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Accused by a member of Parliament of 
always repeating “the same old story,” 
British Prime Minister Margaret 
!atcher once retorted, “Of course, it’s 
the same old story! Truth usually is the 
same old story.” 

Whatever one may think of Marga-
ret !atcher’s politics, her words mesh 
well with biblical theology."

For believers in Jesus Christ, the 
same old story of God’s work in human 
history is what continually reveals the 
truth about our world and about our-
selves. It is through this story that God 
forms, transforms, and reforms our lives.

At the center of the story stands 
a singular act: In Jesus Christ, God 
personally intersected human history 
and redeemed a particular portion 
of humanity at a particular time in 
a particular place. Yet this central act 
of redemption does not stand alone. 
It is bordered by God’s good creation 
and humanity’s fall into sin on the one 
hand and by the consummation of 
God’s kingdom on the other. This is 
the story that Christians have repeated 

to one another and to the world ever since Jesus vanished 
through the eastern sky, leaving his #rst followers gap-
mouthed on a hill outside Jerusalem (Acts 1:9–12)."

So what does this have to do with family ministry?
This same story of creation, fall, redemption and 

consummation should frame every aspect of our lives—
including our family lives."

Unfortunately, in many churches, the story line that 
has driven ministry to children, youth, families has not 
been creation, fall, redemption, and consummation. 
Instead, the motivating narrative for family ministry has 
been a desire to gain and retain numbers for the church 
or a longing to turn children into successful and mostly 
moral adults. Family ministry rooted in such transient 
whims will never have a lasting impact. Lasting impact 
must #nd its foundation in a far richer and deeper plot 
line: the story of creation, fall, redemption, and consum-
mation. It’s in this divine story line that we glimpse the 
truth about who children are, who parents are, and how 
they should relate to one another.

!e plot is a familiar one—a creation #lled with good-
ness, a serpent #lled with lies, a woman gazing at forbid-
den fruit, the man silent by her side. A choice was made, 
a hand extended, and suddenly all that had been so good 
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was contorted into sin, sorrow, and death. No one on 
earth today has ever stood in the spot where our primeval 
parents took their #rst taste of cosmic treason. Yet our 
souls still bear the scars of that ancient exile from Eden.

!ere is both good news and bad news for families 
in these primal acts in God’s story line. !e good news is 
that families and children are not byproducts of human-
ity’s sin. The divine design for marriage and parent-
hood preceded the fall (Gen 1:28). Even now, by raising 
children, men and women exercise divinely ordained 
dominion over God’s creation. !is is pleasing to God 
(Gen 1:26–28; 8:17; 9:1–7; Ps 127:3–5; Mark 10:5–9). 
Parents provide for their families and nurture their o$-
spring. !is too is part of God’s good plan (Matt 7:11; 
1 Tim 5:8). Parents train their children to avoid what is 
evil. Appropriate discipline is also godly and good (Prov 
13:24; 19:18; 29:17; Heb 12:5–9).

But there is bad news for families as well: Because of 
the extent of humanity’s fall, meeting children’s needs and 
bettering children’s behaviors will never be enough. At best, 
parental patterns of provision and discipline prepare chil-
dren to know the kindness of a heavenly Father, to sense the 
depth of their own sin, and to recognize their need for the 
gospel. At worst, these patterns train children to be satis#ed 
with regulating outward actions and with pursuing gains 
that cannot persist past the end of time.

Adam,  Eve,  and  Serpent,  in  the  Catacombs  of  

Saints  Marcellinus  and  Peter.  Fourth  century.

Viewed from the vantage of creation and fall, children 
are gi%s to be treasured and sinners to be trained. And 
yet, no amount of training can ever raise a child to the 
level of God’s perfect standard. Every order of creation, 
including parenthood, has been subjected to frustration 
with the gap between the glory of God’s creation and the 
fact of humanity’s fallenness (Rom. 8:20–22). And so, as 
Jesus dangled from the splintered beam of a Roman cross 
on that fateful a%ernoon, God himself bridged the gap 
between his perfection and humanity’s imperfection (2 
Cor. 5:21). !e death of Jesus brought about redemption 
in the present; his resurrection guaranteed the consum-
mation of God’s kingdom in the future."

!is truth introduces a radical new dimension to fam-
ily life. To embrace God’s redemption is to be adopted as 
God’s heir, gaining a new identity that transcends every 
earthly status (Rom 8:15–17; Gal 3:28–29; 4:3–7; Eph 
1:5; 2:13–22). What this means for followers of Jesus is 
that our children are far more than our children; they are 
also potential or actual brothers and sisters in the body of 
the Messiah."

Husbands and wives, parents and children, women and 
men, orphans and widows, the plumber’s apprentice and 
the president of the multinational corporation, the addict 
struggling in recovery and the teetotalling grandmother in 
the front pew—all of us who are in Christ are brothers and 
sisters, “heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ” (Rom 
8:17; see also Gal 4:7; Heb 2:11; Jas 2:5; 1 Pet 3:7)."

Seen from this perspective, my relationship with my 
children takes on a very di$erent meaning. !ese daugh-
ters whom I adore will remain my children for this life 
only. I am the father of Hannah and Skylar until death, 
but—inasmuch as God enlivens their spirits and opens 
their hearts to the gospel—I will remain their brother 
for all eternity. Put another way, if your children stand 
beside you in the glories of heaven, they will not stand 
beside you as your children (Luke 20:34–48) but as your 
blood-redeemed brothers and sisters, fellow heirs of God’s 
kingdom. Remember the words of Jesus? “Whoever does 
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the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and sister 
and mother” (Matt 12:50). Paul echoed this perspective 
when he directed Timothy to encourage “younger men 
as brothers” and “younger women as sisters, in all purity” 
(1 Tim 5:1–2).

Does this mean that once a child becomes a brother 
or sister in Christ, the relationship of parents to children 
somehow passes away? Of course not! !e gospel doesn’t 
cancel roles that are rooted in God’s creation. Jesus and 
Paul freely appealed to the order of God’s creation as a 
guide for Christian community (Matt. 19:4–6; Mark 
10:5–9; Acts 17:24–26; 1 Cor. 11:8–9; 1 Tim. 2:13–
15). Paul called children in the redeemed community to 
respect their parents (Eph. 6:1; Col. 3:20; 1 Tim. 5:4). 
Meaningful labor was present before the fall and persisted 
in God’s plan even a%er the fall (Gen. 2:1–15; 2 !ess. 
3:6–12). Far from negating the order of God’s creation, 
the gospel adds a deeper and richer dimension to the pat-
terns in the #rst act of God’s story."

What does this truth mean for the day-to-day lives of 
parents in our churches? As a parent, I am responsible to 
provide for daughters and to prepare them for life; as an 
elder brother, I am called to lay down my life for them (1 
John 3:16). As a parent, I help Hannah and Skylar to see 
their own sin; as their brother, I am willing to confess my 
sin ( Jas 5:16). As a parent, I speak truth into their lives; 
as a brother, I speak the truth patiently, ever seeking the 
peace of Christ ( Jas 4:11; 5:7–9; Matt 5:22–25; 1 Cor 
1:10). As a parent, I discipline my daughters to consider 
the consequences of poor choices; as a brother, I disciple, 
instruct, and encourage them to pursue what is pure and 
good (Rom 15:14; 1 Tim 5:1–2). As a parent, I help these 
two girls recognize the right path; as a brother, I pray for 
them and seek to restore them when they veer onto the 
wrong path (Matt 18:21–22; Gal 6:1; Jas 5:19–20; 1 
John 5:16)."

Because I fully expected that Hannah would one day 
embrace the gospel, I began developing the habits of a 
brother long before our #rst conversation about what it 
means to follow Jesus. Because I see that Skylar is moving 
toward becoming a follower of Jesus, I do the same with 

her here and now. I did all of this imperfectly; I still do. I 
fall far short of living as a parent, spouse, and fellow heir 
within my family—and so will you. !e central point is 
not that you or the members of your church will perform 
these deeds perfectly. It is, instead, that family members 
embrace the gospel more fully and begin to view one 
another in a renewed way, as brothers and sisters partici-
pating together in the “grace of life” (1 Pet 3:7)."

Children are wonderful gi%s from God—but they are 
far more than that. Viewed from an eternal perspective, 
every child in a household is also a potential or actual 
brother or sister in Christ. Until we learn to see our chil-
dren from the perspective of “the same old story,” we fail 
to see who our children really are.

The purpose of this issue of The Journal of Discipleship 
and Family Ministry is to help you to look at your family 
and at the families in your church from the perspective of 
God’s story line.

C. Michael Wren, C. Je$ery Robinson, Michael A.G. 
Haykin, and Ian Hugh Clary consider marriage from 
three separate historical-theological vantage points: the 
fourth-century controversy between Jovinian and Jerome, 
the Protestant Reformers and the Puritans, and Baptists 
in the post-Reformation era. J. Ryan Davidson gives a 
theological critique of “attachment theory,” an impor-
tant developmental construct in social-scienti#c litera-
ture. Heath Lambert and Denny Burk provide sustained 
biblical analysis of a recent book on marriage, while Rob 
Rienow re&ects on ways to challenge parents to disciple 
their families. John and Noël Piper, Peter Gentry, Russell 
Moore look at speci#c aspects of family life and ministry.

Due to an editorial oversight in the previous issue, 
an article from Shannon Dingle was included without 
the chart that was meant to accompany her re&ections. 
We apologize for the oversight; the present issue includes 
the chart and the article together, as they should have 
appeared in volume 2, issue 2.

For the glory of God from generation to generation,
Timothy Paul Jones
Editor of !e Journal of Discipleship and Family Ministry
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Discussions in the early church 
regarding the doctrine of the Trin-
ity, the relationship of the deity and 
humanity of Christ, the doctrine of 
predestination, and the consequences 
of Adam’s sin are widely-known and 
well documented. !e church fathers 
did not, however, neglect the institu-
tion of marriage or ignore its place 
in the life of the church. Marriage 
and sexuality had been a subject of 
importance for secular philosophers, 
Jewish rabbis, and Jewish ascetic 
groups like the Essenes for centuries. 
!ough some maintained the impor-
tance of marriage, others taught the 
need to abstain from sex in order to 
pursue more spiritual or philosophi-
cal endeavors. In the second century, 
heretical groups such as the Gnostics, 
Marcionites, and Encratites emerged, 
denying the goodness of human sexu-
ality and demanding celibacy from 
believers. In response, second century 
apologists defended the goodness of 
marriage. However, several factors 
helped popularize sexual renunciation 

as a path toward greater spirituality. Extra-canonical 
writings such as !e Acts of Paul and !ecla and !e Acts 
of !omas gained a wide readership and glori#ed celi-
bacy. !e third century Alexandrian theologian Origen 
taught that asceticism was essential to the process of 
sanctification for believers, and he greatly influenced 
many of the early hermits who retreated into the deserts 
of Egypt. Athanasius’ Life of Antony helped promote 
their sacri#ces and struggles to Christians in the East 
and West throughout the third and fourth centuries.1 

Despite the growing popularity of the ascetic move-
ment, however, not everyone believed that sancti#ca-
tion needed to involve sexual renunciation. Although 
by the end of the fourth century celibacy was viewed by 
many as a superior path to favor with God, not everyone 
agreed. One Roman churchman, a monk named Jovin-
ian, challenged this emerging consensus and articulated 
the belief that marriage and celibacy were equal in God’s 
sight. He critiqued not only celibacy as superior in God’s 
sight, but also the hierarchy of merit that had emerged 
in patristic soteriology. !ough most of Jovinian’s work 
is lost, his ideas challenged the church to think deeply 
about the institution of marriage. 

“Marriage replenishes the earth, virginity #lls Paradise.”2 
So wrote Jerome (c. 347-420), the Bible scholar and 
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ascetic of Bethlehem, in the last decade of the fourth 
century. He argued that marriage ful#lls God’s plan to 
populate the earth, as Genesis 1 and 2 explain. Virgin-
ity, however, has a special place of importance in the 
mission of the church. In making this argument, he did 
not intend to denigrate marriage. “If I have called vir-
ginity gold, I have spoken of marriage as silver.” Fur-
thermore, he argued, Jesus’ parable of the soils teaches 
us that while all believers bear fruit from the same soil 
because of the same act of sowing, the amount of fruit 
di$ers widely—some a hundred, some sixty, and some 
thirtyfold. !us while marriage bears fruit for Christ, 
virginity bears more.3 In his writing on virginity and 
marriage, Jerome made clear that he considered virginity 
to be worthy of greater merit in heaven than marriage. 

Jerome was not alone in his conviction that virgin-
ity bears more eternal fruit than marriage. Many con-
temporaries shared this opinion. Augustine (354-430), 
bishop of Hippo in North Africa, stated regarding a 
vow of life-long virginity that “there is a special splendor 
there . . . that is not bestowed on everyone who lives for-
ever, but only on certain ones.” While marriage should 
not be condemned, it also should not be made equal to 
the gift of celibacy.4 Siricius, who served as bishop of 
Rome from 384-399, made a similar statement in a let-
ter addressed to several western bishops: “Assuredly we 
receive without scorn the vows of those marriages which 
we assist at with the veil, but virgins, for whose exis-
tence marriage is necessary, as being devoted to God, we 
honor more highly.”5 Ambrose (c. 339-397), the bishop 
of Milan, echoed that opinion in his reply letter to Siri-
cius, “Marriage is good: through it the means of human 
continuity are found. But virginity is better: through it 
are attained the inheritance of a heavenly kingdom and 
a continuity of heavenly rewards.”6 

Jerome wrote his treatise on virginity and marriage 
in 393 at the request of some friends in Rome because of 
the popularity of a new treatise that challenged popular 
thought on celibacy and marriage. !e new treatise was 
written by a Roman churchman named Jovinian, whom 
Jerome called “the Epicurus of Christianity.”7 According 
to Siricius, Jovinian and his followers spoke at church 
meetings about marriage and celibacy and garnered a 
signi#cant following.8 Jerome marveled that Jovinian’s 

followers did not come only from the married laity, who 
might understandably be attracted to his arguments. 
Indeed, some clergymen and monks who were devoted 
to a celibate life were also convinced.  Jovinian’s teach-
ings also led to changes in his lifestyle. He was himself 
devoted to celibacy, but based on negative comments 
made by Jerome, Jovinian must have allowed himself the 
indulgence of eating #ner foods, taken greater care in his 
appearance, associated freely with women, and made use 
of the public baths. Jerome considered all such activity 
to be contrary to the ascetic ideal.9 

Several responses to Jovinian’s teachings came rather 
quickly. Jerome, though living in Bethlehem, wrote 
Against Jovinian and sent the treatise to his contacts 
in Rome. Pope Siricius responded too, excommuni-
cating Jovinian and his followers as “promoters of the 
new heresy and blasphemy,” and notifying a number of 
western bishops of this decision.10 Ambrose, in response 
to Bishop Siricius’ letter, likewise condemned Jovin-
ian and likened his views to those of the Manicheans.11 
!e condemnations of Siricius and Ambrose must have 
come a%er Jerome received the request to write Against 
Jo"inian, because Jerome proceeded with his argument 
as if the matter had not been resolved by the Church. 
Later in the year 393, however, and because his own 
treatise against Jovinian had raised concerns, Jerome 
wrote another letter (“Letter 48”) defending his own 
arguments in which he referenced the o'cial condem-
nation. Finally, in 398, Jovinian was condemned by the 
emperor to be beaten with leaden whips and exiled to 
the island of Boa. His other conspirators were likewise 
sentenced to exile on “solitary islands situated at a great 
distance from each other.”12 Jovinian’s challenge to the 
consensus regarding marriage and sexuality had led to 
the branding of heresy, the sentence of excommunica-
tion, torture, and #nally exile. 

