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hen I became the lead pastor of Encounter
Christian Church in April 2014, one of my
goals was to meet with everyone serving in
ministry. Michael was a man who was excited about
serving at the church. As with all of the leaders with
whom I scheduled appointments, Michael and I met over
lunch. My goal was to get to know him personally, ask
Michael about his relationship with Jesus, and cast vision
with him for ministry.
Michael shared that he started coming to our church
with his parents over 20 years ago. He served in the youth
ministry where he found great joy in teaching our youth
the Bible. The conversation shifted to me asking about his
relationship with Jesus. Michael said it was really good
with the exception of one incident that really challenged
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his faith. He then explained how he had been hurt by
a very prominent leader in the church who thought he
should not be serving in ministry. I was sensing I knew
the reason, and God gave me the courage to ask Michael
if it was all right if we address “the elephant in the room,”
to which he nervously replied, “OK.” I then asked him
if this incident had anything to do with him being gay.
Later, Michael told me that in that moment, it was like
he could feel the air being sucked out of the room. He
was hesitant to answer my question because he knew
that once the truth came out, he would not be able to
take the words back. Maybe I would treat him like that
other leader or even worse, ostracize him altogether.
Thankfully, God gave Michael the courage to answer,
and he replied, “Yes, this all happened because she found
out I am gay.” I simply didn’t know what to say next. I
was just so thankful that Michael trusted me with such a
personal part of his life. By God’s grace, he continued to
share his story.
Growing up, Michael felt “different” from an early
age. He had dated a few girls in his teens and twenties,
and when things began to get physical, he automatically
knew there was no real attraction to the opposite sex.
There was simply no denying the way he felt. Michael’s
dad was a local sergeant in the Sheriff’s Department;
his mom worked in the school district, and they were
all part of our church. He knew from the Bible that to
act out on his feelings was a sin. Michael heard all of
the horrible anti-gay messages like, “God hates gays,”
“faggots are going to hell,” and “homosexuality is an
abomination.” These messages left him understandably
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afraid to be known. So he did his best to repress his
feelings in fear of bringing shame on his family and
being ostracized from the church.
I didn’t understand what it was like to struggle with
same-sex attraction, and I wanted to know. Michael then
asked me something that blew me away. He asked me if
I remembered my first heartbreak. I immediately knew
the answer to his question. “Yes, I was 13 years old when
I had my first crush and heartbreak in the summer of
1985 with the girl next door.” Then Michael said, “No,
not a crush. I mean some serious heartbreak.” I was held
captive by the seriousness of his correction. He continued
to testify that when he was in his 20s, he had his first
relationship with a man. For the first time, his attraction
to the same sex was what he felt he had been missing all
along. He was finally in the relationship that felt right. At
the same time, he was feeling the conviction that what
he was doing was wrong. Torn between the relationship
with this man and his faith in Jesus, Michael chose to
break off the relationship. He then explained to me the
heartbreak that he felt after making this decision. He
said this led him to a point of depression that can only be
compared to the sense of suffering and loss caused by the
death of a loved one. Admittedly, I was taken back. I did
not understand same-sex attraction, but I understood the
heartbreak and deep loss that Michael had experienced.
I suddenly realized I was no different than Michael.
The only difference was the sex of the person that I was
attracted to.
The topic of homosexuality is not an “issue” to deal
with. These are friends, neighbors, and family members
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with feelings and longings, just like the rest of us. Like
me, you may not understand what it’s like to be gay, but
we can all understand what it means to be attracted to
someone. It is a feeling—right or wrong—that comes
naturally to us. I was naturally attracted to women, while
Michael was naturally attracted to men. It does not mean
that these relationships are okay or somehow righteous
in God’s eyes, but the fact of the matter remains that these
were true and genuine feelings.
Our conversation continued, and I began to tell
Michael, “Now that I know this about you, it is my
responsibility to protect . . .” Michael’s fear immediately
caused him to stop listening to what I was saying. All
that he heard in his mind was, “Now that I know this
about you it’s my responsibility to protect the church and
our children from people like you, you’re going to have
to step down from ministry or you’re going to have to
leave the church.” But that’s not what I said. What I said
was, “Michael, now that I know this about you, it is my
responsibility to protect you from anyone who would
try to hurt you or ostracize you ever again. Jesus loves
you, has forgiven you, accepted you, and so you should
be at his church. I pray that you can find forgiveness in
your heart to forgive those who have hurt you.” Michael
would go on to say that it was this moment God restored
his faith in Jesus and his church.

