of town, you will encounter ads promoting 
perfect bodies for men and women to impress their 
partners. Social media is littered with posts that seek to 
leverage your sexual desire to drive product sales, and on 
and on we could go.

Just as with the culture’s story on gender identity, we 
need to understand what’s behind all this. Very simply, sex 
is one of the chief idols of our culture. People worship sex, 
and marketers are keen to collect their tithes. But aside 
from this obvious idolatry inherent in our culture, the 
problem is even deeper: people are worshipping a wrong 
view of sex. They have replaced the real thing with a cheap 
knock-off, and they don’t even realize it.

As Christians, we need to exercise great wisdom. We 
are presented with this false view of sex on a daily basis. 
While we want to avoid actively celebrating and engaging 
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in it, there are times when we cannot avoid being 
presented with it. That is why we need to look at our 
culture through the Bible’s lenses. 

 This week, we will take a look at a biblical theology 
of sex, seeking to understand God’s good design. We will 
also examine some of our culture’s main perversions of 
biblical sexuality in light of what we’ve learned about the 
image of God. Finally, we will hear from God’s Word on 
the relationship between sex and grace. 
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DAY ONE

Read Genesis 1:26-28, Genesis 2:18-25

God created people, male and female, in his own 
image in order to glorify him by living out his good design. 
Part of that design, which we discover all the way back in 
Genesis 1, is that men and women together would be 
fruitful and multiply—that they would have children. 
Throughout God’s Word, he shows great care for 
generations of faithful families, parents bearing children 
and training them to know their Creator. But childbearing 
is not the only biblical purpose for sex. In Genesis 2, God 
continues to fill in the picture of the beauty of sex in its 
proper context. Remember Adam’s first poem in Genesis 
2:23? After a period of being alone, including the parade of 
animal-naming,  Adam beholds his wife and exclaims: 
“There she is! Finally! Bone of my bone and flesh of my 
flesh!” Adam understood, after seeing scores of species of 
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animals—biologically male and female—that there was no 
counterpart, no companion, for him. Yet at last, here she 
was! Sex in the context of marriage serves to promote 
companionship and love between man and woman. 

Sex unites a married couple as “one flesh” in a way 
that reflects covenantal commitment, self-giving, and 
enjoyment. God wants us to enjoy, to delight in, sex in its 
proper context. When we do, we reflect the unity in God 
himself. 

We’ve talked a lot about God’s design for men and 
women. As a Good Designer, he is always intentional. 
Thus, sex is not a neutral thing, as our culture would have 
you believe. Its purpose is far greater and far more 
beautiful than mere situational fulfillment. “In keeping 
with God’s creative purposes, marriage and sex are 
vehicles by which God is glorified and the marriage 
partners experience the growing fulfillment that comes 
from living their lives the way their good, faithful, and 
loving Creator intended them to be lived” (Andreas 
Kostenberger, God, Marriage, and Family, 80). 

For Reflection: What are some ways the culture tries 
to pervert this image of sex?
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DAY TWO

Read 1 Corinthians 6:12-20.

Some Christians in Corinth had a theological problem. 
They believed that their bodies, created by God as part of 
his design for his image-bearers, were of lesser value and 
importance than their spirits. This theological 
misunderstanding led to a moral issue (which, by the way, 
is always the case). These Corinthians were visiting 
prostitutes and justifying it by claiming all bodily appetites 
are merely meant for temporal satisfaction, and that they 
don’t have much to do with spiritual things. 

We need to recognize that our culture is not much 
different, especially in the way we think about something 
like pornography. We saw yesterday that sex is meant to 
reflect God’s glory and his covenantal commitment to his 
people. It is an act of intimacy between a committed man 
and woman made in God’s image. This good gift weds 
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both body and spirit.  And yet pornography seeks to tear 
them apart. It is the use of someone’s body for the 
fulfillment of an appetite, an ultimately selfish act that 
necessarily dehumanizes and objectifies both the viewer 
and the subject. 

With regard to the image of God, we have two options 
when we decide to engage in pornography. First, we can 
decide (whether we realize it or not) that the person on 
the other side of the screen does not share the same dignity 
we are given as God’s image-bearers, and therefore is 
worth being made an object for our own gain. This is 
essentially the same heart behind racism or abortion, and 
it is a grave sin against God and the person being 
objectified. On the other hand, we can consciously 
acknowledge that the person being view does bear God’s 
image yet ignore that fact for our own momentary 
satisfaction. This is idolatry of the self, and it is the same 
sin committed by Adam and Eve in the Garden.

But Paul’s exhortation to the Corinthians helps us to 
understand that the body matters to God. Our bodies are 
not meant to be objectified, but they are meant to bring 
glory to God. They are not part of some “lower” existence 
wherein we can satisfy our appetites however we want. 
Not only did God create us to glorify him with our bodies, 
but he sent his Son to take on a body like ours. And that 
same body was raised from the dead and glorified in 
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resurrected life! One day, when Christ returns, our own 
bodies will be raised to this same life because we are even 
now united to Jesus. How, then, could we continue sinning 
against our own bodies and the bodies of others made in 
God’s image?

For reflection: Have you ever considered how the 
image of God relates to the use of pornography? If this is a 
struggle for you, which of the two “options” above do you 
tend to fall prey to?
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DAY THREE

Read 2 Samuel 11:1-5, 12:1-15

David’s adultery with Bathsheba is one of the more 
famous stories in the Old Testament. Narratives like this 
one in Scripture can sometimes be turned into lessons 
about good morals or “dos” and “don’ts” before they are 
seen as redemptive stories about God’s grace toward his 
people. However, they are definitely meant to teach us 
something about God’s design for morality and the 
reasons we ought to avoid sexual immorality.

Consider David’s story through the lenses of what we 
have learned about the image of God. The narrator is quick 
to point out the setting. It is spring time, and David 
should have gone out to war with his men. Instead of 
assuming his role as leader of God’s people against their 
enemies, he remained home at Jerusalem. While there, he 
looks from his roof and sees a beautiful woman bathing, 
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but she is the wife of another man. This does not stop 
David from making her an object for the satisfaction of his 
own desires. He calls her to himself and commits the act 
of adultery. 

When Nathan, Gods prophet, rebukes David for this 
sin, he points out David’s covetousness. He desired the 
woman like the rich man in his story desired the lamb. He 
was not satisfied with what he already possessed, and 
therefore he needed more. And he was willing to sacrifice 
a lot to get it. Bathsheba, and her husband Uriah, became 
objects in David’s scheme of self-satisfaction. To David in 
that moment, both were expendable and less than worthy 
of the dignity afforded to them as God’s image-bearers. 