Despite Ambrose’s accusation, Jovinian’s teaching was 
not Manichean, but it did present a signi#cant biblical 
and theological challenge to the teaching regarding mar-
riage, sexuality, and sancti#cation that had become pop-
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ular at the end of the fourth century. !ough his work 
has been lost, Jerome preserved a substantial amount 
of his argument in Against Jovinian. In this response, 
Jerome neatly summarized his adversary’s assertions in 
four propositions. First, Jovinian argued, “Virgins, wid-
ows, and married women, who have been once passed 
through the laver of Christ, if they are on a par in other 
respects, are of equal merit.” Second, he asserted, “!ey 
who with full assurance of faith have been born again 
in baptism, cannot be overthrown by the devil.” !ird, 
he explained, “There is no difference between absti-
nence from food, and its reception with thanksgiving.” 
Finally, according to Jerome, Jovinian stated, “!ere is 
one reward in the kingdom of heaven for all who have 
kept their baptismal vow.”13

THE FIRST PROPOSITION
Jerome’s refutation makes evident that Jovinian’s asser-
tions regarding marriage, sexuality, and sancti#cation 
were heavily occupied with presenting a defense of the 
goodness of marriage based on his interpretation of 
Scripture.14 His defense began in Genesis 2, where God 
himself declares, “For this reason a man shall leave his 
father and his mother, and be joined to his wife; and 
they shall become one &esh” (Gen 2:24).” Lest anyone 
should undermine the significance of this statement 
because it is merely Old Testament teaching which has 
been superseded by the gospel, Jovinian pointed out 
that Jesus himself con#rmed the continued signi#cance 
of marriage when he declared, “What therefore God 
has joined together, let no man separate.” Because Jesus 
has affirmed the institution which God ordained in 
the Garden of Eden, his command in Genesis 1:28 still 
applies to the Church today: “Be fruitful and multiply, 
and #ll the earth.” Based upon the evidence Jerome pro-
vided, Jovinian believed both that the creation mandate 
was still fundamental for the Church today and that it 
demonstrates that marriage still plays a part in God’s 
plan for humanity which is equal to celibacy. 

Jovinian illustrated the important role of marriage 
in Scripture by demonstrating how many saints of the 
Old and New Testaments were married. He listed all of 
the patriarchs between Seth and Noah and commented 
that Enoch walked with God and was taken up into 

heaven. Noah and his family were the only ones saved 
from the flood, though no doubt many single people 
of marriageable age were condemned. A%er the &ood, 
he pointed out, the creation mandate was reissued. He 
further mentions Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Judah, Samson, 
Barak, Deborah, Jael, Boaz, Ruth, Jesse, David, Elijah, 
Elisha, Josiah, and Huldah. In the New Testament, he 
mentioned Zachariah, Elizabeth, Peter, and the rest of 
the Apostles. Jovinian’s point in each case was to show 
that individuals who performed meritorious deeds for 
the Lord or who played an important role in the his-
tory of redemption were married. In some cases, the 
individuals he cited might be just as heavily criticized 
for their misdeeds as praised for the important role they 
play. Not all of Jovinian’s examples seem to work in his 
favor, and Jerome did not miss an opportunity to point 
these instances out. Nevertheless, Jovinian believed that 
both the Old and the New Testament present solid evi-
dence that married people were o%en favored by God 
and served vital roles in his plan. 

Furthermore, Jovinian argued, the New Testament 
contains plenty of instruction validating the goodness of 
marriage. As Jerome explained, he continued his argu-
ment by quoting Paul’s injunction that younger widows 
marry and bear children (1 Tim 5:14), that a widow is 
free to marry (1 Cor 7:39), and that women are saved 
through childbearing (1 Cor 7:29). Furthermore, the 
author of Hebrews asserted that marriage is honorable 
and the marriage bed should be unde#led (Heb 13:4). 
In Jovinian’s opinion, all of this evidence should help 
put in context Paul’s instructions in 1 Corinthians 7 
regarding sexuality, marriage, and remarriage: “Surely 
we shall hear no more of the famous Apostolic utter-
ance, ‘And they who have wives as though they had them 
not.’” !is passage from Paul’s letter to the Corinthians 
was o%en used to defend the position that celibacy is 
superior, but in Jovinian’s view that interpretation of 
Paul’s words was misguided. He concluded, “All of this 
makes it clear that in forbidding to marry, and to eat 
food which God created for use, you have consciences 
seared as with a hot iron, and are followers of the Man-
ichaeans.”15 A%er explaining New Testament teaching, 
Jovinian proceeded to present evidence from secular 
authors in favor of the valued place of marriage, demon-
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strating that the ascetical views popular in his day had 
never been accepted in the world and were “a dogma 
against nature.”16 Jovinian’s opinion that marriage and 
celibacy were of equal value in attaining merit in God’s 
sight was grounded in his belief that God’s creation 
mandate continues to apply to the church. He bolstered 
this position by citing New Testament teaching plainly 
asserting the continued importance of marriage, and 
concluded with examples demonstrating that marriage 
has been valued and honored in the secular world. 

THE REST OF JOVINIAN’S ARGUMENT
Jovinian went further, arguing over the doctrine of bap-
tism, the merit of abstinence, and nature of the believer’s 
final reward. Jerome allowed his response to the first 
proposition an entire book by itself, while he dealt with 
the #nal three propositions together in one book which 
is shorter than the #rst. !ough Jerome spent far more 
time interacting with Jovinian’s view of marriage and 
sexuality, the other three propositions are not ancillary 
issues. Inevitably all four propositions tie together to 
present a unified argument. Jerome probably did not 
grasp every nuance of this argument, and if so, he missed 
something signi#cant. 

According to Jerome’s opening summary of his adver-
sary’s propositions, Jovinian asserted that “they who with 
full assurance of faith have been born again in baptism, 
cannot be overthrown by the devil.” As he took up this 
second proposition, Jerome altered the wording of the 
proposition and argued that those who have been bap-
tized can be “tempted,” not “overthrown” as he initially 
recorded.17 Jerome provided ample evidence from the 
Old and New Testaments that believers can fall into sin 
and must guard against it. !is, however, was probably 
not an adequate response to Jovinian’s proposition. !ere 
is evidence that Jovinian also stated that believers can fall 
into sin, and when they do they must repent.  Rather, 
Jovinian seems to have been arguing that something sig-
ni#cant occurs in the life of the believer when he or she is 
baptized, something that goes beyond peccability. 

Not knowing exactly what Jovinian said here, it is 
impossible to reconstruct his argument infallibly, but 
Jerome probably got closer to the heart of the issue in 
his closing comment on this proposition: “We &atter 

ourselves on the ground of our baptism, which though it 
put away the sins of the past, cannot keep us for the time 
to come, unless the baptized keep their hearts with all 
diligence.” !is quote reveals a concern not simply over 
the presence of sin, but over the future state of believers. 
Jovinian evidently argued that baptism, administered 
“with full assurance of faith,” places believers in a state 
in which the blessings they experience as a result are not 
diminished by the presence of sin. Jovinian did believe 
that believers could sin, but this sin will not remove the 
blessings that &ow from baptism. In other words, Jovin-
ian argued for what historian David Hunter called the 
#nal indefectibility of believers rather than their per-
sonal impeccability.18 !ose who are baptized into the 
Church are in a permanent state of grace. 

Regarding the third point, Jerome provided more 
information about Jovinian’s teaching than he had 
about the second. Jovinian argued that abstention from 
certain foods was unscriptural. Again, he found signi#-
cance in the doctrine of creation. God created humanity 
and gave him dominion over all of the creatures of the 
earth, and then a%er the &ood God gave him the right 
to eat not only plants, but also animals as well. In the 
New Testament, Paul teaches that all foods are clean if 
they are eaten with thanksgiving (Rom 14:20). In fact, 
Jovinian continued, Jesus himself drank wine and ate 
meat at feasts. He concluded regarding his opponents, 
“In abstaining from meats they please their own fancy.”19

Jovinian’s fourth proposition was that “there is one 
reward in the kingdom of heaven for all who have kept 
their baptismal vow.” As Jerome took up his refutation 
of this proposition, he explained that Jovinian was argu-
ing that there are only two classes of people—believ-
ers and unbelievers. Jovinian referenced Jesus’ teaching 
regarding the sheep and the goats (Mat 25:31-46), Jesus’ 
statement to the Pharisees that their father was the devil 
( John 8:44), the judgment of humanity that occurred 
in the &ood, and the destruction of Sodom and Gomor-
rah. Regarding Sodom and Gomorrah, Jovinian stated, 
“!ere is one salvation for those who are released, one 
destruction for those who stay behind.”20 Jovinian 
rejected the idea that believers should be divided into 
classes, some more spiritual than others, because the 
New Testament repeatedly emphasizes that all believers 
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partake of the body and blood of Christ ( John 6:56), 
that the Holy Spirit indwells all believers (1 Cor 6:19), 
and that the Church itself is one. For these reasons, the 
common teaching that an ascetic lifestyle produces 
greater reward should be rejected. All believers possess 
the presence of Christ and are part of the same body. 
!erefore all experience the same reward. 

!e common thread running through propositions 
one, three, and four, and in reality shedding light on 
the second as well, was Jovinian’s concern over baptism. 
Jerome dealt with each proposition independently, but 
failed to acknowledge or refute the ecclesiological argu-
ment that was central to Jovinian’s thesis.21 Marriage and 
celibacy are of equal weight in the sight of God because 
all baptized believers possess the same gi%—the perma-
nent presence of the Lord Jesus Christ, which has been 
given to the Church. All believers will experience the 
same reward of eternal life because all possess the same 
fruit of baptism—the permanent presence of the Lord 
Jesus Christ, which has been given to the Church. Also, 
because all believers have been baptized in Christ, none 
has any need to abstain from certain kinds of food (which 
God created as good). They have no value in attaining 
extra merit before God. In Jovinian’s view, the work God 
accomplished in baptism brought about a state of grace 
in which the quest for merit through abstaining from 
food and sex was unnecessary. Beyond that, abstaining 
from the good gi%s God created and gave to humanity 
ran contrary to the Bible’s teaching on creation—which 
Jovinian argued still held relevance for the New Testa-
ment believer. Jovinian’s defense of the important place 
of marriage in the church and his denial of the supremacy 
of celibacy did not stand alone. It rested within a larger 
argument against the need for a hierarchy of merit within 
the soteriological system of the church.

Polemical  portrait  

of  Jovinian,  artist  

unknown.  Baroque  

period.

Bishops Siricius of Rome and Ambrose of Milan both 
responded to Jovinian’s teaching, but only Jerome pro-
vided a full response to his arguments. Like Jovinian’s 
other respondents, Jerome asserted the superiority of 
virginity over marriage as a path toward eternal merit. In 
the process of making his case, however, he presented a 
view of marriage that seemed to go further than placing 
it at a secondary status. In fact, even some of Jerome’s 
friends in Rome believed that he had articulated views 
that actually undermined the goodness of marriage. 
Because much of Jovinian’s argumentation was bibli-
cal in nature, much of Jerome’s response was exegetical, 
beginning with an analysis of 1 Corinthians 7. 

JEROME ON 1 CORINTHIANS 7
Jerome’s choice to use 1 Corinthians 7 in order to 
make his case for the superiority of celibacy was not 
unusual. During the Reformation, as Martin Luther 
made his case for the superiority of marriage over celi-
bacy, he wrote an expository treatise on this chapter. 
He explained his rationale: “My reason for this choice 
is that this very chapter, more than all the other writ-
ings of the entire Bible, has been twisted back and forth 
to condemn the married state and at the same time to 
give a strong appearance of sanctity to the dangerous 
and peculiar state of celibacy.”22 Luther recognized that 
advocates of celibacy frequently used Paul’s argument in 
this passage to support their cause, though in his opin-
ion they were twisting Paul’s words. Peter Brown, writ-
ing on the renunciation of sex in ancient Christianity, 
also noted the importance of this chapter for those who 
exalted celibacy, but stated that by using arguments that 
were not clear, Paul “le% a fatal legacy to future ages.”23 
Paul’s words in this passage, even if wrongly interpreted, 
were used by many to construct a view of sexuality that 
led to the exaltation of celibacy. Jerome’s exegesis in this 
treatise would make an important contribution to the 
literature on the subject. 

Interacting with the very #rst verse of the chapter, 
Jerome made a case for celibacy that in the opinion of 
many put marriage in a poor light. He quoted Paul’s 
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statement, “It is good for a man not to touch a woman,” 
and o$ered the following analysis: “If it is good not to 
touch a woman, it is bad to touch one: for there is no 
opposite to goodness but badness. But if it be bad and 
the evil is pardoned, the reason for the concession is to 
prevent worse evil.” !e concession Jerome referred to 
was Paul’s statement in verse two that “because of immo-
ralities, let each man have his own wife” (New American 
Standard Bible). In Jerome’s opinion, Paul followed up 
an important statement regarding the exercise of human 
sexuality with a pastoral concession: because of the real-
ity of sexual temptation, some people will need to marry 
in order to prevent sexual sin outside of marriage. How-
ever, he argued, “Do away with fornication, and he will 
not say “let each man have his own wife.” In his judg-
ment, something that is allowed only to prevent some-
thing worse from happening “has only a slight degree of 
goodness.” Jerome presented the picture that marriage is 
only valuable in order to prevent fornication.24 

Even within marriage, in Jerome’s opinion, sex 
is counterproductive to one’s spiritual growth. In 7:2 
Paul stated that each man should “have” his own wife, 
which Jerome interpreted as indicating sexual activity, 
not simply marriage. He reconstructed Paul’s argument 
thus: each man should have sex with his wife, whom it 
would be good not to touch at all, but rather treat as a 
sister. However, since they married before he became a 
believer, the man should give his wife “her due” as a con-
cession. Even within marriage, Jerome believed, sexual 
activity is not best. 

It hinders prayer as well. !is, he argued, was Paul’s 
point in verse #ve, in which the apostle stated that the 
married couple should abstain for a time and come back 
together by mutual consent. Paul made this argument, 
Jerome asserted, because “as o%en as I render my wife 
her due, I cannot pray.” Since Paul plainly instructed 
believers in 1 Thessalonians 5:17 to pray always, this 
advice to abstain from sex in order to pray must indi-
cate that sex hinders prayer. Otherwise why would the 
apostle suggest abstention? !ough Paul clearly permit-
ted marriage and sex within marriage, Jerome believed 
this was not what he thought best: “!e Apostle’s wish 
is one thing, his pardon another.”  In Jerome’s judgment, 
Paul thought celibacy best, and if one was already mar-

ried, celibacy within marriage was best, though sex with 
one’s spouse was a pardonable o$ense.  

Despite this negative assessment of marriage, Jerome 
believed the institution to be God-given. Paul stated in 
7:7 that he wished all men to be as he was, but that God 
gives each his own gi%. Jerome granted that “even mar-
riage is a gi% from God, but between gi% and gi% there 
is great diversity.” Why would the apostle make a dis-
tinction between gi%s if one is not superior? !e gi% of 
virginity is superior, though not everyone is given that 
gi%. Even in saying that marriage is God-given, though, 
Jerome had di'culty speaking of it as good. He said, “I 
suspect the goodness of that thing which is forced into 
the position of being only the lesser of two evils. What I 
want is not a smaller evil, but a thing absolutely good.”25 

!is unavoidably negative assessment of marriage was 
enhanced by his discussion of remarriage. At the end of 
1 Corinthians 7, Paul states that a wife is bound to her 
husband as long as she lives, but is free to marry if he dies. 
However, the apostle states, “She is happier if she remains 
as she is,” (7:40, NAS). Jerome saw the same logic at work 
here that he believed was present early in chapter 7. !e 
apostle believed that it is only advisable to marry because 
of the danger of fornication. Jerome argued that this 
applies to widows as well as virgins: “it is better to know 
a single husband, though he be a second or third, than to 
have many paramours.” Jerome’s next statement reveals 
much: “!at is, it is more tolerable for a woman to pros-
titute herself to one man than to many.”26 He believed 
that sexual activity is sinful, whether within marriage or 
without. Commitment to one spouse within marriage, 
however, prevented worse evils. 