Jesus Goes to the Hurting and the Marginalized
Homosexuality, same-sex attraction, is a hot topic in our
culture right now. As a pastor and student of our culture,
I feel an obligation to think clearly and act both truthfully
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and graciously on this subject. Did I handle this situation
correctly? How would Jesus address Michael? Would
Jesus condone Michael choosing to live a gay life? Would
Jesus condemn Michael? To help us better answer these
questions, let’s examine who Jesus ministered to and how
he goes to the hurting and the marginalized.

The Social Outcast
At the beginning of Jesus’s public ministry (after his
baptism, temptation, and sermon on the mount), Matthew
8 tells us Jesus went to three marginalized communities.
Jesus went first to the leper, then to the centurion guard,
and then to Peter’s mom—a woman. “When he came down
from the mountain, great crowds followed him. And behold, a
leper came to him and knelt before him, saying, “Lord, if you
will, you can make me clean” (Matt. 8:1–2).
Leprosy was a skin disease that caused awful physical
afflictions. Leprosy was not only a terrible disease, but
it was also defiling; anyone who had it was considered
ceremonially unclean and cut off from any religious or
social services in the community. Those with leprosy were
ostracized and not allowed to live in towns or villages.
Not only were they required to keep their distance from
people, if they happened to approach anyone, they were
required to call out “Unclean” (Lev. 13:45).
But the leprous man from the Matthew 8 account had
faith to approach Jesus. And Jesus stretched out his hand,
touched him, and healed him. Imagine being this man.
Ostracized from his community and ordered never to be
touched again. As an act of grace, Jesus touched him. He
didn’t have to touch him to heal him. Jesus could have
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simply spoken the healing words, but Jesus wants us to
see the grace-filled compassion implied when he stretches
out his hand and touches this man who has been declared
unclean and cast out of the community.
We can learn a lot about Jesus from this encounter.
Jesus delights in giving grace to everyone who comes
to him. The story of the leprous man is a picture of the
gospel. In the Bible, leprosy is always used to describe the
terrible and defiling stain and effects of sin that are upon
every human. It is our sin that has made us all outsiders.
By touching the leper, Jesus demonstrated that he is the
one who touches us; he is willing to take our sins upon
himself, and he is the one who will become unclean so
that we may be healed. Interestingly enough, after Jesus
healed this man, he instructed him to go back to the
temple to show himself to the priests and offer the gift
that Moses commanded. Basically, what Jesus was doing
there was inviting him back into fellowship. The one who
was ostracized is now clean and welcomed back into the
temple.

The Oppressor
“When he had entered Capernaum, a centurion came forward
to him, appealing to him, ‘Lord, my servant is lying paralyzed
at home, suffering terribly’” (Matt. 8:5–6). Jesus heals
the leper, who is the ultimate outsider, and now he is
approached by a different kind of outsider—a gentile
Roman centurion soldier. According to Jewish thinking,
this centurion was the wrong race, and he wore the
wrong uniform. Here again is a very unusual encounter
with Jesus. Roman centurions were loyal to Caesar alone
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and known for oppressing the Jewish people, so it is a
surprise that he addresses Jesus as Lord, not once but
twice in the text. This points to the man’s conversion. Only
believers call Jesus Lord. For this man to call Jesus Lord is
to give up his loyalty to Caesar, and this would’ve been
treason punishable by at the very least, a good beating
and imprisonment or at the very worst, death. What
stands out as even more unusual is the appeal on behalf
of his paralyzed servant who was a slave in his home.
This is an unusual request because slaves in the GrecoRoman age were treated with the same regard as animals.
If a slave was sick, then the slave owner would kill him
and move on. This appeal proved that the centurion
was much like Jesus, a loving and compassionate man
who wanted the best for his servants. Jesus marveled at
this man’s faith and responded by saying, “I will come
and heal him” (Matt. 8:7). Here, Jesus is breaking down
cultural barriers by agreeing to go to this Gentile’s house.
According to Jewish leaders, it was forbidden to enter
into a Gentile’s house—much like the days of segregation
in our own country. There was a time when blacks and
whites did not eat in the same places or drink from the
same fountains. The same was true between the Jews and
the Gentiles. A Jewish person would not dare to be seen
in a Gentile’s home. Jesus is willing to cross over that line
when he says, “I will come and heal him.”