Our sex-crazed culture engages in this kind of 
dehumanization in many ways. The rise of “sexting” apps 
is one example. The idea behind them is satisfaction 
without intimacy, sexual activity without covenantal 
commitment. To engage in “sext” messaging is to devalue 
the image of God in the sender and to promote sinful 
views of sex for both parties. And this is just one way our 
culture uses images to devalue the image of God in men 
and women.

In the end, God’s grace shines, as in all stories. David 
repents, and God forgives him. While this event is a 
significant part of David’s story, it does not define him. He 
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continues to lead God’s people and serve God’s purposes. 
And yet, the narrative also makes clear that to live in such 
a way that ignores the intent of the Designer does bring 
about grave consequences.

For reflection: How have you seen other people as 
objects to satisfy your own desires?
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DAY FOUR

Read Romans 1:16-32.

The Bible clearly teaches that homosexuality is a sin. 
In today’s culture, part of the cost of discipleship for 
Christians is stating that truth, despite whatever insults 
might be directed our way. However, most of the time in 
stating that truth, we point to one or two Bible verses and 
ignore the whole story we’ve learned about throughout 
this study. 

The funny thing is, when the Bible speaks about 
gender and sexuality, it so often does so by referring back 
to the story that began in Genesis 1-2. This is exactly what 
Paul does in Romans 1. Notice verse 20. Paul has said that 
God’s righteous wrath is revealed to all because everyone 
can understand God’s power and divine nature by 
observing his creation. In other words, no matter how 
people try to suppress this truth, we all know something 
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about the Creator/creature distinction we talked about all 
the way back in chapter one. 

Furthermore, Paul explains that as a consequence of 
men and women rejecting God, they exchange natural 
relations for those that are contrary to nature. What does 
he mean by this? He means that a rejection of the 
Designer leads to a rejection of the design. And he gets 
this because he understands the story of creation, fall, and 
redemption that began in Genesis 1.

This whole passage is littered with allusions and 
references to God’s overarching story. Paul’s theology of 
sex is based on the story you and I have been exploring all 
these weeks. He understands that men and women were 
created in God’s image to reflect his glory in their 
maleness and femaleness. And he understands that the 
ability to reflect that glory was marred at the fall, plunging 
us into sin and causing all kinds of irrational exchanges. 
We exchange the glory of the Creator for the glory of his 
creatures. We exchange the good design of the Designer 
for our own schemes, which will never satisfy. This is why 
we need total re-formation, not sexual transition or 
liberation. True freedom is to be found only in the worship 
of the Designer and the living out of his design, by his 
grace. This is what we have to offer the world: true 
freedom and true glory.
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For reflection: How could seeing the sin of 
homosexuality in light of the Bible’s whole storyline help 
you talk to non-Christians about it?
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Section 5

Day Five

 

DAY FIVE

Read Mark 7:14-23, 1 Corinthians 6:9-11.

Jesus teaches that sexual immorality (along with all 
kinds of idolatry) is a condition of the heart. It is not first 
and foremost something “out there” that we need to shield 
our eyes from. We cannot hide from it by staying in our 
homes or consuming only Christian art. We ought to be 
wise in protecting our eyes and ears, but the problem is 
clear: our hearts.

So what is to be done? Is there hope for the sexually 
immoral, the homosexual, the adulterer, and the idolater? 
Absolutely. We need new hearts and new identities, and 
those can only be found in Jesus. Notice what Paul says 
when dealing with the Corinthians. He doesn’t just say, 
“Some of you did bad things.” He says, “Some of you were 
bad people.” You didn’t just commit sins. You were 
sinners. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were 
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justified in the name of Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our 
God. You have been given a new name in baptism. You 
have been named with Jesus, and that naming is sealed by 
his Spirit, who is the guarantee of your full inheritance. 
You have been given a new heart, so that what once 
defined and defiled you now no longer rules your life. You 
were a sinner. Now you are washed, sanctified, and justified.

To be sure, we still sin. We are simultaneously 
justified and sinners. Like the new boat parked in the 
harbor, we will continually need to scrape off the barnacles 
of remaining sin that cling so closely. But we now have 
both the heart and birth-right to do just that. Therefore, 
whatever may have defined you before, you are now 
known to God by one name through faith in Jesus: son or 
daughter. Hallelujah, What a Savior!

For Reflection: How does God’s grace motivate our 
purity?
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Chapter 7

DATING AND MARRIAGE
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Introduction

 
 My first date in college was awkward. The year was 
2005, and a new website called “The Facebook” had just 
launched in the previous year to connect college students 
on campus and help them stay in touch with friends at 
other schools. On my campus, it quickly devolved into a 
prototype of the modern dating app. So—like all the guys 
on my hall—I identified a girl on campus I hardly knew 
and mustered every ounce of courage within me to ask her 
on a date...via Facebook messenger.

On the day of the date, I felt a little like Andy Samberg 
in the 2007 film Hot Rod.  All I knew was, “When you go 
on a date, you put on a shirt, and you ride your bike to the 
daaate...” So, I showed up to the young lady’s dorm room 
in my skinny jeans, driving my mother’s 2001 Isuzu 
Rodeo, which was quite the ride at the time. When we 
pulled up at the concert for which I had gotten free tickets, 
I was horrified when the parking attendant asked me for 
$15 cash. Having none (because I hadn’t prepared), I had 
to turn to my date and ask her for the cash to pay for the 
parking on the date I was taking her on, which we were 
both certain would be the one and only date between us.
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The rest of the night followed awkwardly until we 
were both relieved to say goodnight and hope we would 
never run into each other on campus again. That night 
taught me two things. First, I was too broke—and too 
awkward—to date. Second, I had absolutely no idea what 
dating was for. I simply did it because I liked girls, and 
because everyone on campus seemed to be pairing off. 
Sadly, it would be several years until I would learn to 
understand dating and marriage through the lenses of 
God’s design for men and women.

The Bible does not give us a handbook for courtship. It 
does not give us a list of “dos” and “dont’s” for Christian 
dating and marriage. It actually does something better 
than that. The Bible gives us the beautiful picture of God’s 
design for men and women made in his image to reflect 
his glory, and it is only by looking at that picture that we 
can understand what dating and marriage are for.
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DAY ONE

Read Genesis 1:26-2:25.

By this point, the story of God’s creation of man and 
woman is familiar to you. However, notice a few more key 
details...

1.God institutes marriage in the garden, before the fall 
of Adam and Eve. By doing so, he shows that marriage 
represents his ideal for men and women in their call 
to reflect his glory as his image bearers. We live in a 
fallen world, which means that we experience the gap 
between the way things ought to be, and the way they 
have turned out for us. Marriage, as a holy institution, 
has been corrupted by the fall. But make no mistake, it 
is a good gift from our Creator, and it is to be desired. 
You may be experiencing the fallout of broken 
marriages in your own life. It is right to lament this, 
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but remember God’s intention is wholeness and unity 
in the covenant of marriage. 