JEROME’S THEOLOGY OF SEXUALITY
Jovinian had grounded his positive view of sexuality 
and marriage theologically by arguing that sexual-
ity and marriage were originally created by God and 
given to humanity. Jerome denied that sexuality and 
marriage were good gi%s given by God for humans in 
paradise. He asserted that Adam and Eve were virgins 
in Paradise and were married only a%er they were cast 
out of the garden. Sex, therefore, was not practiced in 
the Garden of Eden. What then of the statement that 
the two shall become one flesh (Gen 2:24)? Jerome 
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referenced Paul’s statement on marriage in Ephesians 
5:22-33 that marriage is a picture of Christ’s relation-
ship with the Church. Jesus, though, in the flesh is 
a virgin. If the husband is to love his wife as Christ 
loves the Church, he must love his wife in chastity. 
Jerome furthered his argument by reflecting on the 
imago dei, arguing that in Christ humans are remade 
into the image of God. However, in Christ there is 
neither male, nor female (Gal 3:28). !erefore, “the 
link of marriage is not found in the image of the cre-
ator.”27 Neither marriage nor sex existed in the Garden 
of Eden, and sexuality has no relationship to the image 
of God. 

Jovinian’s other key theological argument was that 
the Church still bore the necessity to fulfill the cre-
ation mandate to be fruitful and multiply. Given the 
fact that Jerome denied that God gave sex or marriage 
to humanity in the garden, explaining the existence 
and relevance of this mandate was important for his 
argument. He used the analogy of harvesting trees to 
explain God’s command. God #rst planted the wood 
so he would later have trees to harvest. !e command 
to be fruitful and multiply served to populate the earth 
so that humanity, once given the gift of life, could 
begin to seek for eternal life. In this context, Jerome 
stated, “Marriage replenishes the earth, virginity #lls 
Paradise.”28 Now that Jesus has come and the time is 
short, we have a different command given us by “A 
Virgin Savior.”29 For Jerome, virginity has replaced the 
creation mandate. It is preparation for eternity. A%er 
all, humans can be married only during this life. !ey 
will be virgins, however, for eternity. He summarized, 
“For marriage ends at death; virginity therea%er begins 
to wear the crown.”30 Though marriage was allowed 
because of the danger of fornication, celibacy was of 
greater value in the Kingdom of Heaven. 

Despite the fact that Jerome did not fully appreci-
ate the importance of Jovinian’s ecclesiological argu-
ment for his overall thesis, he did #nd the consequences 
of his adversary’s views troubling. Jovinian had denied 
the value of abstaining from sex and from food, argued 
against the hierarchy of merit, and claimed (accord-
ing to Jerome), to be without sin a%er baptism. Jerome 
believed his adversary had constructed a system in 

which a believer could conduct himself in any manner 
he wished without consequences. Moreover, he had le% 
no place for asceticism at all. Jerome complained, “If 
we are all to be equal in heaven, in vain do we humble 
ourselves here that we may be greater there.” He was 
convinced that the Scriptures were replete with exam-
ples promoting the hierarchy of merit. He did not seem 
to understand that Jovinian was not rejecting virginity 
in order to promote vice, but rather was articulating 
an entirely di$erent understanding of the doctrine of 
salvation—one that had a di$erent view of justi#cation 
as a result of the e'cacy of baptism, and in the process 
found a di$erent place for marriage within the life of 
the church. Jerome had constructed a system in which 
sex had no place at all—except to be forgiven—and in 
which one who seeks righteousness must follow the 
path of strict self denial.

  

Penitent  St.  Jerome,  by  Bernardino  Luini.    

Sixteenth  century.
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 AGAINST JOVINIAN
The response to Jovinian was swift and definitive. 
A synod in Rome, led by Bishop Siricius, excommu-
nicated him. Ambrose, leading a synod in Milan, the 
city where the emperor resided, did likewise, and the 
emperor eventually exiled him. Supporters continued 
to circulate his ideas for a while, but his writings did 
not survive antiquity and are only known to us through 
Jerome’s refutation. Jerome’s views, however, continued 
to draw a response from churchmen even up to the time 
of the Reformation.

Against Jovinian drew a strong response in Rome as 
soon as it was put into circulation. Peter Brown com-
mented that it “acted as an inspiration and an irritant.” 
There were some militants who agreed with Jerome in 
looking askance at marriage 31 A group of “holy brothers 
at Rome,” probably fellow ascetics, were the ones who had 
requested the treatise initially. However, an old contact 
of Jerome’s, a senator named Pammachius who had been 
involved in the Jovinian controversy within the church, 
was the one who became concerned over the negative 
reaction of the public toward the treatise. In an e$ort to 
spare further controversy and prevent Jerome unneces-
sary grief, he withdrew as many copies from circulation 
as possible and wrote to Jerome seeking clarification 
on some issues raised by the treatise. His e$orts proved 
futile, however.32 By the time his letter reached Jerome, 
the ascetic of Bethlehem had already entertained visitors 
from Rome who read to him passages from his own trea-
tise which they considered troubling. Jerome did provide 
a substantial response to Pammachius’s letter, which he 
intended as a defense of the treatise, but he did not retract 
a single statement. To the charge that he had denigrated 
marriage, Jerome insisted repeatedly that he asserted the 
goodness of marriage. Virginity was simply a better path 
toward merit.33 !ose who sought a more subtly worded 
response were disappointed.

One contemporary unknown to posterity dis-
agreed with Jerome’s assessment of the place of mar-
riage and sexuality. !e Roman churchman known to 
us as “Ambrosiaster” expressed very di$erent views on 
the nature of human sexuality, its relationship with the 
doctrine of creation, and the place of sex in the life of 

the clergy. Unlike Jerome, Ambrosiaster taught that 
human sexuality was part of God’s original blessing to 
humanity before Adam and Eve’s fall into sin. More-
over, neither the Fall nor its consequences could be 
used to denigrate sexual relations between husband and 
wife. In fact, the mandate to be fruitful and multiply 
is still an important part of God’s mission for human-
ity, he argued. Because of this, sex within marriage has 
an important place in the church. However, in keep-
ing with the practice of the Old Testament priesthood 
to abstain from sexual relations during their period of 
ministry, Christian priests should abstain from sexual 
relations because they approach the altar regularly. Even 
in arguing for a celibate clergy, however, Ambrosiaster 
differed from Jerome, who had soteriological reasons 
for abstention.34 Since he published his works anony-
mously, though, maintained a low profile, and never 
o$ered a full and systematic treatment of the institution 
of marriage, Ambrosiaster’s work, while signi#cant, le% 
little lasting impact. 

!e contribution of Augustine, however, is another 
story. Augustine wrote his treatises On the Excellence of 
Marriage and Holy Virginity around 401, about eight 
years a%er Jerome’s treatise. As David Hunter pointed 
out, the Jovinian controversy allowed Augustine the 
opportunity to articulate his theology of marriage and 
sexuality that had begun to develop in earlier writings.35 
His intention, stated plainly in Retractations, was to 
counteract the continued support Jovinian enjoyed even 
a%er his exile. Augustine was particularly concerned that 
Jovinian’s supporters boasted that Jovinian could not be 
answered by praising marriage, but only by censuring 
it.36 In response Augustine published his own defenses 
of marriage and virginity, treatises that articulated the 
goodness of marriage while maintaining the superiority 
of celibacy in earning merit before God. 

Augustine opened his treatise by distinguishing him-
self from Jerome, as Ambrosiaster had, regarding human 
sexuality. In Augustine’s opinion, God created human-
ity as “a social entity” producing all humans, including 
both sexes, out of one man. His intention was to create 
the bond of kinship, and he created a strong union in 
husband and wife, which produces children as its fruit. 
!ough he conceded at this time that he did not know 
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how human procreation occurred before the Fall, he was 
con#dent procreation was part of God’s intention. Even 
a%er the Fall, the procreation mandate continued to be 
good, being ful#lled by the Old Testament Patriarchs 
without sin. In fact, he argued, they never let their natu-
ral enjoyment of it proceed to the point of “irrational 
and sinful passion.” Further, they possessed the addi-
tional motive that the messiah would come from their 
seed. Human sexuality, therefore, was created good and 
had its place in God’s plan.37

He also articulated three reasons why marriage is 
good, the #rst of which is producing children. As he had 
explained regarding the original created state of human-
ity, God created humans to bond and to produce fruit 
from their union. Therefore, procreation is good, and 
when husband and wife engage in sexual relations for 
the purpose of procreation, that act is good as well. Sec-
ondly, Augustine argued, marriage is good because it pro-
duces faithfulness. Husband and wife are faithful to one 
another and to God by keeping themselves from sexual 
relations with other people and by making themselves 
available to one another in order to avoid immorality. 
!ese e$orts help to promote chastity. !irdly, Augustine 
spoke of marriage as a sacrament similar in nature to the 
sacrament of ordination. Both are irrevocable, both are 
instituted for a purpose, and both bring blessing.38 

Despite believing in the goodness of human sexual-
ity and of the institution of marriage, Augustine dif-
fered with Jovinian and agreed in part with Jerome by 
asserting that virginity was still superior. Like Jovinian, 
Augustine believed that the patriarchs of the Old Testa-
ment ought to be commended for their faithfulness in 
marriage. !ey were producing the seed from which the 
messiah would spring. !e messiah, however, has come, 
and in this present age “it is certainly better and holier 
not to set out to have children physically, and so to keep 
oneself free from any activity of that kind, and to be 
subject spiritually to only one man, Christ.”39 Virgin-
ity is still superior, though virgins are not necessarily 
more holy simply because they have dedicated them-
selves to virginity. !ey must live in obedience to God 
in other respects as well. Augustine certainly disagreed 
with Jovinian over the place of virginity with respect to 
merit, but he did not agree with Jerome completely. He 

declared emphatically, “!erefore marriage and fornica-
tion are not two evils, one worse than the other, but 
marriage and abstinence are two good things, one better 
than the other.”40 !is comment was clearly directed at 
Jerome, who despite his a'rmation that marriage was 
God-given still spoke of it as less than good. 

In the generations that followed, Augustine’s writ-
ings became massively in&uential. !e theologians of 
the medieval era valued adherence to the authority of 
the orthodox teachers of the Church because they were 
viewed as having been faithful to the teachings of the 
apostles. They were certainly capable of independent 
critical reflection, but typically shunned theological 
novelty. Medieval libraries were #lled with collections 
and compilations of the works of patristic authors, most 
notably Augustine.41 !e North African church father 
was o%en the starting point for theological discussion, 
even if his name was never mentioned. In this context, 
Augustine’s treatment of the sacraments became the 
standard basis for reflection during the middle ages. 
!us, his treatment on marriage was o%en a key point 
of reference. 

Jerome’s Against Jovinian did not disappear, how-
ever. Despite the uneven reception of this work in Rome 
during Jerome’s lifetime, he was a prolific and widely 
respected author who had produced the Vulgate, com-
mentaries on Scripture, biographies of famous ascetics 
(Lives of Illustrious Men), and numerous controver-
sial writings. In fact, as patristic scholar Rousseu has 
pointed out, “his letters and Lives offer the most sig-
ni#cant corpus of ascetic literature in the West” during 
this period.42 Against Jovinian had originally found an 
audience that received its message warmly, and this was 
no less true later in history. !is is evident from a com-
ment by Martin Luther, who because of his own views 
on marriage was regarded as a new Jovinian. Luther 
complained regarding his adversaries, 

Indeed, just as one disputation gives rise to another, 
these ungodly people will shout that I am Jovinian and 
they will bring Jerome’s argument against Jovinian, in 
which he defended celibacy, to bear against me. !ey will 
think that I have never read Jerome. !ey think that it is 
enough just to have read him; they never think it neces-
sary to form some opinion about what they have read.43 
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Luther’s adversaries responded to his critique of celi-
bacy by citing the words of Jerome. !ey were aware of 
them and accepted them, but in Luther’s opinion did so 
without any apparent critical re&ection. 

Others of the Reformation era did re&ect critically 
upon Against Jovinian. Erasmus, the Catholic human-
ist, embraced the superiority of marriage even before 
Luther did and echoed some of Jovinian’s arguments 
found in Jerome’s refutation. He criticized Jerome, who 
in his opinion abused marriage. His e$orts to exalt mar-
riage brought him censure from French Catholic theo-
logians.44 Luther’s associate, Philip Melanchton, roundly 
criticized Jerome, whose abusive language about mar-
riage he found “by no means worthy of a Christian.”45 
John Calvin, while likewise rejecting Jerome’s ideas, was 
more gracious, concluding that Jerome su$ered from the 
defect of allowing himself to be “hurried away into great 
extravagancies” during the heat of con&ict.46 Jerome’s 
views on marriage and celibacy, then, were well known 
and found both enthusiastic admirers as well as ardent 
detractors—both Protestant and Catholic. 

Jovinian, on the other hand, was well known as a 
heretic, and his arguments recorded by Jerome were 
public knowledge. !e Council of Trent, condemning 
both the Protestant Reformers and the views of Jovin-
ian, declared, “If anyone says that the married state 
excels the state of virginity or celibacy, and that it is 
better and happier to be united in matrimony than to 
remain in virginity or celibacy, let him be anathema.”47 
The Catholic Church stood by its condemnation of 
Jovinian, despite the protests by reformers on both sides. 
However, despite some obvious affinities with Jovin-
ian, Luther refused to identify himself with the ancient 
Roman’s views. He stated, “I myself do not know what 
Jovinian really meant. Perhaps he did not handle the 
argument properly. What I do know, however, is that 
Jerome has not handled it properly.”48 

!is, in the end, is Jovinian’s legacy. His teaching elicited 
a violent reaction from Jerome that many have considered 
dismissive of the very institution of marriage. His basic 
thesis is clear and intriguing and some of his arguments 
might be compelling, but in the end one can know only 

part of his theology of marriage and sexuality. Martin 
Luther was wise not to identify himself with a man whose 
arguments have come to us incomplete. Jovinian was a 
man who stood against the consensus of his generation 
on celibacy and the hierarchy of merit and who paid the 
price for it. !at mantle was picked up again during the 
Reformation by reformers on both sides, but they could 
not claim much of Jovinian’s work for themselves. !eir 
views on righteousness before God, justi#cation, baptism, 
marriage, and sexuality emerged largely from their own 
interaction with Scripture, not from Jovinian, though he 
evidently touched on each of these issues in a way that led 
to his condemnation.
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The sixteenth-century Protestant 
Reformation profoundly altered the 
shape of Christianity. Martin Luther 
worked to restore the primacy of the 
doctrine of sola #de—justi#cation by 
faith alone—in the proclamation of 
the Gospel. Luther also asserted the 
principle of sola Scriptura, which 
identified Scripture as the locus of 
authority for the church. In Geneva, 
John Calvin further expounded these 
principles and posited a theologi-
cal perspective that emphasized the 
sovereignty of God and the radical 
corruption of humanity. !ese theo-
logical emphases of the Reforma-
tion have received massive scholarly 
attention over the centuries. Another 
critical consequence of the Refor-
mation—no less important—has 
received far less emphasis: What have 
been the implications of this move-
ment for ministry to families?

The Reformers,  particularly 

Luther and Calvin, developed a robust vision for Chris-
tian training in the household and called parents to 
disciple their children. The Puritans in England and 
America cultivated this Reformation vision and brought 
it to its fullest &ower in the form of consistent family 
worship and discipleship.

!e medieval church had drawn a sharp distinction 
between secular and spiritual estates. Persons who took 
upon themselves the counsels of perfection—poverty, 
chastity, and obedience—were perceived to possess 
higher righteousness than those immersed in the daily 
a$airs of the world. Luther rejected this dichotomy and 
asserted the priesthood of all believers. Further, Luther 
argued that everyone is born as someone’s child and 
“educated as someone’s pupil, governed as someone’s 
subject, supplied as someone’s customer, married as 
someone’s spouse, nurtured as someone’s parishioner,” 
and at last became a parent of one’s own children.2 !us, 
the home must be initial staging ground for the advance 
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of the Gospel; in each home, parents are priests, and it 
is their sworn duty before God to set the Gospel before 
the entire family. 

Luther did not merely proclaim the practices of mar-
riage and parenthood; Luther lived them. On June 13, 
1525, Luther the ex-monk married runaway nun Katha-
rina von Bora before a group of friends and witnesses. 
Throughout his marriage as much as his theolog y, 
the German reformer radically changed the way that 
many Christians viewed marriage and family. “Luther’s 
monastic revolt and subsequent marriage represent for 
his ethics what the nailing of the theses and his defense 
at Worms represent for his theology.”3

Luther and Katharina bore six biological children 
and adopted four more from relatives. By all accounts, 
the Luther home bustled with activity and joy: Martin 
sang songs with his children and serenaded them with 
music played on his lute. The Luther home was filled 
with teaching and learning, not only about the things 
of God but also about games and ordinary issues of life.4 
Martin Luther partnered with Katharina in the care of 
their children, dealing daily with everything from dia-
pers to disciplinary matters.