The Oppressed
“And when Jesus entered Peter’s house, he saw his mother-inlaw lying sick with a fever. He touched her hand, and the fever
left her, and she rose and began to serve him” (Matt. 8:15).
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Here, we have another unusual encounter. Jesus heals
another religious outcast. First, the leper, then the Gentile
Roman soldier’s servant, and now a woman. Jesus crosses
the barriers of society, race, and now gender. Women in
Israel were considered second-class citizens because they
were born female. One of the 18 prayers recited by the
religious Israelite men each day was a prayer of thanks
to God for not being born a woman. Considering that
Matthew is writing to a Jewish audience, you can see
he wanted to get across very clearly that Jesus came not
only for the Jews, but that the Kingdom of Heaven is
open to all who believe—the Jew, the outcast, the gentile,
the slave, and the oppressed. Jesus heals this woman,
and her response was gratitude and worship shown
through service. This is the proper response to such a gift.
Salvation is for all who call Jesus Lord, and they are to get
up to serve him.

The Good News for Outcasts
Now consider who the outcasts are in our culture. Have
we created physical, cultural, and sexual barriers in our
lives that would keep people from meeting Jesus and
feeling welcome in the family of God? Matthew 8 gives
us a good argument that Jesus was for the oppressed and
marginalized. Jesus loved the outcast and ate with sinners.
Jesus was a friend to sinners, and sinners were drawn
to Jesus because he was a source of love, grace, mercy,
and compassion. By no means did Jesus condone any
sinful lifestyle, but at the same time he did not condemn
people for their sin either. Here’s the good news and the
reason why that is true. Jesus’s mission was to die and
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be condemned in our place for all of our sins. In John’s
Gospel, Jesus tells us in his own words:
For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son,
that whoever believes in him should not perish but
have eternal life. For God did not send his Son into
the world to condemn the world, but in order that the
world might be saved through him. Whoever believes
in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe
is condemned already, because he has not believed in
the name of the only Son of God.
John 3:16–18
Sinners and outcasts were drawn to Jesus because
he loved them. If there are any people or groups today
who have experienced being “outcasts,” it is those in the
LGBTQ community. In our own context and time, we
can confidently say that Jesus would befriend those in
this community too, and they would want to spend time
with Jesus. Although Jesus associated mostly with the
marginalized, the religious leaders of the day did not like
this. Unfortunately, this sounds a lot like the Christian
church today.
In Luke’s Gospel, the Pharisees and scribes (read:
pastors and religious scholars) in Jesus’s day grumbled
that sinners were coming to Jesus. In Luke 15:2, the
Pharisees and scribes were criticizing Jesus saying,
“This man receives sinners and eats with them.” To
“receive” people in the biblical sense was to welcome
them as friends, to accept and associate with them. In
Jesus’s time, one of the most tangible ways to establish
this kind of friendship was to share a meal with people.
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To invite a man to a meal was an offer of peace, trust,
brotherhood, and forgiveness; in short, sharing a table
meant sharing life. Jesus shared his life and was known
to hang out with people who lived overtly sinful
lifestyles. The best possible news that anyone can hear
is that Jesus was a friend to sinners, and that gives us
true hope.