2.Genesis 2:24 begins with a “therefore,” which is 
always important. Therefore, because it was not good 
for the man to be alone, and because God formed a 
helper suitable for him out of his rib, and because she 
is a reflection of God’s beauty in a way that the man is 
not, it is good for men and women to marry. Through 
this story of the first marriage, the Bible sheds light 
on the beauty of the institution. It is beautiful because 
it is God’s design, and he is a beautiful designer.

3.This story informs all that the rest of the Bible says 
about marriage. Jesus references it in Matthew 19 
when he is asked a question about divorce. Paul refers 
back to it when talking about sexuality, gender, and 
marriage in several of his letters. You see, the Bible is 
a story about the Great Designer and his plan to 
create, redeem, and glorify his people. When we talk 
about marriage, dating, sex, farming, studying, song 
writing, snowball making, etc., etc., etc., we must 
understand God’s story. It informs everything because 
he created everything.

For reflection: How have you experienced or observed 
the fallout of broken marriages in our world?
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DAY TWO

Read Genesis 1:27-28, 3:16, 1 Timothy 2:8-15.

So, what is marriage for? We’ve already learned about 
the overarching intention of the Designer that men and 
women together in the covenant of marriage should reflect 
his Trinitarian glory. Now, we will talk about some of the 
specific ways married couples are called to do that.

God blesses the man and woman he created by 
charging them to be fruitful and multiply—to have 
children. Men and women are designed uniquely to answer 
this charge. A husband gives himself away, physically 
giving the stuff of life in order to produce a heritage of 
God-glorifying children. A wife warmly receives that life-
giving movement, nurturing and incubating life within her 
in her call to bear children. Our bodies are designed to 
reflect the unique ways God has called us to partner in the 
blessing of having children. 
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The truth of the way our bodies were designed reflects 
God’s good intention for maleness and femaleness. This is 
why Paul refers back to the creation story when he talks 
about the way men and women relate in the Church. His 
charge to the Ephesian church in 1 Timothy 2 seems so 
foreign to us because we have adopted the story of modern 
culture in place of God’s story about creation. Paul is not 
saying that women are “justified” by the work of bearing 
children. That would be justification by works, and Paul 
clearly teaches against it. Instead, he is encouraging the 
women in Ephesus—who have adopted the world’s story 
about what it means to be a woman—to reject the tides of 
changing expectation and re-adopt God’s story. Women are 
uniquely designed to bear children—something men 
cannot physically do. This is the beautiful design of the 
Good Designer. 

And yet, as we see from Genesis 3, our fall into sin 
creates all kinds of futility and decay. In a fallen world, 
men and women struggle with infertility, loss of children, 
and more. God is at work to restore that which was lost at 
the fall, and to bring his people into a more glorious 
existence through Jesus. In the meantime, men and 
women who struggle with the inability to bear children 
can still continue to live according to God’s design through 
adoption, Christian discipleship, and more. The point is 
not to give lists. Instead, the point is to show the beauty of 
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God’s design in creation and the glory of his plan to glorify 
himself in redemption through Jesus. And 
interestingly...that redemption is consummated at a 
wedding feast (see Revelation 19).

For reflection: How is the world’s story about 
marriage different from the story we’ve talked about from 
God’s Word, especially with regard to having children?
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DAY THREE

Read Ephesians 5:22-33.

Not only does God’s Word show us his intention for 
marriage to reflect the glory of his creation, it also shows 
us that marriage is intended to reflect his glory in 
redemption. This is why Paul makes the connection 
between marriage and the relationship between Christ and 
his Church. As Jesus loved and gave his life for the 
Church, a husband is called to give himself away for his 
bride. As the Church is called to respond to that self-giving 
love, a wife is called to receive, nurture, and reciprocate 
that same love from her husband, submitting to him as the 
Church submits to Christ. In this way, a Christian 
marriage reflects the glory of a God who redeems.

In a fallen world, it can sometimes be difficult to find 
men who are worthy of submitting to. Likewise, it can be 
difficult to find women who receive and reciprocate the 
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kind of love Christian men are called to. This is especially 
true for teens because in our formative years, we are still 
discovering some of the deep truths we have unpacked 
throughout this study. We are learning about our 
developing bodies. We are growing in our understanding 
of God’s Word and what it means to be a man or woman. 
We are living in a time “in between” childhood and 
adulthood, and that time can be very confusing with 
regard to things like God’s design for marriage and dating.

It would seem, then, that wisdom would dictate 
caution in dating during these years. The Bible does not 
give us the “OK” to date after a certain age or life stage. 
However, based on our understanding of the Bible’s story, 
and especially of our own biological and spiritual 
development, we can exercise God-given wisdom. As we 
continue to consider God’s design, we will draw out some 
wise principles from God’s Word in this area.

For reflection: How have you experienced or observed 
a marriage that reflects God’s glory in redemption?
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DAY FOUR

Read Proverbs 13:1, Hebrews 13:4, 1 Corinthians 10:31.

If the Biblical writers had an “advice column” (the 
pre-Internet equivalent of a blog with three points of 
advice about some topic) on dating, it might include the 
following points to consider.

1.Seek wise counsel, beginning with your parents. In 
God’s good design, he has set parents over their 
children to teach them about his world through his 
story. Your parents have had much longer to learn 
about these things than you have. They know a thing 
or two. And it is their responsibility to protect you 
according to God’s good design. A wise son or 
daughter would first and foremost listen to his/her 
parents’ guidelines for dating. But this also extends to 
pastors, elders, and others in spiritual authority. Your 
elders are called to nourish and strengthen you 
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through ministering God’s Word in your life. They are 
wise, and they care deeply about you. Seek their 
counsel, for God has given them to you for your good 
and his glory.

2.Go to great lengths to stay sexually pure. Part of 
what it means to hold marriage in high honor as part 
of God’s design is to recognize that sex is a good gift 
of God reserved for married couples. To say it another 
way, sex is intended for committed men and women in 
the covenant of marriage. To say it again, sex is best 
when it occurs in the context of a loving, committed, 
covenant relationship (marriage). The Bible does not 
present us with a story that is about removing joy 
from us. Rather, the story of Scripture is about 
experiencing deep joy through knowing God as 
Creator and Redeemer. His plan for sex is for your joy. 
If you do not have the self-control to stay far away 
from sexual immorality with someone you are dating, 
you are not prepared to date. This is why it is perhaps 
wise to wait until adulthood to date seriously. God 
grows us in our self control as our bodies and minds 
continue to develop. 