Luther broke with the Roman Catholic Church 
by refusing to treat marriage as a sacrament. Marriage 
was a divine gift and one of the three basic institutions 
ordained by God alongside the church and the state.  
 

According to Luther,

Marriage is not a thing of nature but a gift of 
God, the sweetest, the dearest, and the purest life 
above all celibacy and singleness, when it turns 
out well, though the very devil if it does not. . . . If 
then these three remain—#delity and faith, chil-
dren and progeny, and the sacrament—it is to be 
considered to be wholly divine and blessed estate. 
. . . One should not regard any estate as better in 
the sight of God than the estate of marriage.5

!e household, as Luther expressed it, was to oper-
ate as “an earthly kingdom” where parents train children 
in the commandments of God.6 For Luther as for medi-
eval theologians, marriage did function as a safeguard 
against sexual sin—but that was not the primary func-
tion of the marriage relationship. !e purpose of mar-
riage was to raise godly o$spring:

The best thing in married life, for the sake of 
which everything ought to be su$ered and done, 
is the fact that God gives children and commands 
us to bring them up to serve Him. To do this is 
the noblest and most precious work on earth, 
because nothing may be done which pleases God 
more than saving souls.7

“Luther  Making  Music  in  the  Circle  of  His  Family,”  by  Gustav  Spangenberg.  Nineteenth  century.
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From Luther’s perspective, parenting is not a secular 
duty but a holy vocation and a divine calling. !e family 
is the pre-eminent estate of life—an estate that preceded 
the Fall of humanity and functions as the fundamental 
component of social order within every culture: “!us 
all who are called masters stand in the place of parents 
and must derive from them their power and authority 
to govern.”8 

And who is to lead spiritually in the household, this 
society from which all other societal powers gain their 
power and authority? !e parents, Luther, argued—but 
a special calling falls to the head of the household, the 
father. In his preface to the Larger Catechism, Luther 
urged fathers to lead the entire household in regular, 
substantive training in the Christian faith: “It is the 
duty of every head of a household at least once a week 
to examine the children and servants one a%er the other 
to ascertain what they know or have learned of it, and, 
if they do not know it, to keep them faithfully at it.”9 

 
 

Unlike Martin Luther, the French reformer John 
Calvin did not have the privilege of raising children 
from infancy to adulthood. Calvin and his wife, Ide-
lette de Bure, had one son; this child died shortly a%er a 
premature birth in July, 1542. Idelette had two children 
from a previous marriage. A%er Idelette’s death in 1549, 
Calvin helped to raise these children. 

Also unlike Luther, Calvin provided little infor-
mation about how he interacted with children in his 
household. Still, Calvin’s preparation of ordinances for 
regulation of the church in Geneva, his two catechisms, 
as well as his promotion of education in the establish-
ment of the Geneva Academy suggest that he was deeply 
concerned about the education of children. !e subtitle 
of one of Calvin’s catechisms was “a form of instruction 
for children.”10

In Calvin’s thinking, children were simultaneously 
objects of God’s wrath and heirs of God’s covenant. As 
heirs of the covenant, infants of believing parents were 
to be baptized into church membership. These same 

children, however, lacked any natural desire to submit to 
God.11 Parents—and particularly fathers—were respon-
sible to train these children toward godliness. “Constant 
conversation should be held . . . with their children, in 
order that fathers should diligently attend and apply 
themselves to the duty of instruction.”12 Father Abraham 
could be considered “a good householder” because he 
was a father who instructed his family in faithfulness to 
God.13 Ulrich Zwingli held a similar perspective on the 
role of parents in the Christian formation of children.14

 Yet parents did not stand alone in their training of 
children. Members of the larger community of faith 
bore a responsibility to equip parents and to partner 
with parents in children’s instruction: 

It has ever been the practice of the Church, and 
one carefully attended to, to see that children 
should be duly instructed in the Christian reli-
gion. !at this might be done more conveniently, 
not only were schools opened in old time, and 
individuals enjoined properly to teach their fami-
lies, but it was a received public custom and prac-
tice, to question children in the churches.15

More mature believers in the church were also urged 
to teach the young : “Let the aged guide the insuffi-
ciency of youth with their own wisdom and experience 
wherein they [surpass] the younger, not railing harshly 
and loudly against them but tempering their severity 
with mildness and gentleness.”16

Martin Luther and John Calvin articulated clear 
theological foundations for discipleship in the context 
of the Christian household. In the generations following 
the Reformation, the rise of common-language Scrip-
ture translations and mass-printed books led to increased 
possibilities for discipleship in the Christian household. 
By the dawning decade of the seventeenth century, the 
English Puritans were taking full advantage of these new 
means. In the process, these Puritans and their heirs devel-
oped some of the most mature expressions of the theol-
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ogy and practice of what came to be known as “family 
worship.” The term “Puritan” was first coined in 1580 
as a slur to describe persons who were seeking to purify 
Anglican liturgy. !e term is employed in much the same 
way within contemporary popular literature as a synonym 
for a long-faced fundamentalism: “Puritanism is,” one 
twentieth-century journalist claimed, “the haunting fear 
that someone, somewhere may be happy.”17

Such sweeping generalizations miss the mark at 
every level. Puritans were people of great passion, joy, 
even romance. !ey were the theological heirs of Cal-
vin’s reforms, yet they “regarded the Reformation as 
incomplete and wished to model English church wor-
ship and government according to the Word of God.”18 
!eir commitment to theologically-driven evangelism 
and Scripture-saturated piety serve as excellent models 
for the church today. Most important for the purposes 
of this chapter, the Puritans’ devotion to Scripture com-
pelled them to develop a vital emphasis on consistent 
worship of God within the family.

For the Puritans, every household was to be “a 
household of faith; every father a priest in his own fam-
ily.” “It is no small mercy to be the parents of a godly 
seed,” Puritan pastor Richard Baxter wrote, “and this 
is the end of the institution of marriage”—with “end” 
referring in this context to an “endpoint” or “goal.”19 
Much like Luther, the Puritans refused to separate life 
into “sacred” and “secular” categories. Every aspect of 
an individual’s life, whether deliberately chosen or cir-
cumstantial—which is to say, from a Puritan perspec-
tive, providential—was part of that person’s “particular 
calling.”20 !e domestic calling of men included mar-
riage and child-rearing; the entire particular calling for 
women entailed home-making.21

A key task in these particular callings was the train-
ing of children to love and to obey God. The family 
was, after all, “the seminary of church and state and 
if children be not well principled there, all miscarri-
eth.”22 Puritans endowed all family activities and roles 
with dignity, and they understood Scripture to teach 

a divinely-ordained order of responsibility within the 
household. !is order acknowledged the father as the 
person primarily responsible for the training of children 
in Christian faith. Fathers were consistently called to 
“keep up the government of God in your families: holy 
families must be the chief preservers of the interest of 
religion in the world.”23

A HEADSHIP OF “LOVE AND 
COMPLICATED INTEREST”: THE 
FATHER’S ROLE IN THE PURITAN 
HOUSEHOLD

When his child was baptized, the Puritan father 
promised to supervise and to nurture this child in 
Christian faith; the father was duty bound to teach 
his children the Scriptures and to lead them in prayer 
and praise. At minimum, Puritan fathers were expected 
to lead their families in prayers twice each day and to 
expound the catechism and a Scripture text with their 
families every Lord’s Day.

Both husband and wife were viewed as equal in value 
and in essence. Yet, functionally, God had ordained 
the husband to be the head.24 !e husband’s headship, 
according to the Puritans, was not a permit to please 
himself but a charge to take responsibility for others. 
Headship did not entitle a husband to “lord it over his 
family”; his authority was, after all, a derived author-
ity.25 All authority, including the husband’s, is ordained, 
delegated and regulated by a greater head, one to whom 
the father will give an account. !e husband’s headship 
was a solemn privilege of loving servanthood built on 
the example of Jesus Christ. Such love for one’s wife was 
“like Christ’s to his church: holy for quality, and great 
for quantity.”26 Richard Baxter put it this way:

Your authority over your wife is but such as is 
necessary to the order of your family, the safe 
and prudent management of your affairs, and 
your comfortable cohabitation. The power of 
love and complicated interest must do more 
than magisterial commands. Your authority over 
your children is much greater; but yet only such 
as, conjunct with love, is needful to their good 
education and felicity.27
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A wife’s submission is, in the words of John Win-
throp, “her honor and freedom . . . Such is the liberty of 
the church under the authority of Christ.”28 Matthew 
Henry put it this way: “!e women was made of a rib 
out of the side of Adam; not made out of his head to top 
him, not of his feet to be trampled by him, but out of his 
side to be equal with him, under his arm to be protected, 
and near his heart to be loved.”29

“TO PROPAGATE THE FEAR OF GOD 
FROM GENERATION TO GENERATION”: 
THE FATHER’S DUTIES IN FAMILY 
WORSHIP

Richard Baxter devoted a major portion of his 
Christian Directory to the duties of the father in family 
worship, arguing that if worshipers in the Old Testa-
ment made sacri#ces twice a day—in the morning and 
evening—and were commanded to learn the ways of 
God in the family, believers in Jesus had an even greater 
duty to give God a sacrifice of praise daily in their 
households.30 Baxter visited regularly the homes of his 
entire congregants to make certain that they were learn-
ing the catechism.31 

For Baxter, as for all the Puritans, time and eternity 
were at stake. For the father to abdicate his solemn voca-
tion of ministry in the home was to surrender his family 
to the whims of the world, the &esh, and the devil. Bax-
ter included one chapter in his Christian Directory spe-
ci#cally to provide “special motives to persuade men to 
the holy governing of their families.” In this chapter, the 
minister of Kidderminster pointed out that “a holy and 
well-governed family doth tend to make a holy poster-
ity, and so to propagate the fear of God from generation 
to generation” and that “a holy, well-governed family is 
the preparative to a holy and well-governed church.”32

!e Lord’s Day held a major place in the theology 
and ethics of the Puritans. Most viewed it as a remem-
brance that stood in continuity with the Jewish Sab-
bath. In addition to attendance of corporate worship 
with God’s people, families were expected to spend 
their day first preparing for corporate worship, then 
worshiping God in their homes. The Puritan head 
of the family began the day with family prayers; a%er 
the corporate gathering, family members reconvened 

to sing a psalm of praise. Fathers rehearsed with their 
children the major points of the pastor’s sermon. !e 
father might also have read from Scripture or another 
“pro#table book,” followed by prayer “with all the holy 
seriousness and joy which is suitable to the work and 
the day.”33 A%er supper, the father typically examined 
children and servants on what they had learned during 
the day, perhaps even reviewing the catechism. !e day 
concluded with family prayer. 

This pattern also formed the paradigm for week-
day worship in the home: the father led, typically both 
morning and evening , in devotional exercises that 
would consist in Scripture reading, catechesis, singing, 
and prayer. In the event that the husband was unavail-
able to lead family worship, the wife did so.

It is crucial to note, however, that family worship 
was not intended to serve as the sole expression of the 
parents’ duty among the Puritans and their heirs. “!e 
whole of family religion is not to be placed in acts of 
worship, properly so called,” one Reformed Baptist pas-
tor reminded his church members,

It includes family government, and discipline; 
the daily reading of the scriptures . . . , and at 
some times, especially on the Lord’s Day, other 
practical books; watching over the ways of our 
household, catechizing Children, instructing 
servants; reproving, admonishing, and correct-
ing for irregularities of temper and conduct; and 
more especially for sins against God. But family 
worship is the most important part, and will have 
a great in&uence to promote the regular and use-
ful discharge of the rest.34

From the perspective of these heirs of the Puritans, 
ministry within the family entailed far more than a 
mere practice of family devotions; family ministry was a 
whole-life experience that included “watching over,” dis-
ciplining, and di$erentiating between children’s “irregu-
larities” and “sins.”

Such devotion spawned a golden age of catechisms 
and devotional works designed to be used in the teaching 
of children and in family worship. Separatists in the Puri-
tan tradition, particularly Baptists, wrote catechisms to be 
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used in teaching children. Benjamin Keach, a Particular 
Baptist preacher in London, abstracted the doctrines of 
the Second London Confession into a catechism.35 John 
Bunyan produced a work pointedly titled Instruction for 
the Ignorant: Being a Salve to Cure !at Great Want of 
Knowledge, Which So Much Reigns Both in Young and 
Old.36 More conversational than most catechisms, Bun-
yan concluded with a call to repentance: “Bring thy last 
day o%en to thy bedside, and ask thy heart, if this morn-
ing thou wast to die, if thou be ready or no.”37

For Puritans in England and New England alike, 
every Christian household was “a household of faith; 
every father a priest in his own family.” Worship, both 
in the home and in the church, was largely intergen-
erational. These practices did not, however, prevent 
church leaders from gathering age-organized groups for 
the purpose of teaching biblical truths. Cotton Mather 
spoke of belonging to a young people’s group that, each 
Sunday evening, “prayed, and sang a psalm, taking our 
turns in such devotions.”39 

In 1674, a resident of Roxbury, Massachusetts, 
recalled the restoration of his church’s “primitive 
practice” of “training up . . . male youth” by gathering 
them on Sundays to “examine their remembrance” 
of the sermon and to hear them recite portions of 
the catechism. Female youth gathered for a similar 
meeting on Mondays. Church records from Norwich, 
Connecticut, in 1675 and from Plymouth in 1694 
suggest that such practices may have been widespread 
in New England.40

The goal of these age-organized gatherings seems 
to have been to reinforce young people’s relationship 
with the larger community of faith—not to separate 
young people from the congregation. The content of 
these discussions and devotions was apparently drawn 
from the pastor’s message on the Lord’s Day and from 
catechisms that had been learned at home. The intent 
was to review and to apply, in an age-organized con-
text, words that were already being proclaimed in 
intergenerational settings.

Jonathan Edwards was the last and most notewor-
thy of the American Puritans. Edwards’ Calvinistic 
theolog y formed his framework for family minis-
try.41 For Edwards, the Christian family was “a little 
church and commonwealth by itself,” and “the head 
of the family has more advantage in his little com-
munity to promote religion than ministers have in  
the congregation.”42

From Edwards’ perspective, the fountainhead of 
genuine revival was the grace of God working to trans-
form households and to renovate the hearts of fathers.43 
Children were separated from God—“little snakes” and 
“children of the devil,” Edwards called them—by nature 
and by choice,44 and parents bore a special responsibility 
for evangelizing their own children.45 For this to occur, 
children desperately needed to see the Gospel treasured 
within the father’s a$ections.46

Jonathan Edwards diligently read Scripture with 
his eleven children each day and taught them the cat-
echisms. Each Saturday, he carefully prepared them for 
worship on the Lord’s Day.47 His wife Sarah oversaw 
#nances and daily operations in the Edwards home. By 
all accounts, Edwards’ own children pro#ted from their 
father’s ministry, embracing the Gospel and committing 
themselves to lives of holiness.48

LOCAL CHURCH AND “LITTLE CHURCH”
!e churchly function of the household never, how-

ever, eclipsed the importance of the gathered people of 
God. !e local church provided the lens through which 
Edwards viewed the functions of the “little church,” the 
family; Edwards proclaimed certain tasks and purposes 
for the Christian family precisely because God had 
already assigned these purposes to the larger gathering 
of the saints.49 !e household represented a parallel out-
working of the life of the local congregation, with the 
father functioning as pastor within this model of the 
church in miniature.50
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!ese emphases persisted for many decades not only 
among the direct heirs of the Puritans but also among 
others, including the Methodists. In the latter half of the 
eighteenth century, John Wesley declared to husbands 
and fathers that

the person in your house that claims your first 
and nearest attention, is, undoubtedly, your wife; 
seeing you are to love her, even as Christ hath 
loved the Church. ... 
Next to your wife are your children; immortal 
spirits whom God hath, for a time, entrusted to 
your care, that you may train them up in all holi-
ness, and #t them for the enjoyment of God in 
eternity. !is is a glorious and important trust; 
seeing one soul is of more value than all the world 
beside. Every child, therefore, you are to watch 
over with the utmost care, that, when you are 
called to give an account of each to the Father of 
spirits, you may give your accounts with joy and 
not with grief. ...
For what end do you send your children to 
school? ‘Why, that they may be fit to live in the 
world.’ In which world do you mean--this or the 
next? Perhaps you thought of this world only 
and had forgot that there is a world to come; yea, 
and one that will last forever! Pray take this into 
your account, and send them to such masters 
as will keep it always before their eyes. ... Surely, 
if you live or fear God yourself, this will be your 
first consideration: ‘In what business will your 
son be most likely to love and serve God? In what 
employment will he have the greatest advantage 
for laying up treasure in heaven?’ I have been 
shocked above measure in observing how little 
this is attended to, even by pious parents! Even 
these consider only how he may get most money; 
not how he may get most holiness! ... Upon this 
motive they #x him in a business which will neces-
sarily expose him to such temptations as will leave 
him not a probability, if a possibility, of serving 
God. O savage parents! Unnatural, diabolical 
cruelty--if you believe there is another world.51 

Like his Puritan forebears, Jonathan Edwards was 
willing to gather the children of the church in age-orga-
nized groups to reinforce the catechisms that they were 
learning in their homes as well as the messages that they 
heard on Sundays. Edwards described this practice to an 
acquaintance in 1743:

At the conclusion of the public exercise on the 
Sabbath, I appointed the children that were 
under sixteen years of age to go from the meet-
inghouse to a neighbor house, that I there might 
further enforce what they had heard in public, 
and might give in some counsels proper for their 
age. . . . About the middle of the summer, I called 
together the young people that were communi-
cants, from sixteen to twenty-six years of age, 
to my house; which proved to be a most happy 
meeting. . . . We had several meetings that sum-
mer of young people. 