Restoring Dignity Value and Worth
This criticism inspired Jesus to tell a series of parables.
He talks about three lost things: a lost sheep, a lost coin,
and a lost son. There is rich meaning to these parables,
which isn’t the focus of this chapter. But the end point of
the parables is that there is joy over the lost being found.
The Pharisees grumbled that this religious teacher, Jesus,
was filled with joy to be surrounded by broken people
who were lost and found. The Pharisees didn’t count
sinners as worthy. They thought Jesus’s sinner friends
needed to look more holy to be counted worthy among
the religious community. Imagine the message that sends
to someone like my friend Michael who struggles and has
felt ostracized in the past. But Jesus welcomes Michael
and bestows dignity, value, and worth on him. Every
human being, regardless of their particular sin struggle,
is made in the image and likeness of God.
The parable of the lost coin teaches us many things,
which we won’t go into here, but if it teaches us anything,
it teaches us how precious we are to God. Jesus says,
“what woman, having ten silver coins, if she loses one coin,
does not light a lamp and sweep the house and seek diligently
until she finds it? And when she has found it, she calls together
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her friends and neighbors, saying, ‘Rejoice with me, for I have
found the coin that I had lost’” (Luke 15:8–9).
First, the relationship between the woman and her
coin was that of ownership. Even when it was lost, the
coin still belonged to her. In the same way, even if we
have fallen away or never acknowledged God at all, we
all still belong to him by virtue of the fact that God made
us. Ironically, in Luke 15, Jesus never makes a distinction
between the religious leaders and sinners. He calls them
all his sheep. Everyone, no matter our sexual preference,
belongs to God and when we finally come to him in
repentance, through faith in Jesus Christ, God is getting
back what was his all along.
Secondly, the value that this woman placed on her lost
coin shows the great value that God places on each and
every one of us. As anyone who knows anything about
coin collecting can tell you, it’s not so much the material
of the coin that makes it valuable, but the image that is
stamped on it. Take for instance the 1836 U.S. Gobrecht
Liberty Seated Silver Dollar. The coin weighs .7734 troy
ounce. The last time I looked at the market, silver was
valued at $17.34 an ounce. But this coin is valued at
more than $110,000. You see, what is significant is not
the amount of silver but the image stamped on the coin.
If nothing was stamped on that coin, it would be worth
about $13, according to a ballpark value of silver at the
time of this writing. What makes this coin valuable is the
image that is stamped on it. Likewise, we are made in the
image and likeness of our King Jesus. Everyone has been
stamped with his likeness. We bear a royal image on us,
and this gives us tremendous value.
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We were made precious when God fashioned us into
his image, and this gave us dignity, worth, and value
that surpassed all other creatures regardless of our sinful
choices. If you struggle with same-sex attraction or you
know someone who does, God loves you and has not discarded you. You are precious to him, and he is seeking
you.

Stones or Grace?
Like Michael’s experience, the message that outcast and
marginalized people often hear from the church is that
they aren’t valued. That they are not welcome because
of their sin. But again, what we see in the Gospels over
and over is that Jesus welcomes sinners and extends
grace to the hurting and the outcast. The woman caught
in adultery in John 8 is a prime example.
but Jesus went to the Mount of Olives. Early in the
morning he came again to the temple. All the people
came to him, and he sat down and taught them. The
scribes and the Pharisees brought a woman who had
been caught in adultery, and placing her in the midst
they said to him, “Teacher, this woman has been
caught in the act of adultery. Now in the Law Moses
commanded us to stone such women. So what do you
say?” This they said to test him, that they might have
some charge to bring against him. Jesus bent down
and wrote with his finger on the ground. And as they
continued to ask him, he stood up and said to them,
“Let him who is without sin among you be the first to
throw a stone at her.” And once more he bent down
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and wrote on the ground. But when they heard it, they
went away one by one, beginning with the older ones,
and Jesus was left alone with the woman standing
before him. Jesus stood up and said to her, “Woman,
where are they? Has no one condemned you?” She
said, “No one, Lord.” And Jesus said, “Neither do I
condemn you; go, and from now on sin no more.”
John 8:1–11