3.Do all things to the glory of God. God has called us, 
men and women, to reflect his glory in all things. 
Marriage is a beautiful avenue through which we are 
led to fulfill that calling. Therefore, dating should be 
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done with a view toward glorifying God through 
pursuing marriage. That’s right. Dating is about 
pursuing marriage. Therefore, it is wise to ask yourself 
how well you understand and are prepared for such a 
calling before you make the choice to date. 

Each of these things runs contrary to the world’s 
story. Your friends at school are dating. They are exploring 
sexual activity. They are ignoring wise counsel and seeking 
their own pleasure, to their own destruction. It will be 
difficult to apply the Bible’s teaching about relationships in 
a world like this. And yet, Jesus calls us to bear the cost of 
committed discipleship in these areas. God’s design, even 
when not popular or easy, is always better. May you believe 
it as you navigate attraction and longing during your teen 
years.

For reflection: If you have thought about dating, who 
have you sought advice from? Who could you seek advice 
from in light of these truths?

114



 

DAY FIVE

Read Revelation 19:6-10, 21:1-4

One of the last scenes in the Bible is a marriage feast, 
when Jesus returns to fully and finally overthrow his 
enemies and to consummate the relationship he won for 
his people on the cross. It is a beautiful picture, in which 
the people of God are presented to him in glory, glowing as 
a bride dressed in pure white, having been made ready to 
dwell with him for all eternity. 

But how are they made ready? It is granted to them to 
be clothed in this pure linen. It was granted to them 
because of the work of Jesus on their behalf—his life, 
death, resurrection and return. God’s plan of redemption 
totally reverses the curse of sin, which has been a stain on 
the robes of humanity since Genesis 3. It restores God’s 
design, and even elevates it beyond the provisional state 
Adam and Eve enjoyed in the garden. In the end, God will 
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dwell with his people in his city, the New Jerusalem. He 
will wipe the tears from their eyes and make all the sad 
things come untrue. He will be their their God and they 
will be his people. Grace restores and perfects nature. We 
are given glimpses of what this looks like in God’s Word, 
but when we behold it, we will know fully the glory we 
have longed for all our lives. 

Life on this side of that day will always be messy. It 
will always be confusing. It will always be full of longing 
because we have tasted of the way things ought to be and 
one day will be when Jesus returns. This is why faith in the 
Bible’s story is so important. When we understand God’s 
design in creation and redemption, we can wait patiently 
for God himself to come set right what we in our sin have 
brought about. We can lean into God’s grace when we 
have failed to live out his good design in our sexuality and 
relationships. We can trust in his good design, because he 
is a good Designer and he has come to re-form us into his 
own image.

For reflection: How does the truth about Christ’s 
return help you to experience life in this fallen world?
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APPENDIX A: CHRISTIAN 

RESPONSE TO HOMOSEXUALITY IN 
ROMANS 1

Alex Dean

Note: This essay was originally submitted to the systematic theology faculty at 
Reformed Theological Seminary Orlando, and then to the North Texas Presbytery. 
I have included it here—in edited form—to provide Christian readers with some 
helpful tools in thinking about and discussing a biblical response to 
homosexuality and same-sex attraction. It is neither biblically nor existentially 
exhaustive, and it should not be taken to reflect the sum of the author’s thought 
on the subject. If you have any questions, please contact Alex Dean. 

 
 Romans 1:18-32 has long been at the center of the 
ongoing discussion between theologically conservative 
Christians and the culture at large regarding 
homosexuality and gender issues. It is commonly asserted 
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by proponents of a biblical sexual ethic (traditionally 
understood) that this passage provides an ironclad New 
Testament argument against practicing homosexuality. 
Their opponents have pointed to cultural practices in first 
century Rome and called into question biblical words that 
have been translated by various forms of “homosexuality” 
in order to cast doubt on the need to maintain a traditional 
sexual ethic. In recent years, this debate has made political 
headlines, especially as it relates to the Supreme Court’s 
decision to affirm same-sex marriage nationwide. What is 
clear, and what theological conservatives can no longer 
avoid, is that a traditional and biblical sexual ethic will face 
political and social hostility in today’s world. What is not 
so clear is how the Church will respond. I would like to 
suggest—and exegetically demonstrate from Romans 1—
that a proper understanding of biblical epistemology 
(study or theory of knowledge) and anthropology (study of 
man) will go a long way toward shaping a distinctly 
Christian response. It will be shown that because the 
pagan suppresses the truth about God, revealed through 
creation and God’s writing on his heart, the Christian 
Church should expect and appropriately respond to 
increasing hostility to the sexual ethic of the Bible, 
especially in the areas of homosexuality and gender issues. 
I will begin by surveying the gospel context of Romans 1, 
followed by its teaching on epistemology and anthropology 
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respectively. In closing, I will discuss three ways forward 
for the church based on exegetical observations from 
Romans 1:18-32.

 The Gospel Context of Romans 1:18-32

 Over against a reductionist reading of Romans 
1:18-32 which would seek to use this passage as a mere 
proof-text against the homosexual agenda, we must first 
grasp its context within the masterpiece that is Paul’s 
letter to the Romans. To do this, we can look to Paul’s 
thesis in Romans 1:17. He says, “For in it [the gospel] the 
righteousness of God is revealed from faith for faith, as it 
is written, ‘The righteous shall live by faith.’” Here, several 
major themes found in Romans come to the fore. Chief 
among these is the revelation of the righteousness of God, 
which is from faith for faith. Charles Hodge explains this 
righteousness as a “righteousness which God gives, and 
which he approves” (Charles Hodge, Commentary on the 
Epistle to the Romans, 30). This reading captures the forensic 
sense of the term that the Reformers were so careful to 
maintain, but it also emphasizes God as the author or 
source of the righteousness in question, which has unique 
implications for Paul’s anthropology and soteriology 
throughout Romans. This and other exegetical 
considerations stand to render a traditional Reformed 
understanding of Paul’s thesis for his letter to the Romans: 
the righteousness of God (which he gives and approves of) 
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is revealed by faith alone. This is the gospel which Paul 
will undertake to explain, defend, and apply throughout 
the rest of his letter.