When a teenager named Billy Sheldon died, 
Edwards gathered a group of young people to proclaim a 
message to them, emphasizing the need to seek salvation 
now: Billy “was cut off at such a time” said Edwards, 
“to make you take full advantage of our opportunity.” 
Edwards’ exposition of the text is very brief, but his 
evangelistic application to the lives of the youth is long 
and pleading.52

A pastor wrote these words, bemoaning the break-
down of the families around him, pointing out that mar-
riage was being entered into casually with no concern 
for raising godly o$spring:

I have observed many married couples coming 
together in such great passion that they were ready 
to devour each other for love, but a%er a half-year 
the one ran away from the other. I have known 
people who have become hostile to each other a%er 
they had five or six children and were bound to 
each other not merely by marriage but also by the 
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fruits of their union. Yet they le% each other.53

!e pastor was not someone in twenty-#rst century 
Europe or North America. It was Martin Luther, and 
the era was the early sixteenth century.

!en, as now, the revolution in family relationships 
cannot begin in the church. It must begin in the Christian 
household. A new reformation must begin with fathers 
taking responsibility for training their children in righ-
teousness and with mothers who partner with their hus-
bands in pursuing this vision. It will require these fathers 
and mothers to love and to train children whose parents 
are unbelieving or uninvolved in their spiritual develop-
ment. It will require churches to equip single parents and 
to connect them with other families who can assist them 
in tasks of family discipleship. But the revolution cannot 
begin with church activities or programs; the revolution 
begins with your household and mine.
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As all societies, civil and reli-
gious, originate from families; so 
families derive from that #rst and 
most important of all social con-
nections, the conjugal relation.—
Samuel Stennett1

Baptist memory of the Refor-
mation is somewhat myopic, being 
usually restricted to the Protestant 
rediscovery of the way of salvation—
by Christ alone, through faith alone—
and renewed access to the Scriptures 
for the man and woman in the pew. 
However, one of the most important 
gifts of the Reformation to the vari-
ous traditions that stem from that era 
was the concept of Christian marriage 
as a vocation and the fact that there 
is no intrinsic value in a celibate life.2 
!is is patent from a close reading of 
extant seventeenth- and eighteenth-
century English Baptist literature, for 
instance, which reveals a community 
that had reflected deeply upon what 
the Scriptures had to say about the 
nature of marriage and its purpose. 

!is subject really needs a monograph to do it justice; 
but, for now, an article will have to su'ce.3 In what fol-
lows three texts/sets of texts are discussed: #rst, a key 
confessional statement on marriage, that of the Second 
London Confession, which helped de#ne the boundaries 
for many Baptists with regard to marriage in the late 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; second, the sys-
tematic theological reflection of two important Bap-
tist theologians, !omas Grantham and John Gill, on 
what constitutes a true marriage and why God has given 
marriage to humanity; and third, the correspondence 
of Samuel Pearce to his wife Sarah Hopkins Pearce in 
the #nal decade of the eighteenth century in which this 
couple modeled for those who knew them—and now 
for us—the beauty and glory of a Christian  marriage.

 

Contrary to the received wisdom of some twentieth-
century Baptist authors, the early Baptists were convinced 
that the Christian life should be robustly confessional. 
Various confessions of faith were thus dra%ed in the seven-
teenth century, of which the most in&uential has to have 
been !e Second London Confession of Faith, published 
#rst in 1677 by a group of Calvinistic Baptist churches 
and then reprinted in 1688 as the doctrinal standard of 
this body of churches in England and Wales. It followed 
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closely the wording and structure of the Presbyterian 
Westminster Confession of Faith (1646) and the Congre-
gationalist Savoy Declaration of Faith and Order (1658). 
A%er the restoration of the monarchy in 1660, there was 
a prolonged attempt by the state church to enforce reli-
gious uniformity upon the English nation. In order to 
present a united front with their Reformed brethren in 
the Presbyterian and Congregationalist denominations 
over against this persecution and its violence against the 
conscience, the Calvinistic Baptists employed the afore-
mentioned confession as a beginning point for their own 
doctrinal declaration.4

!ere are four articles in the Second London Confes-
sion that deal speci#cally with marriage. It is noteworthy 
that none of these articles seek to de#ne marriage either 
in terms of its covenantalism or its overtly typological 
relationship to Christ and His Church. !is lacuna is 
typical of Reformed confessions. For instance, the Sec-
ond Helvetic Confession (1566), which has one of the 
longer statements on marriage, chapter XXIX, fails to 
de#ne it, as does the Westminster Confession, which lies 
at the base of the Baptist statement of faith.

The Baptist confession begins with the statement 
that marriage is “to be between one man and one 
woman” and that neither party may have more than one 
spouse at a given time, which especially guards against 
polygamy. !is was of concern to these English Baptists 
as the charge that they were Anabaptists carried with it 
the implication that the English Baptists also practiced 
polygamy, as the Münster rebels had done under the 
leadership of John of Leiden (c.1509-1536). !e Calvin-
istic Baptists were happy then to take the opening arti-
cle against polygamy from the Westminster Confession, 
which helped to emphasize a further area of likeness 
with their fellow English Protestants and distance from 
the continental Anabaptist radicals. !e proof texts for 
the opening article are Genesis 2:24 and Matthew 19:5. 
!e former explains the original intent of marriage in 
creation—that of one man and one woman—while the 
latter is the Lord’s reaffirmation of the Genesis state-
ment. It is worth observing, though the confession does 
not state this explicitly, that the Baptists are a'rming 
the continuity between the sexual ethics of the Old Tes-
tament and those of Jesus.

!e Second London Confession also cites in this regard 
Malachi 2:15. In its context, this verse from the #nal book 
of the English Old Testament concerns the way Israel had 
broken covenant with God through idolatry and God’s 
hatred for their divorces. God desires godly “o$spring” 
from Israel, and thus commands them: “[L]et none deal 
treacherously against the wife of his youth.” It is notewor-
thy that the mention of divorce in the Malachi text did 
not prompt those who drew up the Second London Con-
fession to frame a paragraph on divorce and remarriage. 
Contemporary Baptist theologian Samuel Waldron, in 
his commentary on the Second London Confession, thus 
expresses some dissatisfaction with its failure to treat this 
subject.5 By contrast, the chapter on marriage in the Pres-
byterian Westminster Confession includes two additional 
articles on divorce (see 24.5–6), which emphasize that 
it is permissible only in the case of adultery or desertion. 
One explanation for the omission of these articles in the 
Baptist text is that its framers felt that the biblical proof 
text of Malachi 2:15 was sufficient to direct readers to 
Scripture’s teaching on divorce. However, in 1697 the 
London Baptist Benjamin Keach (1640–1704), the lead-
ing pastor in this community in the #nal quarter of the 
seventeenth century and a signatory of the Second London 
Confession, dra%ed a statement of faith for his church. It 
also omitted divorce in its article on marriage and did 
not even cite Malachi 2 as a proof text.6 Did the Baptist 
leaders disapprove of divorce in toto? Further research is 
needed on this subject. 

!e second article turns to the biblical purposes of 
marriage. First of all, it is for the “mutual help” of the 
husband and wife.7 !is a'rmation is drawn directly 
from Thomas Cranmer’s (1489–1556) marriage ser-
vice in !e Book of Common Prayer (1549), where, for 
the first time in Christian history a marriage liturgy 
claimed that among the purposes of matrimony was 
“the mutual society, help and comfort” of the spouses 
for one another.8 By affirming Cranmer’s insight, the 
confession seems to go beyond what is o%en stated in 
theological discussions of the purpose of marriage. In 
sections on the duties of husbands and wives by theo-
logians of this period and following, the wife is typi-
cally called the “help-meet” with the stress laid on her 
helping role. While the proof-text cited by the confes-
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sion is Genesis 2:18—it explains the role of the wife 
as helper— the confession applies it to both spouses. 
Additionally this second article cites Genesis 1:28, the 
so-called “dominion” or “cultural” mandate, where the 
role of both spouses is to subdue the earth, which gives 
clear support for the idea of “mutual help.” 

The second purpose for marriage is procreation, 
“the increase of mankind” through legitimate children. 
This view of the purpose of marriage had been espe-
cially emphasized by the enormously in&uential patris-
tic theologian Augustine (354–430). Commenting on 
Genesis 2, Augustine was convinced that Eve would 
have been no use to Adam if she had not been able to 
bear children.9 !e combination of Augustine’s view of 
the married estate with the highlighting of the celibate 
monk in late antiquity as the pinnacle of spirituality 
led to the situation in the medieval church where the 
central purpose of marriage was simply procreation. 
!e mutual help that spouses gave to one another was a 
distant second or even third reason for marriage.10 !e 
appearance of companionship in #rst place in the Bap-
tist confession is thus not fortuitous. By it, the Baptists 
are aligning themselves with the Reformation rediscov-
ery of marriage as a blessed estate, though they are also 
quite prepared to admit that the having of children has 
biblical support as a reason for marriage.

!ird, marriage is also to prevent sexual uncleanness. 
!e Second London Confession cites 1 Corinthians 7:2, 
9, where the apostle Paul says that husbands and wives 
should enjoy a sexual relationship to keep them from 
stumbling into the sin of lust. By extension, marriage 
provides sexual satisfaction for both spouses, because 
it is such satisfaction that helps to keep a spouse from 
straying. !is was important for any tradition stemming 
from the Reformation, where a major critique of the 
Roman church had been that its clergy were celibate 
but not chaste.11

In its third article of the marriage chapter the con-
fession expresses a socially radical view of marriage by 
saying that it is lawful for “all sorts of people” to marry 
based upon mutual consent.12 As Waldron comments, 
the general rule of the confession is “liberty,” that is, all 
kinds of people may marry if they so choose; presumably 
from across all ethnicities, cultures, classes, or countries. 

!e only limit for Christians is that they must “marry in 
the Lord.” !e confession de#nes this limitation: “[T]
herefore such as profess the true religion, should not 
marry with in#dels, or idolators; neither should such as 
are godly be unequally yoked, by marrying with such as 
are wicked, in their life, or maintain damnable heresy.”13 
By implication, this de#nition sees as unbiblical such 
limits to marriage as race or class. For the Christian, 
the only limit is that a Christian may not marry a non-
Christian. The language of “unequally yoked” comes 
from 2 Corinthians 6:14, though the Confession does 
not cite it. Instead it refers to 1 Corinthians 7:39 where 
Paul tells a widowed woman that she is free to marry, so 
long as it is “in the Lord.” 

!e fourth and #nal article on marriage states nega-
tively that two persons of blood relation are not to marry: 
“Marriage ought not to be within the degrees of consan-
guinity, or affinity forbidden in the word.”15 It defines 
such a marriage as “incest” and says that it can never be 
made lawful by man or “consent of parties.” Anyone who 
cohabitates in such a relationship is not to be considered 
“as man and wife.” The confession cites the entirety of 
Leviticus 18 as a proof-text that says in v. 6: “None of 
you shall approach to any that is near of kin to him, to 
uncover their nakedness.” The phrase “uncover their 
nakedness” is a euphemism for having a sexual relation-
ship. !e chapter goes on to stipulate against this practice 
in detail, listing those who are considered “near of kin,” 
including a “father’s wife” (v. 8); “sister” (v. 9); grand-
child (v. 11); aunt (vv. 12–13) and other blood relations. 
If a society were to legally allow for incest, it would still 
remain unlawful before God. !e confession cites two 
biblical examples of a forbidden union: the Baptist’s criti-
cism of Herod for having his brother’s wife (Mark 6:18) 
and Paul’s rebuke of the Corinthian church for allowing 
into their membership a man who was sleeping with his 
stepmother (1 Corinthians 5:1).

 

Among the earliest reflections on marriage by a 
Baptist theologian are two texts written by the Gen-
eral Baptist Thomas Grantham (1634–1692), a pro-
li#c author who wrote what can be described as the #rst 
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systematic theological treatise by a Baptist, his classic 
Christianismus Primitivus: or. The Ancient Christian 
Religion (1678). In the third book of this massive folio 
Grantham dealt with Christian ethics and touched on 
marriage in two places. !ere is also a postscript in his 
Truth and Peace; or, !e Last and most Friendly Debate 
concerning Infant-Baptism, published in 1689.16 

After stating that “marriage is a solemn and hon-
ourable ordinance of God,” which God instituted for 
“the modest and orderly propagation of mankind,”17 
Grantham spent a considerable amount of space in 
Christianismus Primitivus detailing what entails a law-
ful marital union, much of going over similar ground as 
the Second London Confession.18 He then turned to what 
constitutes a biblical reason for divorce and observed 
that apart from “pollution of the marriage bed,” there 
are no legitimate grounds for divorce. He particularly 
pointed out that Christian men should not harden 
their hearts against their wives if the latter lose their 
beauty.19 In a second portion of Christianismus Primi-
tivus, Grantham stressed that Christian husbands are 
to exercise their God-given authority as the heads of 
their households, and their wives are to be obedient to 
their husbands’ rule.20 !e husband’s authority, however, 
brings with it “great duties; for the husband is to love, 
defend, and provide for his wife.” !us, the “Christian 
man’s greatest care, should be to live with his wife, as a 
joint-heir of the grace of life, and therein to help her.”21 
His care for his wife must be rooted in a deep a$ection 
for her. As Grantham wisely stated:

[I]t is an insupportable sorrow, when a woman 
hath forsaken all relations in the world to consort 
with her husband, and then finds not his heart 
with her; this is called “a treacherous dealing,” 
and reproved by the prophet Malachi 2.14, 15. 
…he that putteth his wife out of his affection, 
dealeth no better than he that divorceth her. !is 
want of love between husband and wife, is a griev-
ous iniquity, a treasonable impiety, hateful in the 
sight of God; and yet it is that which Satan pre-
vails to ensnare men with, to the provoking of 
the majesty of heaven against them, to the evil 
example of their families, and to the perdition 

of their own souls. God will be avenged on this 
generation for this iniquity. Jer. 5.7, 8, 9. “How 
shall I pardon thee for this?—every one neigheth 
after his neighbour’s wife: Shall I not visit for 
these things, saith the Lord? Shall not my soul be 
avenged on such a nation as this?”

Grantham’s comments here are to be read in light 
of the fact that England, along with other northern 
European nations, was dominated by the nuclear family 
model, a social reality that predated the Reformation 
at least by a hundred years or more. In such a famil-
ial context, if a husband spurned his wife, she did not 
have an extended household to which she could turn.22 
Grantham also has in view the &agrant sexual immoral-
ity of Charles II (r.1660–1685), his court, and many of 
the leaders of England of that day.  