Leveling the Playing Field
The Apostle Paul rebuked the church for judging outsiders. He said, “For what have I to do with judging outsiders?
Is it not those inside the church whom you are to judge?” (1
Cor. 5:12). Maybe you don’t struggle with same-sex attraction, but you do struggle with something—something
that’s more “acceptable” to the culture. The church has
been guilty of using particular issues that we struggle
with as Christians—things such as homosexuality—as
a platform to make us look better than others. But as
soon as we talk about lust, adultery, pornography, gossip,
slander, drunkenness, and gluttony, then all of a sudden
we want God’s grace and forgiveness. Jesus said, that
he who is without sin should cast the first stone (John
8:7). We don’t know what Jesus was writing in the sand
from the above referenced passage, but it compelled the
angry mob to drop their stones and walk away. Your
sin is just as condemnable as someone who has gay sex.
Once we understand how we are more like the Michaels
of the world and that we all are desperately in need of
God’s grace, we will drop our stones and give grace to
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others. I pray that God will give his people humility
and compassion for those who struggle differently
than most.

The Good News Is That Jesus Receives Sinners
Like You and Me
Church people can be much like the Pharisees. We often
see the church as a country club for religious folks rather
than a hospital for the sick. The only difference between
self-righteous religious know-it-alls and sinners is that
sinners know they are lost, and they’re able to experience
the joy in being found.
When we come to Jesus, no matter our sin, no matter
what makes us feel like an outcast, he will take us to
himself. This makes what the Pharisees and scribes
claimed about Jesus to be one of the most amazing truths
in Scripture: “This man receives sinners and eats with them”
(Luke 15:2). Thank you, Jesus! This means there is an offer
of peace, trust, brotherhood, and forgiveness, and that
is good news! The Pharisees did not say what they said
with joyful praise, however. Instead, it was a criticism.
Rather than making their remark with admiration, they
made it with condemnation. The Pharisees were shocked
to see Jesus hanging out with sinners. As far as they were
concerned, the fact that Jesus spent time with outcasts
could only mean that Jesus wasn’t taking sin seriously
enough, or that he was too soft on the sinners. But the
very thing they criticize Jesus for was the thing Jesus
came to do. He had come to make sinners holy before
God. He did not come to condemn sinners; he came to
save them. In Jesus’s culture—and in ours—having a
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relationship meant sharing a meal and listening to others,
not condemning them.1
Now ask yourself this question: Are those who feel
outcast and demonized by the Christian community
drawn to you because you are like Jesus who was loving,
kind, compassionate, graceful, and merciful? Or are you
more like the Pharisees and scribes who are only found
grumbling? If Jesus were here today, I wonder if maybe
the LGBTQ community would also be among the groups
of people who want to be near Jesus?

But What about the “Issue” of Homosexuality?

Some readers may object that I haven’t addressed this issue
adequately. As I said at the beginning of this chapter, it’s
important to think clearly and act lovingly. I believe that
Jesus is Lord over everything, including our sexuality and
our relationships. I am not ashamed to admit that I hold to
traditional views of sex and marriage—one man and one
woman in the confines of a marriage, and any sex outside
of God’s intended design is a sin. For such sin, Christ has
died. The Gospel is good news to the sexual sinner and has
the power to transform and save. But again, let’s level the
playing field; if any sex out of the confines of marriage is
a sin, then is there anyone not guilty of this? Just because
you may not understand what it’s like to be gay and
struggle with same-sex attraction, that doesn’t mean you
need less grace. I also hold firm to the call in 1 Peter which
says, “As obedient children, do not be conformed to the passions
of your former ignorance, but as he who called you is holy, you
also be holy in all your conduct, since it is written, ‘You shall be
holy, for I am holy’” (1 Pet. 1:14–16).
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There is grace for all sinners, and we all come equally
in need of God’s grace. The call from Peter is to live a
transformed life in Christ. God’s grace that saves us also
gives us the power to live holy, transformed, redeemed,
joy-filled lives. I asked Michael how the church can love
and serve people in the gay community? He said, “By
treating them with love and respect, like you would
anyone else. Just like Jesus would. Be like Christ. He was
a source of love, grace, forgiveness, and compassion.
Share the good news about Jesus with them—no matter
what their sexual preference is, and trust in the Lord
for their salvation, their healing, and their flourishing.
Treat them just like you would anyone else.”
I will close with a quote from Dr. Preston Sprinkle
who said, “We can be right on biblical issues and wrong
on love but if we are wrong on love we are wrong
altogether.”2
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