 A proper understanding of this thesis is crucial for 
our analysis of Romans 1:18-32 because of the logical 
connector “for” at the beginning of Romans 1:18. This 
connector is neither arbitrary nor insignificant. Paul begins 
this major section (which continues through the end of 
chapter four) by connecting it to his thesis, showing that 
he seeks to defend it in what follows. This means that 
Romans 1:18-32 must be understood in the context of 
what precedes and what follows it, for Paul here lays the 
foundation for defense of his thesis throughout the rest of 
his letter. What exactly is that context? It is the gospel. 
From 1:18-4:25, Paul explains justification by faith as the 
heart of this gospel he proclaims. We can observe the 
general contours of his argument as follows: the universal 
depravity of man (1:18-32), the impartiality of God’s 
judgment (2:1-3:20), the righteousness of God revealed 
through faith (3:21-26), and a paradigmatic example of 
justification by faith (4:1-25). Since these gospel contours 
are so easily discernible, we must remember to locate all 
that Paul says in Romans 1:18-32 within its proper 
context. This section must not be seen primarily as a 
degradation of homosexuals per se, but rather an offer of 
gospel hope for idolaters. It is not enough to stop at 
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Romans 1:18-32 as a polemic against modern sexual 
ethics, for this is not consistent with Paul’s argument. 
Instead, while we maintain the biblical sexual ethic based 
on this and other passages, we must show that this 
passage serves the larger purpose of offering gospel hope.

Epistemology

 Next, we turn to the distinctly Christian 
epistemology communicated in Romans 1:18-32, seeking 
to uncover what can be known about God and how it is 
known. From this passage, we can distinguish three 
categories to answer the former. It is important to note 
that verse 18 begins with the heading of the wrath of God 
being revealed. To downplay this fact would be to dismiss 
Paul’s point, and thereby to undermine his gospel 
argument as outlined above. However, Paul really anchors 
his justification of the revelation of God’s wrath beginning 
in verses 19 and 20 by showing that God has made himself 
known in his creation. He claims that what can be known 
about God is plain to those to whom this wrath has been 
revealed because God has shown it to them. In the next 
verse, Paul makes a rather oxymoronic statement 
regarding the invisible attributes of God, which have been 
clearly perceived since the creation of the world. This 
“perceiving” is an inner recognition or understanding 
which is received through the things that have been made. 
So, the first category falling under the heading of what can 
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be known about God could be summarized: a God-revealed 
understanding of his invisible attributes, namely his power 
and deity. In the words of John Murray, “God has left the 
imprints of his glory upon his handiwork and this glory is 
manifest to all” (John Murray, The Epistle to the Romans: 
NICNT, 40).

 Next, the concluding clause of verse 20 is significant 
for understanding the consequences of Paul's 
epistemology. He says, “so they are without excuse.” This 
fact—that all men are without excuse before God since he 
has revealed himself—also falls under the heading of what 
can be known about God. Paul does not deny that men 
have been blinded by the noetic effects of sin, for he will 
argue that in what follows. However, he also maintains 
that though men are blinded, they are still without excuse. 
John Calvin, in his commentary on Romans, notes, “We 
are not however so blind, that we can plead our ignorance 
as an excuse for our perverseness.” This is an important 
consideration for the Church when dealing with the 
societal approach to sexual ethics. It is often implied—
perhaps understandably—that the culture at large has no 
moral conscience. While this may seem to be true, and 
while Paul shows how the suppression of the truth about 
God leads to idolaters being given over to a debased mind, 
this passage indicates that some moral scruples remain. 
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The Church should stand confidently on God’s Word and 
adopt this presupposition. 

 This truth is further supported in verse 32. More 
will be said about this verse, but for now we must note 
that Paul claims that men know God’s righteous decree 
with regard to moral evil (such as he has listed in verses 
29-31), that those who practice such things deserve to die. 
This statement is astonishingly clear in what it asserts. 
Men do not only know something of God’s deity and their 
accountability before him; they also know that in 
practicing the aforementioned moral evils, they deserve 
death. In the scope of Paul’s argument to this point, he has 
not yet introduced the special revelation of God’s law 
given to Israel. The significant point he is making is that 
all men, apart from special revelation, have some sense of 
the punishment they deserve for their moral evils. Again, 
while all these truths are suppressed because of idolatry, 
Paul maintains their presence in the conscience of the 
pagan. In other words, the sense of God given to all men 
by God’s self-revelation in creation is suppressed but not 
altogether lost. As I will explain below, this must be 
maintained at the presuppositional level if the Church is to 
confidently move forward in reaching the homosexual 
community and furthering the cultural discussion on 
sexual ethics. 
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 Now we turn from the content of man’s knowledge 
to the question of how it is obtained. First, Paul locates 
any knowledge of God in his self-revelation (v. 19). In both 
general and special revelation, God is in total control of his 
self-disclosure. Next, as we’ve seen, God reveals himself in 
the things that have been made (v. 20). This concept has 
been broadly understood in Reformed theology to include 
the works of creation and providence. Note the 
Westminster Confession of Faith, 1.1:

“Although the light of nature and the works of 
creation and providence do so far manifest the goodness, 
wisdom, and power of God as to leave men inexcusable, 
yet they are not sufficient to give that knowledge of God, 
and of his will, which is necessary unto salvation.”

God has revealed himself through his works of 
creation and providence, and therefore men are without 
excuse. 

 Yet there is more to be said with regard to how God 
is known according to this passage. Recall that Paul’s 
argument from chapter one to chapter four builds logically 
toward his goal of explaining the gospel of justification by 
faith alone. In order to do this, he makes the point that 
whether men posses only God’s general revelation, or 
whether they are blessed by his special revelation, they are 
all indicted under God’s just rule. Thus, in chapter two, 
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Paul corrects the Jews for boasting in their privileged 
position because of special revelation alone. He notes that 
merely having the law of God has never brought about 
justification for God’s people. In proving this, he claims 
that it is not the hearers of the law, but the doers who will 
be justified (v. 13), and he further elucidates this claim by 
showing that the Gentiles themselves prove to have the 
law written on their hearts when they do what it requires 
(v. 14-15). The key phrase with regard to Paul’s 
epistemology is “written on their hearts.” Does Paul here 
introduce another epistemological entry point with regard 
to knowledge about God? Is the knowledge of God only 
revealed through external means, or can something more 
be said? 

 Here, Calvin’s concept of man’s sense of divinity is 
helpful. Calvin claims that there is a sense of divinity 
which is “engraved upon men’s minds” and “naturally 
inborn in all” (John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion,
1.3.3). In his commentary on Romans, Calvin explains that 
the religious impulses of all cultures with regard to the 
moral will of God prove man’s inborn sense of a God who 
ought to be worshipped. This certainly does not mean that 
men have a full knowledge of God’s will, his special 
revelation, or his plan of salvation. However, it does mean 
that God’s writing on the hearts of men provides another 
epistemological foundation for knowledge of God. Again, 
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this does not negate Paul’s claim about men’s suppression 
of the truth, but let Calvin summarize the important 
implications of this sense of divinity: 

“From this we conclude that it is not a doctrine that 
must first be learned in school, but one of which each of 
us is master from his mother’s womb and which nature 
itself permits no one to forget, although many strive with 
every nerve to this end.” (John Calvin, Institutes of the 
Christian Religion, 1.3.3)

Once again, we are left with an important 
presupposition when we approach the discussion on 
society’s sexual ethic. Though idolaters suppress the truth 
about God, they are not purely atheists, for God has 
revealed himself in creation and providence, and in his 
writing on their hearts. Since this is true, Christians have a 
divinely-revealed point of contact with culture. 