!e other text from Grantham comes in the course 
of his explaining why Baptists did not use rings in their 
marriage ceremonies or kneel at an altar as Anglicans 
did—traditional Puritan issues—Grantham points out 
that the Scriptures do not actually prescribe any par-
ticular form for the marriage ceremony: “ceremonies 
are not of the essence of marriage.”23 Even the presence 
of a minister is not required—“we can #nd no ground 
to believe that to celebrate marriage is a ministerial 
act.”24 !e essentials of marriage that Grantham derives 
from Genesis 2:23–24 and Malachi 2:14 are simply 
“a marriage-covenant between persons who may law-
fully marry” and the presence of witnesses.25 To require 
anything more than these basics is going beyond what 
Scripture requires and to suppose that God “has made 
this ordinance for the good of mankind, and yet le% it 
defective in the very essentials of it; and sure it would 
magnify man too much to suppose him capable to 
mend this ordinance.”26 From this assertion it is clear 
that Grantham is convinced marriage is intended for the 
bene#t of humanity. He can even call it an “ordinance,” 
a word usually used by seventeenth-century divines for 
a means of grace.27 

!e doyen of Baptist theologians in the eighteenth 
century was the autodidact and Particular Baptist pastor 
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John Gill (1697–1771).28 He was a voluminous author, 
and, in the words of his early biographer John Rippon, if 
Gill’s works were all put into one series of volumes, they 
would add up to over “ten thousand folio pages of divin-
ity.”29 Not surprisingly, Rippon noted that Gill “consid-
ered not any subject super#cially, or by halves. As deeply 
as human sagacity, enlightened by grace, could pene-
trate, he went to the bottom of everything he engaged 
in.”30 Compared to other parts of Body of Divinity Gill’s 
discussion of marriage is relatively short, but this does 
not mean that it is treated lightly. !e following section 
of this article obviously cannot do justice to the entire 
range of Gill’s re&ections on marriage. What it seeks to 
do is to elucidate the major points of his teaching, fol-
lowing the structure of his Body of Divinity, comparing 
it with relevant selections from his commentaries, and 
an example or two from his own married life.31 

He began by pointing out that the respective duties 
of husbands and wives to one another are “summed up 
in these two general comprehensive ones: love on the 
one part, and reverence on the other, Eph. v. 33.”32 !is 
is based on the “conjugal union” and “marriage relation” 
between the husband and wife. This union is between 
“male and female,” “one man” and “one woman,” based 
on the original creation of Genesis 1:27. The conjugal 

union makes the husband and wife “one &esh,” according 
to Genesis 2:24 and Matthew 19:6. Of the latter biblical 
text, Gill observed: “!ey were two before marriage, but 
now no more so.”33 !e union is “indissoluble” except by 
death or by in#delity on the part of either party, whether 
by adultery or fornication (Rom 7:2; Matt 5:32). In his 
comment on Romans 7:2 he included desertion, based 
on 1 Corinthians 7:15, in what is permissible for divorce. 
Both adultery and desertion are “equal to death.”34 Com-
menting on the exception clause in Matthew, Gill argued 
that “fornication” includes adultery, incest, or “any 
unlawful copulation.” He also pointed out that Jesus’ per-
missibility clause for divorce is directly contrary to the 
Pharisaic understanding, based on Rabbi Hillel’s teach-
ing, that “admitted of divorce, upon the most foolish and 
frivolous pretenses whatever.”35 

Marriage is to be entered into, not by compulsion, 
but “mutual consent” and with the consent of the 
parents or guardians of the couple: “[N]one are to be 
forced into it against their wills; no, not by their supe-
riors; it must be their own voluntary act and deed.”36 
Citing Hebrews 13:4, Gills emphasized that marriage 
is an honorable state, and is so because God instituted 
it at creation. The marriage between Adam and Eve 
was constructed by God who “made the woman for a 
help-meet, and brought her to the man, proposed her 
to him…and she became his wife…it was the Lord’s act 
and deed.”37 Likewise, in his comment on Genesis 1:28 
he insisted that marriage is an ordinance instituted in 
paradise, and as such is honorable.38 It is also honorable 
because “Christ honored it by his presence, and at such 
a solemnity wrought his #rst miracle, and manifested 
forth the glory of his Deity” at the wedding feast of 
Cana recorded in John 2.

Gill further discussed the relationship between mar-
riage and Christ by arguing that the marriage in Eden 
typi#es “the conjugal union of Christ and the church, 
Eph. v. 32.”39 Adam is a type of Christ while Eve is a 
type of the church: “Adam was #rst formed, and then 
Eve; Christ was before the church and, indeed before 
all things; Eve was formed from Adam…the church has 
her original from Christ, and her subsistence by him.” 
As the Lord brought Eve to Adam,40 so the Church is 
brought to Christ “and given to him by his Father, to 

John  Gill  (1697-1771).  In  1719,  John  Gill  be-
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be his spouse and bride, who he liked, accepted of, and 
betrothed to himself; and her consent is obtained by 
the drawings and in&uences of his Father’s grace.”41 !is 
prelapsarian pre#guring of Christ’s relationship with the 
Church—argued in a fashion not surprising for Gill—is 
an illustration of “the supralapsarian scheme”: Christ 
had an interest in his Church before she fell in Adam.42 
Gill admitted, however, that “this is no direct proof ” of 
supralapsarianism, but only served to illustrate it. 

There is a problem, however, with Gill’s allegori-
cal interpretation of Eve as a type of the Church. He 
cited Ephesians 5:32 as a proof-text, though Paul is not 
making a typological connection between Eve and the 
Church, but rather wives and the Church. Surprisingly, 
Gill did not refer to 1 Timothy 2:15. Neither did he 
make this connection in his commentary on this passage 
nor in that on Genesis 2:22–24. On the other hand, 
Gill’s interpretation of Eve as a type of the Church was 
common in church history. John Flood shows that it 
was held by patristic and medieval theologians like Ter-
tullian, Augustine, Bonaventure, and Nicholas of Lyra. 
In Flood’s words, “it is the spirit of Tertullian, which, 
to one degree or another, presides over the history of 
subsequent Genesis exegesis.”43

Gill was on surer ground when he rooted the orig-
inal intent of marriage in creation. The command to 
“increase and multiply” remains in e$ect, but since the 
fall marriage also serves to protect against sexual sin: it is 
“to prevent incontinence, and to avoid fornication.”44 In 
his discussion of Eve’s creation from Adam’s side in Gen-
esis 2:22 Gill linked the purpose of marriage to com-
panionship and love—and also a'rmed the ontological 
equality of man and woman: 

It is commonly observed, and pertinently enough, 
that the woman was not made from the superior 
part of man, that she might not be thought to be 
above him, and have power over him; nor from any 
inferior part, as being below him, and to be trampled 
on by him; but out of his side, and from one of his 
ribs, that she might appear to be equal to him; and 
from a part near his heart, and under his arms, to 
show that she should be a$ectionately loved by him, 
and be always under his care and protection.45

Continuing with Ephesians 5:23 in his Body of 
Divinity, Gill now explained the respective duties of 
husbands and wives. Paul #rst tells husbands that they 
are to love their wives. Gill divided husbandly love into 
three parts: the nature of love; the manner of loving; 
and the reasons for love. A husband’s love for his wife, 
#rst of all, must be superior to the love he has for “any 
other creature.” His love for her, therefore, must super-
sede love for neighbor, parent, or child because “a man’s 
wife is himself, and loving her is loving himself, the 
other part of himself.”46 Elsewhere he says, “[T]hey are, 
as it were, glued together, and make but one.”47 A hus-
band’s love should be rooted in delight; he should take 
pleasure in his wife’s “person, company, and conversa-
tion.” !is is so because Christ’s delight is the Church, 
“his Hephzibah.”48 His love is to be chaste and singular, 
which bars against polygamy: “a man should not have 
more wives than one, whereby his love would be divided 
or alienated, and hate the one and love the other, as is 
commonly the case.”49 Gill thus rea'rmed the stance 
of the Second London Confession against polygamy and 
distanced the Baptist community from the memory of 
the continental Anabaptists.

In a most tender-hearted section, Gill wrote that 
the husband is to express his love not only in words, 
but also “in deed and in truth” because facts “speak 
louder than words.”50 This is done by providing for 
her material comforts, including food and clothing. 
He is also to protect her from harm and is to be a 
“covering to her, as Abraham was to Sarah.”51 His 
protection of her is to extend to such a point that 
he would “risk his life in her defense and for her res-
cue.”52 The husband should do “every thing that may 
contribute to her pleasure, peace, comfort, and happi-
ness” and be devoted to ways in which “he may please 
his wife.”53 Finally, he is to seek her spiritual welfare, 
especially her conversion if she is not a Christian, 
and her “spiritual peace, comfort, and edification.”54 
When it comes to a husband’s demeanor towards his 
wife Gill was insistent: “Be not bitter against them; 
not giving bitter language, threatening words, sour 
looks, and especially bitter blows; which is cruel, 
churlish, barbarous, and brutish, unbecoming the 
man and the Christian.”55 
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Gill modeled this tenderness with his own wife. 
Early in his ministry, Elizabeth experienced a miscar-
riage, and Gill devoted much time and energy to see 
that she was comforted. !is became a cause of some 
trouble in the church, as a number of the women 
believed that he was spoiling her.56 In her final years, 
Elizabeth was an invalid, and Gill spent much of his 
time caring for her. Elizabeth died on October 10, 1764, 
and eleven days later Gill preached her funeral sermon 
from Hebrews 11:16. At the end he had planned to give 
a short account of her life, “but it seems he was so very 
much overpowered at the end of the sermon, where the 
account might have been given, that he was not able to 
deliver it.”57 

In his comment on Ephesians 5:25, Gill stated that 
“many are the reasons why husbands should love their 
wives” and proceeded to list them—for instance, they 
are companions, covenant partners, and their own bod-
ies.58 Likewise, in Body of Divinity he noted the fact that 
they are one &esh as the #rst reason for the “nearness” 
between spouses. !e wife is “himself ” and she is to “be 
loved as his own body.” Second, she is his “help-meet” 
and companion “in prosperity and adversity” and shares 
the joys and sorrows of life.59 A third reason is that she 
is the glory and honour of her husband which makes 
him respectable among his peers. The fourth reason 
Gill considered to be “[t]he strongest and most forcible 
argument of all”: this is the fact of Christ’s love to his 
Church, “which is the pattern and exemplar of a man’s 
love to his wife, and most strongly enforces it.”60

Gill stayed with Paul in Ephesians to enunciate 
seven duties that wives have toward their husbands: 
reverence; submission; obedience; assistance; curtailed 
authority; and steadfastness. Reverence is to be both 
internal and external: a wife must outwardly show her 
husband respect as well as think highly of him in her 
heart because he is given to her by God. Gill’s state-
ments on submission and obedience, which are so con-
troversial today, are both balanced and warm. He took 
Paul’s words in Ephesians 5:33 about wives submitting 
in “everything” to mean “relating to family a$airs” only. 
The husband does not have absolute control over his 
wife.61 More than this, a wife is not to go along with 
her husband if he does anything “contrary to the laws 

of God and Christ,” because God is to be obeyed over 
men. Subjection of the wife to her husband is not to be 
servile—she is not to be treated like a servant, and even 
less like a slave. Rather, Gill deemed the picture of the 
body following the head to be a better analogy: the head 
governs, but it is to govern wisely, with tenderness and 
in a “gentle manner” as Abraham did with Sarah.62 In 
his comment on Ephesians 5:22 Gill stressed that a wife 
is subject to her husband only, “not to any other man, 
nor to her children, nor to her servants, or any brought 
into her house.” Due to this, the wife should render her 
subjection more easily, wilfully, and cheerfully.63

!e main marital function of a wife is to help her 
husband in the a$airs of the family, the “original end of 
her creation.” She has rule over the home, including the 
servants (if there are any), and citing 1 Timothy 2:14, 
Gill pointed out that she is to manage “all domestic 
business with wisdom and prudence.”64 At this point 
it might have been useful for Gill to cite Proverbs 31 
and the industrious wife who serves her family in busi-
ness ventures. As English historian Sharon James rightly 
observes, Gill’s treatment of wives omitted any discus-
sion of Proverbs 31. When he did interpret it, he fell to 
allegory: “[T]he whole chapter is seen only as a picture 
of the Church; and thus he loses sight of the reality of 
the ideal presented: a powerful woman indeed!”65 Since 
the woman is to have no authority over her husband 
in family a$airs, she is to “do nothing without his will 
and consent, and never contrary to it.” Rather, she is to 
go “with him wherever God in his providence, and his 
business in life call him,” just as Sarah did with Abraham 
in Egypt and Ruth did with Naomi. 

In their marriage, Elizabeth Gill took similar charge 
of her home so that her husband could devote his time 
to his ministry and writing. In the introductory biogra-
phy to the Sermons and Tracts, possibly written by John 
Rippon, Gill’s sentiments about Elizabeth are described 
thus: “!e Doctor was always of opinion, that his mar-
riage with this excellent person, was the principal thing 
for which God in his providence sent him to that place 
[the church where Gill met her]: and he ever considered 
his marriage to her, as one of the capital blessings of his 
life. For she proved a$ectionate, discreet, and careful: 
and, by her unremitting prudence, took off from his 
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hands all domestic avocations, so that he could, with 
more leisure, and greater ease of mind, pursue his stud-
ies, and devote himself to his ministerial service.”66

These uxorial duties are then followed by six rea-
sons—though Gill was sure these are only “some”—as to 
why she is to perform them. !e #rst is the role given to 
women at creation. Following Paul in 1 Timothy 2:13, 
Gill argued that because Adam was formed first, and 
because Eve was made from Adam, she has a function-
ally subordinate role, though in his comment on the 
creation of Eve in Genesis 1, she is fully his equal before 
God. Second, Eve was deceived by the serpent in the 
fall and drew her husband into it, and so earned part 
of the curse for herself. !en, the wife is subject to her 
husband because he is her head. Sharon James observes 
that for Gill, male headship “is not to be exercised for 
the good of the husband, but for the good of the wife; 
just as Christ, the head of the Church, sacri#ced him-
self for her good.”67 !e value of male headship for the 
wife is seen in his comment on Ephesians 5:24: “[B]
eing wholly dependent upon him, and entirely resigned 
to him, and receiving all from him; who is alone all her 
expectation of provision, protection, comfort, and hap-
piness, wherefore she has respect to all his commands, 
and esteems all his precepts concerning all things to be 
right.” Thus she “yields a cheerful, voluntary, sincere, 
and hearty obedience to them; arising from a principle 
of love to him, and joined with honor, fear, and rever-
ence of him.”68 Fourth and in this connection, a wife is 
to recognize that she is the weaker vessel and as such is 
in need of protection, which is provided by her head. 

Fi%h, female honor demands that she act in a credit-
able way. Decency is an ornament to women, “and the 
best ornament they can deck themselves with.”69 Gill’s 
sixth and #nal reason for the wife’s duty to her husband 
is regarded by him as “the chief argument of all”: it is the 
subjection of the Church to Christ. In Ephesians 5:22-
24, Paul lays out a typological relationship between hus-
bands and wives, and Christ and the church. Since the 
wife typi#es the Church in her marriage, she is to model 
godly submission to her husband, who typi#es Christ.

It is clear from Gill’s concluding reasons for the 
duties of the husband and the wife that the gospel is the 
bedrock of Christian marriage. Since marriage typi#es 

Christ’s relationship with the church, Christians are to 
strive toward love, companionship, humility, and bal-
ance in their marriages. !e witness of the gospel is at 
stake. And from the little that we know of his own mar-
riage to Elizabeth, we see that Gill strove to that end.

A perusal of the minute books of a number of eigh-
teenth-century English Baptist congregations would 
soon reveal the reality of some of the Baptist marriages 
in that era: marriages marred by sins such as fornication 
and adultery, wife beating and gossiping. What these 
records do not reveal is anything about the solid mar-
riages that displayed the reality behind the confessional 
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stance of these Baptists (as seen in the Second London 
Confession) and their theological re&ection (as seen in 
the corpus of Grantham and Gill). since such were not 
the subject of formal congregational discussions or dis-
cipline in local churches. For such materials we need 
to turn elsewhere. !ankfully, we have a rich resource 
about one Baptist marriage in this period in the form of 
letters from Samuel Pearce (1766–1799) to his beloved 
wife, Sarah Hopkins Pearce (1771–1804).

Samuel Pearce, a close friend and con#dant of the 
well-known William Carey (1761–1834), had one pas-
torate in his short life, that of Cannon Street Baptist 
Church in Birmingham in the Midlands. It was there 
that he met Sarah Hopkins, a third-generation Baptist 
whose father was a deacon,70 soon a%er his arrival in Bir-
mingham.71 Pearce was soon deeply in love with Sarah 
and she with him. As he wrote to her on December 24, 
1790, about the impact her letters had on him: 

Were I averse to writing,…one of your dear Epis-
tles could not fail of conquering the antipathy and 
transforming it into desire. !e moment I peruse 
a line from my Sarah, I am inspired at the pro-
pensity which never leaves me, till I have thrown 
open my whole heart, and returned a copy of it to 
the dear being who long since compelled it to a 
"oluntary surrender, and whose claims have never 
since been disputed.72 

They were married on February 2, 1791. With 
delight, Pearce wrote the following day to a friend of 
his and Sarah’s:

!e occasion of my writing is a source of joy inex-
pressible to myself—a joy in which I know you 
will participate. I am no longer a bachelor. Your 
amiable friend permitted me to call her my own 
yesterday. One dwelling now contains us both, 
and Paul’s Square contains that dwelling.73

Later that same year, during November, she was bap-
tized by her husband.74 

Pearce’s understanding of what should lie at the 
heart of their marriage found expression in a letter that 

he wrote to his future wife a little over two months 
before their wedding: “may my dear Sarah & myself be 
made the means of leading each other on in the way to 
the heavenly kingdom and at last there meet to know 
what even temporary separation means no more.”75 Hus-
band and wife are to be a means of grace to one another 
in their earthly pilgrimage. In that joint pilgrimage, they 
are to be, as a recent book on marriage has put it, “inti-
mate allies.”76

One sees the way in which Pearce sought to help his 
wife spiritually in the following passage from a letter 
written on December 2, 1791: “I trust this will #nd you 
expecting a good Sabbath & waiting for the day of the 
Lord with ardent desires a%er his tabernacle—may your 
enjoyments equal your desires.”77 He then went on to 
give his wife some advice about conversing with a Mrs. 
Briggs, who appears to have fallen prey to Socinianism. 
He told Sarah:

Avoid any religious controversy with Mrs 
Briggs—I fear she has more studied system than 
yielded herself to the influence of truth—you 
my love I believe have been better employed…
I have been much afraid lest she should distress 
your mind—I am under no apprehensions of her 
altering your sentiments—I believe you have been 
taught them by the Holy Ghost who dwelleth 
in you—& that you will be kept therein by the 
power of God—but it will pain your mind to hear 
your Lord degraded & the blood wherewith you 
were sancti#ed accounted an unholy thing. 78

In another letter, this one written from Northamp-
ton, where he had gone to preach for John Ryland, he 
encouraged Sarah in a postscript: “Let us both live near 
to God and our separation from each other will be the 
less regretted—O be much in prayer for your own S.P.”79

Pearce’s love for his wife clearly deepened with the 
passing of the years. In 1791, only a couple of months 
a%er their wedding, he told her that he was more desir-
ous “of enjoying your friendship than the admiration of 
crowds of Helen’s, or Venus’s, or Cleopatra’s, or all the 
females of Egypt—Greece—Rome or Birmingham.”80 
He concluded this letter by telling her: “when I add 
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all the respect, the gratitude, the tenderness, & a%ection 
of which my nature is capable into one sum—I feel 
the whole comes vastly short of what I owe to you my 
lovely friend! My inestimable Sarah!”81 In a letter that 
is undated but that was probably written in early 1792, 
Pearce concluded it by telling Sarah, “O that you were 
now within these longing arms & then there would be 
no occasion to write to your more than ever a$ectionate 
S. Pearce.”82 And writing on a preaching trip to Wales 
in July of 1792, he told his wife, “How often have I 
longed for your Society since I le% you…every pleasant 
scene which opened to us on our way (& they were very 
numerous) lost half its beauty because my lovely Sarah 
was not present to partake its pleasures with me.” He 
had to remind himself, though, “to see the country was 
not the immediate object of my visiting Wales—I came 
to preach the gospel—to tell poor sinners of the dear 
Lord Jesus—to endeavor to restore the children of mis-
ery to the pious pleasures of divine enjoyment.”83

Again, when his wife was away on a trip to Shrop-
shire, Samuel wrote: “I feel myself such a poor dull 
solitary thing without you that I &y to my pen that I 
may at least feel some relief in writing to the dearest 
Friend I have whilst I am deprived the felicity of her 
presence and conversation.” !ree and a half years a%er 
their marriage, he wrote to her from Plymouth: “O, 
my Sarah, had I as much proof of my love to Christ 
as I have of my love to you, I should prize it above 
rubies.”84 When Pearce was away from his wife the 
following year, 1795, on a preaching trip in London, 
he wrote to tell her, “every day improves not only my 
tenderness but my esteem for you. Called as I now am 
to mingle much with society in all its orders I have 
daily opportunity of making remarks on human tem-
per & a%er all I have seen and thought my judgment as 
well as my a%ection still approves of you as the best of 
women for me.”85 On the same trip he called her “the 
dearest of women—my invaluable Sarah.”86 In another 
letter written about the same time he informed the 
one whom he called the “partner of my heart” that his 
letter was a “forerunner of her impatient husband who 
weary with so long an absence”—he had obviously 
been away from home for a few weeks—“[longs] again 
to embrace his dearest friend.”87 The following year, 

when he was involved in an extensive preaching trip in 
Ireland, he wrote to his wife from Dublin on June 24: 

Last evening …were my eyes delighted at the 
sight of a letter from my dear Sarah…I rejoice 
that you, as well as myself, find that “absence 
diminishes not affection.” For my part I com-
pare our present correspondence to a kind of 
courtship, rendered sweeter than what usually 
bears that name by a certainty of success …Not 
less than when I sought your hand [in mar-
riage], do I now court your heart, nor doth 
the security of possessing you at all lessen my 
pleasure at the prospect of calling you my own, 
when we meet again.” And then towards the 
end of the letter he added: “O our dear fire-
side! When shall we sit down toe to toe, and 
tete á tete [sic] again—Not a long time I hope 
will elapse ere I re-enjoy that felicity.88  

!at Sarah felt the same towards Samuel is seen in 
a letter she wrote a%er her husband’s death to her sister 
Rebecca. Rebecca had just been married to a Mr. Har-
ris and Sarah prayed that she might “enjoy the most 
uninterrupted Happiness…(for indeed I can scarce 
form an idia [sic]…this side of Heaven of greater) equal 
to what I have enjoyed.”89 It is a shame that none of 
Sarah’s letters to Samuel have survived, though Sarah 
did admit she had “a natural disinclination” to writing 
letters,90 which may mean that there was considerably 
less correspondence from her to Samuel than there was 
from him to her. 

One final word about Samuel and Sarah’s mar-
riage needs to be said. What especially delighted 
Pearce about his wife was her Christian piety. For 
example, he told Sarah in the summer of 1793 in 
response to a letter he had received from her: “I can-
not convey to you an idea of the holy rapture I felt at 
the account you gave me of your soul prosperity.”91 
Close friends of Sarah noted that since her conver-
sion she had had “a strong attachment to evangelical 
truth” and “a longing desire for the universal spread 
of the gospel.”92 And by her own admission, she was 
“deeply interested in all that interested” Samuel.93
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Seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Baptist talk 
and thinking about marriage was not merely that and no 
more. It was translated into concrete reality and truth by 
marriages like that of Samuel and Sarah Pearce. Today 
we desperately need such models—and the thought that 
undergirds them—for our world supposes marriage to 
be but an artifact that has been shaped by the hands 
of human culture and hence can be re-shaped at will. 
The Baptist authors whose writings and doings have 
been examined above, however, remind us that marriage 
contains both an esse and a bene esse, and that both are 
divinely given.

1 Samuel Stennett, Discourses on Domestick Duties (Lon-
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Since the middle part of the 
twentieth century, human relational 
attachment has been the focus of a 
widespread #eld of study. John Bowlby 
originally wrote about attachment as 
a set of relational behaviors in 1958 
a%er spending several years in research 
and practice as a budding child psy-
chiatrist.1 Later, his research partner, 
Mary Ainsworth, would delineate 
various types of attachment from his 
initial findings. Due to their work, 
the entire spectrum of psychologi-
cal and sociological theory has been 
changed. Any training program in a 
social scienti#c #eld that purports to 
be exhaustive will include some study 
of attachment theory. Educational 
literature, counseling theories, and 
family self-help books have all been 
a$ected by attachment theory at large, 
and ultimately by Mary Ainsworth’s 
description of the secure attachment 
style—which is why there is a need to 
analyze the issue of secure attachment.

What is secure attachment? Is it 
biblically sound? What place might 

it have within Christian formation? !ese are the ques-
tions that this article seeks to answer. As the ideal style 
of attachment, “secure attachment” will be the focus of 
this article. As a useful sub-theory of human develop-
ment, the secure attachment style must be compared 
with biblical truth in order for it to make the fullest, 
most comprehensive contribution to the Christian 
understanding of human development. A biblical cri-
tique of secure attachment shows that the secure attach-
ment style is an adequate tool in understanding aspects 
of human development but it has to be integrated into 
a full-orbed picture of biblical anthropology to be the 
most useful for Christian formation.

The year was 1928. John Bowlby had just gradu-
ated from the University of Cambridge and began to 
work with children who were encountering di'culty in 
adjustment, emotional expression, and mental health. 
!is experience led him to pursue a career in child psy-
chiatry through which he would eventually study at the 
British Psychoanalytic Institute. Under the in&uence of 
psychoanalytic theory speci#cally object-relations the-
ory—Bowlby began to branch out into his own under-
standing of attachment structures, which coincided with 
his work with troubled children. Bowlby’s first formal 
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writing on attachment was his classic work, “!e Nature 
of the Child’s Tie to His Mother” (1958).2 Even previous 
to this work, Bowlby wrote, “Among the most signi#cant 
developments of psychiatry during the past quarter of a 
century has been the steady growth of evidence that the 
quality of the parental care which a child receives in his 
earliest years is of vital importance for his future mental 
health.”3 Bowlby was clearly interested in the relational 
attachment behavior of children to their primary care-
giver, and this would be his lifelong work. 

In another part of the world, Mary Salter (later 
Ainsworth) was one step behind Bowlby in her studies, 
but was being influenced by an anti-Freudian theory 
known as security theory, which essentially relates to 
the need of an infant to have a dependence upon his 
or her parents. Her 1940 dissertation was entitled, “An 
Evaluation of Adjustment Based on the Concept of 
Security.” Around 1950, research being performed by 
John Bowlby related to personality development and 
children started to pique her interest.4 It was this origi-
nal connection that ultimately changed the face of psy-
chological study for decades. As Bowlby and Ainsworth 
began to work together, Ainsworth became a valuable 
asset to the work that the primary researcher, Bowlby, 
had already begun.5 

As Bowlby was working to refine his theory, 
Mary Ainsworth went to Uganda and began a study 
of infant-to-mother connections. Her focus was on 
the adjustment of infants and the interconnectedness 
of that with the attachment to a mother. This study 
would prove to be a vital part of her later work. Her 
study was a short-term, longitudinal study conducted 
on a research sample of Ugandan infants.6 In her #nd-
ings, she relates the following: 

In summary, then, there were three variables 
which were found to be related significantly to 
the development of security and attachment: 
the mother’s attitude to breast feeding , the 
amount of care she gave to the baby, and her 
excellence as an informant. A fourth variable—
mother’s milk supply—was only slightly below 
the level of statistical significance. All of these 
variables could be described as mere rough 

approximations of underlying variables which 
are more crucial in determining the develop-
ment of infant-mother attachment.7 

Following this study, Ainsworth continued to 
explore these themes by conducting research in the 
United States. She had become interested in the mother 
#gure being a “secure base” for the infants involved in 
the research. She wrote that,

When most babies are able to crawl, they do not 
always stay close to the mother but rather make 
little excursions away from her, exploring other 
objects and interacting with other people, but 
returning to the mother from time to time. The 
mother seems to provide a secure base from which 
these excursions may be made without anxiety. !e 
child who is attached to his mother, if he is secure 
in this attachment, does not need to maintain con-
stant proximity or contact with her. He is content 
to move away, as long as he knows that she is there. 
He can even leave the room on his own initiative, 
and his aplomb in so doing is sometimes in sharp 
contrast to his consternation when his secure base 
gets up and moves o$. Indeed, one could scarcely 
identify this as a pattern of attachment were it not 
for the fact that the child is still concerned about 
his mother’s whereabouts.8

Her work continued, and she developed a research 
procedure known as the Strange Situation9 where 
infants and their caregiver were observed in eight cycles 
of separation and reunion in order to observe the behav-
ior of the infant at various intervals within the entire 
20-plus minute interactive experiment. From this exper-
iment, Ainsworth (1978) developed three main styles of 
groups of attachment: Secure, Avoidant and Ambiva-
lent/Resistant; later a fourth type, Disorganized/Dis-
oriented was added by Main and Solomon (1990).10 
Secure attachment observed in infants was considered 
the ideal attachment style and has been translated to a 
form of secure attachment throughout the lifespan.11 

Within the Strange Situation model, there would 
be eight episodes varying in length from one to three 
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minutes. Within each of these episodes, a parent or care-
giver, an infant and a stranger would be placed in vary-
ing degrees of reunion and separation with the intent to 
observe the infant’s behavior in each episode as it related 
to separation, reunion, interaction with the stranger and 
free exploration of the environment in connection to 
the attachment figure.12 Solomon and George relate 
Ainsworth’s classi#cation of secure attachment (one of 
the four possible classi#cations for an infant following 
the strange situation) as an infant that following, “Uses 
mother as secure base for exploration. Separation: Signs 
of missing parent, especially during the second separa-
tion. Reunion: Actively greets parent with smile, vocal-
ization, or gesture. If upset, signals or seeks contact with 
parent. Once comforted, returns to exploration.”13 !is 
is secure attachment. 

Many further connections have been made regard-
ing attachment styles beyond infancy and across the 
human lifespan. Hazan and Shaver for example relate 
attachment classi#cations to adult romantic relation-
ships. Describing an adult with secure attachment in 
romantic relationships, they portray the adult as believ-
ing that it is easy to get close to others and to depend on 
them, and that they do not fear abandonment or overly 
close relationships.14 This is but one example of how 
although the secure attachment style was formulized 
with infants, the theory itself is being used in a variety 
of human dimensions. 

For Bowlby, attachment related to evolutionary 
issues. He integrated Darwinian ideas such as natu-
ral selection, control systems theory and evolutionary 
biology into a larger theory of human development.15 
For Ainsworth as well, a biblical foundation was not 
the underpinning of her work, but rather the connec-
tion with Darwinian evolutionary theory informed her 
research. She wrote, 

If Piagets developmental views have been an 
important influence on my viewpoint, so has a 
broader and less speci#c application of biological 
evolutionary theory. !e science of ethology has 

stemmed from Darwinian evolutionary theory. It 
concerns itself with the study of animal behavior, 
emphasizing those patterns of behavior which are 
just a speci#c to a species as bodily structure, con-
formation, and external distinguishing features.16 

An apparent influence upon the thinking of Ain-
sworth was a focus on the biological components of 
behavior stemming from an evolutionary framework. 
This foundation does not necessarily invalidate any 
potential merits of her work. However, the foundational 
underpinnings of the theory may have some e$ect on 
the implications of the theory, particularly in light of 
the biblical text. What follows is a set of inquiries into 
secure attachment from di$erent biblical tenets speci#-
cally with a view towards understanding secure attach-
ment outside of the Darwinian influences of Bowlby 
and Ainsworth.