Anthropology

 Having answered questions of how God is known 
through his self-revelation in creation and his writing on 
the hearts of men, we can now follow Paul’s argument to 
answer the question of how this knowledge is suppressed. 
This course takes us into the sphere of anthropology. More 
specifically, we will discuss the nature and consequences of 
human idolatry. From verses 21-23, and again in verse 25, 
Paul offers a description of idolatry, from which we can 
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draw the following conclusions. First, idolatry affects the 
whole man. Paul claims that men became futile in their 
thinking (Greek: διαλογισμός), which connotes thought or 
reasoning. Yet they also have darkened hearts (v. 21). The 
“heart” encompasses one’s inner self, or “the causative 
source of a person’s psychological life in its various 
aspects” (Louw & Nida, Greek-English Lexicon of the New 
Testament). Idolatry is also shown to affect man volitionally, 
for he worships and serves the creature rather than the 
Creator (v. 21). There is even a bodily element mentioned 
by Paul as a consequence of this idolatry in verse 27.  
Throughout this passage, Paul is clearly communicating 
that idolatry affects the whole man, physically, 
intellectually, emotionally, and volitionally. 

 From this preliminary anthropological observation, 
it becomes clear that the Church must recover a biblical 
understanding of idolatry and seek to employ it in and 
through its counseling ministries. Many churches tend to 
err either by a lack of understanding and empathy with 
regard to the same-sex attracted, or they err by holding too 
soft a view of idolatry. Yet there was a time in Christian 
history when the Church found remarkable balance here. 
At the close of this essay, I will expound on the proposal 
that the Church should seek to recover a Puritan practice 
of biblical counseling in order to maintain such a balance. 
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 Next, it is clear from what Paul says that idolatry 
entails escalation. Returning to verse 32, Paul says, 
“Though they know God's righteous decree that those who 
practice such things deserve to die, they not only do them 
but give approval to those who practice them.” John 
Murray insightfully notes that Paul seems to be bringing 
this section to a climax by claiming that “the most 
damning condition is not the practice of iniquity…it is that 
together with the practice there is also the support and 
encouragement of others in the practice of the same.” He 
goes on,

“We hate others as we hate ourselves and render 
therefore to them the approval of what we know merits 
damnation. Iniquity is most aggravated when it meets with 
no inhibition from the disapproval of others and when 
there is collective, undissenting approbation.” (John 
Murray, The Epistle to the Romans, 53)

What Murray so poignantly elucidates is the 
escalatory nature of idolatry, especially when collectively 
embraced. It is clear from the preceding list of sins that the 
pagan culture Paul is writing about indulged in all kinds of 
carnal sins, but perhaps particularly in sins of a sexual 
nature. The implication of verses 26 and following is that 
God gave them up to their idolatry, resulting in sexually 
deviant behavior. 
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 In light of this reality in Paul’s context, we can draw 
conclusions for our own. Since sex is a particular idol of 
modern Western culture, it should come as no surprise to 
see the escalatory nature of idolatry which Paul describes 
taking place in our own society. With regard to 
homosexuality and same-sex marriage, we should not be 
surprised to find that the modern ethic wholeheartedly 
approves. The Bible tells us this is the nature of idolatry. It 
is concerning that so many Christians find themselves 
perpetually astonished by the blatant sexual idolatry 
conveyed in popular culture and even through the political 
sphere. What else can we expect from a culture that 
worships sex and approves of its worship? Perhaps the 
Church should begin to expect increasing hostility to the 
biblical sexual ethic. This is not defeatism, nor a 
concession of the restorative power of the gospel. It is an 
application of the biblical teaching on idolatry and its 
effects in man. 

 Paul also tells us that pagans have reversed the 
proper order of worship and serve the creature rather than 
the Creator. This fundamental reversal of the Creator/
creature relationship has elevated human autonomy above 
the sovereign will of the Creator, though only in principle, 
for God is sovereign even over idolatry. The point to be 
noted here is that this is the nature of idolatry—putting 
some aspect of God’s creation in place of God (Douglas 
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Moo, The Epistle to the Romans, 113). In the case of our 
society, man is that very idol. Humanism is lauded as 
virtuous, and truth is proclaimed as subjective. The final 
authority of all things is the individual.  In a society such 
as this, should we be surprised that our sexual ethic is off? 
My purpose here is to implore Christians to entertain a 
realistic view of the idolatry of our culture and to 
encourage an embrace of the Bible’s only cure: the gospel. 

 Finally, what are the consequences Paul lists for such 
idolatry? Broadly speaking, they all cohere under what 
Hodge calls a “judicial abandonment consistent with the 
holiness of God and the free agency of man” (Charles 
Hodge, Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans, 45.) That is, 
God gives the idolater over to his desires in a manner that 
maintains his holiness (he does not tempt man to sin) and 
also man’s free agency. Under this banner, Paul lists other 
categorical consequences. First among these is impurity, or 
the dishonoring of the body (v. 24). This word for impurity 
carries implications of uncleanness and immorality, which 
is why it is accompanied by the explanatory phrase “to the 
dishonoring of their bodies among themselves”.

 A second categorical consequence Paul lists can be 
described under the heading “dishonorable passions” (v. 
26). It is under this heading that Paul includes the 
description of homosexual relations among men and 
women. It seems quite clear from Paul’s straightforward 
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explanation that he is denouncing homosexual passions 
and relations in general, not merely some deviant or 
domineering version of such present in his first century 
context. Though some have argued that Paul’s use of φύσις 
(nature) does not harken back to God’s established order 
at creation, Paul’s Jewish background and influences 
would seem to indicate otherwise. Further, Paul’s 
argument can be shown to presuppose the worldview of 
the Torah, as he builds his argument on allusions and 
references to the creation account in Genesis 1-2. Simply 
put, “for Paul, sexual behavior is ‘unnatural’ if it is 
contrary to the Creator’s intent” (Darrell L, Bock, and 
Mikel Del Rosario, "The table briefing: Sexuality and Paul's 
transcultural message in Romans 1:18-32”). He clearly 
maintains a traditional sexual ethic which denounces 
homosexuality in practice and in one’s desires. 

 Third, verses 29-31 include a list of sins which are 
derived from a debased mind described in verse 28. These 
sins can be categorized in terms of man’s intellect, will, 
and affections, and thus it seems that Paul’s emphasis is 
again the holistic effects of idolatry on mankind. This 
brings us full circle to a summary of the anthropological 
perspectives found in this passage. Paul taught that 
idolatry affects the whole man—physically, intellectually, 
emotionally, and volitionally. He taught that idolatry 
entails a collective escalation, specifically including the 
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hearty approval of the sins of others. For Paul, idolatry is a 
reversal of the Creator/creature relationship, which 
ultimately proves to elevate human autonomy above the 
sovereignty of God. Finally, Paul shows that idolatry 
results in the judicial abandonment of man to his own 
desires, bringing about all manner of consequences as part 
of the revelation of God’s wrath against unrighteousness.

Three Ways Forward

 In light of these observations, I propose the 
following ways forward for the Christian Church. First, we 
must recover the gospel context of Romans 1:18-32. We 
must show that Paul employs this section of Romans as 
part of his larger defense of justification by faith, and 
therefore we must be prepared to use it in the same way. 
We must abandon the use of Romans 1:18-32 as a mere 
proof text and seek to show how this passage offers gospel 
hope in its broader context. As I have defended above, Paul 
certainly locates his sexual ethics squarely with God’s 
intent since creation, and therefore we should boldly 
maintain a traditional sexual ethic, even when it is not 
culturally expedient or popular. However, we should 
couple this defense of traditional sexual ethics with an 
offer of grace, for this is certainly the thrust of the New 
Testament. Consider another Pauline passage:
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“Do not be deceived: neither the sexually immoral, 
nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor men who practice 
homosexuality…will inherit the kingdom of God. And 
such were some of you. But you were washed, you were 
sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus 
Christ and by the Spirit of our God.” (1 Cor. 6:9-11)

For Paul, the restorative grace of the gospel was the 
focus. We must recover his sight.

 Second, we must adopt a presuppositional apologetic 
which is consistent with the holistic needs of depraved 
man (intellect, affections, and will). Paul’s epistemology 
requires several important presuppositions which we have 
noted above. Every human being has a knowledge of God 
that has been manifested in God’s works of creation and 
providence, as well as through God’s writing on their 
hearts. Though this knowledge is suppressed, it is not 
erased. When balanced with an understanding of the 
noetic effects of sin, this truth results in an important 
apologetic approach to unbelievers. No one is purely an 
atheist, regardless of how suppressed the truth about God 
has become. Paul also shows in this passage that though 
the knowledge of God is suppressed by men, some moral 
scruples remain. They are without excuse before God 
because of their knowledge of him (v. 20). Further, they 
know God’s righteous decree of death for the kinds of 
idolatry laid out in this passage (v. 32). This is a critical 
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presupposition because it means that people are actively 
trying to either relieve or suppress this sense of 
accountability. The Christian must be discerning when 
dealing with idolaters, and particularly with homosexuals. 
While they maintain secularist principles, they do have 
this sense of accountability, however suppressed it may be. 
Though they rationalize the practice of their lifestyle, they 
know—in some suppressed way—that it is morally wrong. 

 As Christians, we can either believe this text and 
adopt this presupposition, or we can reject it. To adopt it 
would mean to embrace a life-giving offer of gospel 
freedom from the crushing weight of idolatry and 
moralism. To be clear, the modern homosexual agenda has 
its own set of morals which supposedly supersede those of 
traditional Judeo-Christian values. Why? Because they 
seek to suppress the crushing moral weight of their 
accountability before God. All the while, we must believe
—along with Paul—that the gospel is their only hope. 
Often, conservatives react in fear on this point. We fear an 
offense or an immediate closed door response because of 
the exclusive call of the gospel. However, let Cornelius Van 
Til summarize a presuppositional response:

“The point of contact for the gospel, then, must be 
sought within the natural man. Deep down in his mind 
every man knows that he is the creature of God and 
responsible to God. Every man, at bottom, knows he is a 
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covenant breaker. But every man acts and talks as though 
this were not so. It is the one point that cannot bear 
mentioning in his presence. A man may have internal 
cancer. Yet it may be the one point he will not have one 
speak of in his presence. He will grant that he is not 
feeling well. He will accept any sort of medication so long 
as it does not pretend to be given in answer to a cancer 
diagnosis. Will a good doctor cater to him on this matter? 
Certainly not. He will tell his patient that he has promise 
of life, but promise of life on one condition, that is, of an 
immediate internal operation.” (Cornelius Van Til, 
Christian Apologetics, 119-120).

Idolatry is the cancer of the human race. The gospel is 
the cure. 

 In general, a robust practice of presuppositional 
apologetics in the Church has the advantage of offering a 
holistic worldview to skeptics and unbelievers. We often 
subordinate the issue of homosexuality to the issue of 
salvation, claiming that once a homosexual person 
embraces Jesus, we can then deal with his/her sexual 
ethics. I am not saying this approach is always incorrect, 
for there are deeply existential issues to be dealt with in 
each case. Yet while salvation is clearly man’s deepest 
need, this approach can create a false division in the 
Christian worldview. Presuppositionalism lends itself 
toward presenting Christianity as a unified whole. As John 
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Frame writes, “There are, I believe, distinctive Christian 
views on history, science, psychology, business, economics, 
labor, sociology, education, the arts, the problems of 
philosophy, and so on” (John Frame, Apologetics: A 
Justification of Christian Belief, 32). So too, Christianity has a 
distinctive view on sex. Christians should embrace it. 

 Finally, we must recover a Puritan counseling 
practice that particularly focuses on idolatry as the chief 
problem of the human heart. Paul’s anthropology includes 
a robust understanding of the depravity of man, especially 
with a view to idolatry. As has been made clear, he sees 
idolatry as the fundamental problem of the human heart. 
He understands that its effects are far reaching. Following 
Paul, the Puritans in their time adopted this same view of 
idolatry and applied it to their counseling. Tim Keller 
notes,

“Every sin is an effort to turn from the worship of God 
to the worship of self. That is the Puritans’ view. At the 
base of man’s nature is not some fundamental ‘need’ for 
relationship or happiness or significance but rather a 
necessity for worship.” (Timothy J. Keller, “Puritan 
Resources for Biblical Counseling”).

Keller goes on to demonstrate a Puritan approach of 
identifying, uncovering, and uprooting the idols that 
replace the worship of God through the process of 
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mortification. Keller’s work on the Puritan application of 
these truths proves that these men were careful and 
gracious practitioners of gospel truth applied to the 
idolatrous hearts of men. This is precisely the kind of 
counseling that is needed to engage today’s culture 
effectively. Many in our churches are wrestling with same 
sex attraction, gender dysphoria, and other issues. We can 
begin to engage the culture on these issues by caring well 
for those in the household of faith who are struggling with 
them. Instead of responding to the needs of our people 
first with therapeutic or symptomatic diagnoses, we can 
counsel them to turn from self-worship in its various 
manifestations to the worship of Christ. This does not 
mean a cold disregard for the experiences and pathologies 
of individuals. While the Puritans recognized that our 
fundamental problem is self-worship, they did posses 
remarkable balance in displaying an understanding of how 
complex factors in our lives shape the manifestation of our 
idols. The key, for the Puritans, was to identify and root 
out these idols by a process of mortification. This, 
according to the Puritans and to Scripture, is true healing. 
When the Church becomes a place of grace and healing for 
those plagued by the oppressive sexual ethic of secularism, 
the culture will take note. We must embrace a full-orbed, 
biblical view of idolatry and apply it well to our practice of 
counseling, using the Puritans as a model. 
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 In conclusion, my purpose here has been to 
encourage Christians through a renewed confidence in the 
teachings of God’s word. A distinctly Christian 
epistemology gives us confidence in the contact point 
between ourselves and the culture, that of our knowledge 
of God. A Christian anthropology—specifically a biblical 
view on idolatry—gives us confidence in its only cure—the 
gospel. There is much the Church can do to winsomely 
engage the culture with regard to the truth of the biblical 
sexual ethic. This engagement begins in-house, by taking 
care of our own. Men and women in our churches struggle 
with same sex attraction, yet they are afraid to seek 
counsel. May we recover a Puritan practice of biblical 
counseling. Those outside the church are confused about 
our own confidence in the biblical worldview. May we 
recover a presuppositional apologetic, so that we might 
present Christianity as a unified whole. Those within and 
without are in need of grace and healing. May we recover 
the gospel sight of the Apostle Paul as we point them to 
the only source for true healing. By these and other means, 
may God be glorified in his Church, as we stand 
confidently on his Word and seek to engage a society filled 
with men and women who were made to worship him. 
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APPENDIX B: RECOMMENDED 

RESOURCES

 

 
Apologetics

Keller, Timothy, The Reason for God: Belief in an Age of 
Skepticism. New York, NY: Riverhead Books, 2008.

Lewis, C.S. Mere Christianity. Various Editions.

Pratt, Richard. Every Thought Captive: A Study Manual for 
the Defense of Christian Truth. Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R 
Publishing, 1979.

Fiction
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Lewis, C.S. The Space Trilogy (Three Books in One). New 
York, NY: Scribner.

Theology & Practical Helps

Allberry, Sam. Is God Anti-Gay? And Other Questions 
About Homosexuality, the Bible and Same-Sex Attraction. The 
Good Book Company, 2013. 

Challies, Tim. Sexual Detox: A Guide for Guys Who are Sick 
of Porn. Cruciform Press, 2010.

Hoekema, Anthony. Created in God’s Image. Grand 
Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co. 1986.

Kostenberger, Andreas and Margaret. God’s Design for 
Man and Woman: A Biblical-Theological Survey. Wheaton, IL: 
Crossway, 2014.

Kostenberger, Andreas, and David W. Jones. God, 
Marriage, and Family: Rebuilding the Biblical Foundation, Second 
Edition. Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2010. 

Owen, John. The Mortification of Sin. Christian Focus 
Publications, 2006. 

(Note: The Mortification of Sin has been a standard in practical 
theology for hundreds of years, but it is difficult to read if one is not 
familiar with Puritan language and vernacular. To obtain an updated 
edition, Killing Sin, contact Alex Dean.)
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Piper, John. What’s the Difference? Manhood and 
Womanhood Defined According to the Bible. Wheaton, IL: 
Crossway, 1990.

Web-Based Resources

https://www.covenanteyes.com (resources for online 
accountability)

https://poctaonline.com (Jim Pocta’s Blog)
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Glossary

Christology

Christology means “the study of Christ.” It is the area of Christian theology which 
deals particularly with the study of the doctrine of Christ. Topics explored under this 
heading include: the divinity of Jesus, the humanity of Jesus, his incarnation, his 
life, death, resurrection, ascension, and more. Christology is an important and 
exciting area of study for the Christian faith.

Ex nihilo

A Latin phrase meaning “out of nothing.” It is important to affirm that the Bible 
teaches God’s creation of all things out of nothing. If there was something God 
depended on to create all other things, then God did not actually create everything. 
As it is, God is so powerful, he created everything out of nothing. See Hebrews 
11:1-3.

Imago dei

Latin phrase meaning “image of God.” In Hebrew, the word for image indicates that 
man was created to mirror and represent God. This image gives all mankind 
inherent dignity as God’s image bearers.

Cultural mandate

The command (and blessing) from God to humans to rule the earth for God; to 
develop a God-glorifying culture (Anthony Hoekema, Created in God’s Image, 14).

Second Adam

The Bible presents Jesus Christ as a second Adam (Romans 5:12-21, 1 
Corinthians 15:42-49). This means that, like Adam, Jesus is our covenant head, or 
representative. His obedience merits salvation for us, just as Adam’s disobedience 
plunged us into sin and death. Where Adam failed, Jesus succeeded on our behalf. 
He is restoring humanity (Hebrew Adam) by reconciling his people to himself.

Covenant representatives

Every covenant has a covenant representative, or head. In the historical covenants 
described in the Bible, we see several covenant heads: Abraham, Moses, David. 
These covenants fit underneath the broader covenant of grace, promised in 
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Genesis 3:15, and fulfilled through Christ, our covenant head in the covenant of 
grace.

Gender dysphoria

Gender dysphoria is the result of a person’s strong feeling that his or her biology 
does not match his or her gender. Medically, this condition can cause anxiety, 
depression, and more. Yet as we suggest from Scripture, the Bible teaches that our 
hearts are deceitfully wicked. Therefore, the solution to gender dysphoria is not 
gender transition, but rather heart transformation through belief in the good news 
about Jesus (see chapter 5, day 5).

Complementarity

Complementarity is a particular view within Christian theology on the relationship 
between genders and their unique roles according to God’s design. Adapting 
material from Jim Pocta and Alex Dean, we define maleness and femaleness in the 
following ways.

God's design for "maleness" is the self-giving impulse to move toward women in 
appropriate relationships—giving spiritual leadership, giving our heart and soul, and 
giving our bodies to provide for, protect, and procreate with our wives in reflection 
of God's self-giving love for his people.

God's design for femaleness is the nurturing impulse to receive and nourish such 
self-giving from worthy men in appropriate relationships and to reflect God's glory 
by helping to speak into the void the woman is uniquely designed to fill—nurturing 
spiritual leadership, receiving self-giving love, and nourishing physical life within her 
as a reflection of God's call to fill the earth.
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