“IN THE IMAGE OF GOD HE CREATED 
THEM”

Due to its foundation within biological reduction-
ism, an issue worth examining in relation to attachment 
theory is that of the Imago Dei (image of God). In the 
#rst chapter of the #rst book of the Bible, the fact that 
human beings were made in the Imago Dei (Gen 1:26) is 
one of the primary characteristics de#ning all of human 
existence. There are differing views on what it means 
for individuals to be made in the Imago Dei. Reformers 
such as Luther and Calvin held to a substantive view, 
which conceived of the Imago Dei in human beings 
as a quality. !is view would consider an aspect of an 
individual, such as moral reasoning as that individual 
bearing the Imago Dei in quality. Others such as Karl 
Barth held to a relational view, which sees a person’s 
bearing the Imago Dei as an expression of that person’s 
relational nature, speci#cally in interpersonal relation-
ships, both with God and with one another. A third 
view—the functional view—states that the Imago Dei in 
a person is largely an aspect of that individual’s function 
and task. A dominant aspect within this view would be 
the dominion of the human race over creation, a task 
that God speci#cally gives to the #rst man and woman 
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in the Genesis narrative.17 Each of these views calls into 
question the issue of the effect of the Imago Dei on 
human behavior. 

As Ainsworth developed the secure attachment clas-
si#cation, her primary in&uence was Darwinian evolu-
tionary theory and not relational interaction with the 
triune God. !erefore, while not negating her behav-
ioral observations, the formation of human beings in 
the image of God, including both relationality, and the 
human constitution, must be seen as a primary in&uence 
on all human behavior. Her theory speaks to the need 
of a secure base, but it does not o$er a full reason why 
that need exists, which can subsequently dull the impli-
cations of a secure attachment theory. !e stated rea-
son for relational attachment is primarily for increased 
positive behavioral outcomes. However, a more theo-
logically robust reason for the human individual need 
for a secure base is that separated from the Creator, the 
human being is incomplete. !e fact that each person is 
created in the image of God and is therefore subject to 
and in need of the Creator is the primary driving force 
for all relationality. 

Within the foundational underpinnings of the 
secure attachment style, there is a perceived implication 
that the need for a secure base is due mainly to evolu-
tionary processes. Speci#cally, a child needs to have a 
secure attachment to its primary caregiver(s) because 
of the need of biological survival within the pack of 
creaturesanimals—known as human beings. While the 
observed attachment style might be the same, however, 
the Bible gives a completely di$erent understanding of 
why human beings need relationships. They bear the 
image and likeness of a relational God. So in order to use 
the developmental theory of attachment, particularly in 
terms of the secure attachment style within a Christian 
framework, one must reorient the foundation of secure 
attachment away from mere biological processes and 
evolutionary theory towards a God-centered design. 

“IN SIN DID MY MOTHER CONCEIVE ME”
!e Psalmist declared that human beings are con-

ceived in sin, born in iniquity (Ps 51:5). From Genesis 
to Revelation, the overarching picture of humanity is 
that of a fallen creation, alienated from God and from 

one another, and in need of the redemption that comes 
in the person and work of Jesus Christ. !e complete 
biblical picture of each human being is that he or she 
is born not as a tabula rasaa blank slate—but is already 
bent toward alienation and isolation from God and oth-
ers (Ps 58:3). Because of the guilt of humanity in Adam 
(Rom 5:12), man is born not needing the mere shaping 
of relationship, but as one needing radical reorienta-
tion in redemption. Ainsworth’s secure attachment does 
not account for the existence of sin—though it may 
not have been her intent to connect less ideal attach-
ment styles to sin’s existence. It could be argued that 
secure attachment style is merely a demonstration of the 
result of human sinfulness. And this is plausible, since 
inherent to the secure attachment style is the view that 
relational health is demonstrated by certain observed 
behavior(s) within the Strange Situation experiment. 
In this style alone, there is no declaration as to why a 
secure attachment is achieved beyond behavior. In the 
aforementioned work of Ainsworth in Uganda, speci#c 
behavioral tasks completed by the mother seemed to 
a$ect attachment giving Ainsworth the ultimate impli-
cation that (and this would connect well with her own 
Darwinian-in&uenced thought) behaviorism can guide 
attachment. Of concern is that from the biblical record, 
all behavior, even the best behavior of an individual, is 
fully tainted with sin (Isa 64:6, Rom 7:8). !is would 
imply that secure attachment is an adequate concept for 
describing human behavior, but that it is incomplete as a 
concept for fully understanding human nature.

At the center of the secure attachment style is the 
goal of comfortable, free exploration. !e understand-
ing supported by Ainsworth and others is that since the 
mother, or primary caregiver, is a secure base for the 
infant, then the child is free to explore his or her envi-
ronment, free from the fear of being ultimately alienated 
from the caregiver. !is level of secure attachment where 
an infant is comfortable with the role of the parent as a 
secure base is founded on the behavioral expression of 
the caregiver. For Ainsworth, some of those early behav-
ioral expressions consist of breast-feeding and early signs 
of care.18 Yet, should behavioral expression alone (i.e., 
the actions of the mother, and the free exploration of 
the child) be enough to understand whether a child is 
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seen as securely attached? !e Genesis 3 record of the 
fall of mankind portrays an astounding result for two 
children and their father. Although the father’s behavior 
had not changed, these two children, Adam and Eve, 
were alienated from their primary caregiver and ulti-
mately from one another.19 

Again, this biblical story does not invalidate the 
claims of Ainsworth or the usefulness of her description 
of the secure attachment style, but it does question the 
comprehensiveness of the secure attachment style for 
Christian formation. Not only does the secure attach-
ment style not account for the sinfulness of human-
kind, it also does not factor in a need for redemption 
before individuals are able to relate to one another in 
wholeness. In examining this attachment style, a critique 
of this nature is most warranted in the application of 
the theory towards older children and adults since the 
secure attachment style has been used to explain human 
needs and behaviors across the lifespan. For infants and 
younger babies alone, the theory is helpful and can be 
useful within the Christian home and Church.20 How-
ever, as an individual grows, the philosophical under-
pinnings of secure attachment style can become more 
evident. For example, Clinton and Sibcy convey the idea 
that part of the secret to building God-designed, loving 
and lasting relationships is to develop a secure attach-
ment style.21 Such an assertion begs the question as to 
whether a secure attachment style is a uniform goal for 
relationships, and ultimately biblical Christian forma-
tion, or if it is simply a description of observed behavior. 
Since human beings are born as sinners, at enmity with 
God and one another (Gen 3), it would appear that 
integrating the Ainsworth theory of secure attachment 
with the Christian faith, one must see secure attachment 
(primarily in adulthood) mainly as a description of the 
relational aspects of the Christian formation process.

In a possible application, the lack of a secure attach-
ment could be a picture of an overall brokenness due 
to the fall. Speci#cally, secure attachment would be the 
picture of relational shalom, where the other styles of 
attachment are pictures of what has happened to a world 
and a creation that has been marred by sin. Perhaps this 
is one of the main strengths of the secure attachment 
style in that it could be used to show how human beings 

and human relationships have been so tainted by sin 
that not all human beings exhibit safe and secure rela-
tionships. And while the origins of secure attachment 
are found in evolutionary theory, a correct adjustment 
to biblical revelation would allow the theory to be maxi-
mized as a description of one aspect of the fall. 

Not only must the reality and anatomy of sin be con-
sidered in a proper understanding of secure attachment, 
the potential for the work of the Holy Spirit should also 
be incorporated. Paul commanded the church at Galatia 
to walk by the Spirit” (Gal 5:16) and he describes two 
distinct ways of life. He stated that the desires of the 
&esh are opposed to the Spirit and the desires of Spirit 
are opposed to the &esh. Here, Paul was speaking of the 
absolute reality of sin and the need for redemption—
redemption that is accompanied by changed action. He 
compared the two in this way:

Now the works of the flesh are evident: sexual 
immorality, impurity, sensuality, idolatry, sorcery, 
enmity,22 strife, jealousy, fits of anger, rivalries, 
dissensions, divisions, envy, drunkenness, orgies, 
and things like these. I warn you, as I warned you 
before, that those who do such things will not 
inherit the kingdom of God. But the fruit of the 
Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, good-
ness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control; against 
such things there is no law. And those who belong 
to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its 
passions and desires (Gal 5:19-24). 

It is clear that the biblical view of relational change 
occurs only to those who belong to Christ Jesus.” !is 
also can be seen in some measure in Paul’s description 
of the Spirit-#lled life, to include the adoption of the 
believer in Romans 8 as well as in the biblical descrip-
tion of love in 1 Corinthians 13. !e work of the Spirit 
in the biblical record has a higher status and power than 
that of childhood attachment. For John Bowlby, early 
attachment structures were a primary in&uence on later 
life to the point that they could be seen as a predictor 
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and influence on later relational structures in adult-
hood.23 The Scriptures do not necessarily negate this 
fact, but they do add the all-important variable of the 
work of the Holy Spirit. If a person is ultimately the 
most a$ected by their early childhood attachment and 
not the work of the Holy Spirit, then the apostle Paul 
was not accurate in his letter to the church at Galatia in 
some sense. Again, the application of the secure attach-
ment style to Christian formation and ministry is not 
negated, as long as one considers it as an incomplete 
sub-theory. Part of the incomplete nature of the theory 
is due to its Darwinian foundations, and the tendency 
to include a level of biological reductionism.24 

If indeed the secure attachment style does not fully 
account for human sinfulness and the innate need for 
redemption, and if indeed it does not fully allow for 
the work of the Holy Spirit, is it a valuable theory of use 
within Christian formation, particularly of children? 
There are multiple instances where the parent/child 
relationship is pictured or addressed within the Scrip-
tures with a seeming view to a secure attachment-type 
style. Jesus speaks toward Jerusalem using the #gure of 
a mothering hen embracing her chicks (Matt 23:37). 
Malachi mentioned the hearts of fathers turning toward 
their children (Mal 4:6), as did Lukes gospel (Luke 
1:17). Jesus used the idea of a loving parent giving good 
gifts in a loving way while speaking of God as Father 
(Matt 7:11). Proverbs 3:12 speaks of the idea of fathers 
delighting in their sons within the context of discipline 
and reproof. !is idea of discipline, reproof and warn-
ing were central to Paul’s twin exhortations to fathers 
in Ephesians 6:4 and Colossians 3:21 where training 
children in the ways of God are paired with a particular 
relational manner of instruction: relational intimacy 
versus relational separation. 

In the Ephesians 6 passage in particular, the two 
commands of the text—one negative and one posi-
tive—speak to the ultimate goal of the Christian forma-
tion of children: the Lord. While the central focus of 
Paul’s thought was Christian discipleship, he offered 
a relational exhortation by instructing fathers not to 

provoke their children to anger, but to train them in the 
discipline and instruction of the Lord. In the Colossians 
passage, Paul o$ered an exhortation for fathers not to 
discourage their children—a command that should be, 
in some measure, viewed in a relational context. 

An important note in evaluating secure attach-
ment is that the behavioral expression desired within 
the secure attachment style is that of free exploration 
with the caregiver as a secure base. When the infant 
is secure, or recently comforted, he or she returns 
to exploration. The goal appears to be a level of self-
autonomy. !is becomes ampli#ed when observed in 
adults where secure attachment is a sense of self-security, 
which enables “safe-haven behavior.”25 Once again, if 
the focus on secure attachment is descriptive, whereby 
secure attachment can be seen as the behavioral and 
emotional outcomes of a healthy, redeemed person, 
in&uenced by the Holy Spirit, then secure attachment is 
a helpful descriptor. If the focus on secure attachment is 
seen as prescriptive, however, where the behavior of an 
individual, or their caregiver, prescribes health (without 
a view towards human sinfulness, the innate need of 
redemption, the work of the Holy Spirit, and the need 
for Christian formation), then it becomes a hindrance 
to ultimate Christian formation. !e Apostle Paul’s con-
cern for discipleship seems to have included relational 
structures (1 !ess 2:11-12) but this is secondary to the 
ultimate goal of training a child in the discipline and 
instruction of the Lord.26 

“YOUR LIFE IS HIDDEN WITH CHRIST  
IN GOD”

!e application of the secure attachment style to 
the Christian life could also be potentially challeng-
ing as it relates to the issue of the identity of the indi-
vidual. Paul wrote to the church at Colossae that the 
life of the believer was hidden with Christ in God” 
(Col 3:3). !e assumption is that the lives of believers 
are hidden with Christ because they have been recon-
ciled from their former alienation (Col 1:21-22). !is 
truth does not contradict the secure attachment style, 
but it is a theological reason why the secure attach-
ment style is not complete as a model for Christian 
formation and ministry. If a secure and healthy attach-
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ment were possible in human relationships alone—
which is the ultimate implication of Ainsworth—then 
the theological idea that human beings are alienated 
from their Creator and from one another regardless 
of behavior, is false. But since the Scripture speaks to 
the ultimate goal of human life as that of #nding iden-
tity in Christ, then secure attachment is incomplete 
as a comprehensive model of human teleology. Secure 
attachment speaks to the maturation of individuals in 
relationship across the lifespan. Specifically, infants 
with a secure attachment to their primary caregiver(s) 
will likely develop safe, satisfying and mature relation-
ships as they enter adolescence and adulthood. When 
Paul spoke of maturation, it was in the context of being 
“mature in Christ” (Col 1:28). !e telos of the believer 
is found in the singular purpose of #nding identity in 
Christ. !is idea does not negate the human relational 
interchanges in this life. Interestingly, the gospel of 
Luke gives the picture of Jesus’ development as one 
encompassed in relationship with God and man (Luke 
2:52). Human relational interaction is seen even in 
the development of the Son of God. However, when 
taken at face value as a behaviorally driven sub theory, 
the secure attachment style can become deterministic 
in the #rst place and descriptive only in the second. 
Even though Bowlby himself did not view early child-
hood attachment as the only in&uence on a person’s 
relational attachments,27 there could perhaps be a ten-
dency within the theory to negate the possibility of 
change later in life. 

Much of evangelical Christian literature speaks about 
the identity that a believer has in Christ. In the integra-
tion of secure attachment into the Christian formation 
however, a potential oversight is that the secure attach-
ment style is predicated upon a person developing a 
secure identity in their own self because of the secure base 
of their early primary caregivers. In other words, a per-
son develops security in whom he or she is because of the 
secure base. !erefore, they are ultimately able to conduct 
secure relational lives because they are secure in them-
selves. Contrary to this idea, the biblical call to security 
is not security in oneself, even with the help of a secure 
base—it is in Christ himself. It is a call to glorify God by 
#nding one’s comprehensive refuge in union with Christ.

When viewed through by the pages of Scripture, 
secure attachment is a good (albeit partial) reminder 
of who we are as human beings. Created by a rela-
tional God, we need and desire relationships. Often 
times, those relationships have been broken by sin, and 
many people have experienced broken attachment at 
the hands of othersperhaps even early caregivers. !e 
secure attachment style is not a life-de#ning, unalter-
able phase whereby persons are fatalistically determined. 
It is, nevertheless, a good description of a need people 
made in the image of God will have in themselves and in 
others with whom they relate. And that need is secure 
relational attachment rooted in Christ. Even though 
there is a need to reorient the foundational underpin-
nings of the theory of secure attachment, the outward 
manifestations of the attachment style can be accurately 
understood in light of what Scripture has to say about 
human beings, and the anatomy of sin and brokenness. 
For persons seeking to minister, the secure attachment 
style across the total lifespan is a good reminder that we 
need secure relationships, founded in the gospel. We 
cannot be persons who minister to others without real-
izing that we are in need of a few mature ‘secure bases’ 
ourselves. Indeed, it was the apostle Paul who told 
the church at Philippi that he was so blessed to have 
Timothy as one who would be “genuinely concerned” 
for their welfare (Phil 2:20). People of ministry need 
secure attachment not out of an innate, biological and 
evolutionary compulsion; they need secure attachment 
because of the powerful calling of God to be joined to 
others as the people of God (Mark 10:30, Eph 2:19-22). 
Ministers are to be people who, like Timothy, look out 
for the interest of others, and who see their own need 
to be joined together with others in a relational security 
that is centered in Jesus Christ.

A danger in accepting the secure attachment style 
without any Scriptural reorientation is that the focus 
for parents, those teaching or ministering to families 
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or individual children, becomes centered in human 
behavior. Nevertheless, through the lens of Scripture, 
the secure attachment style can become a wonderful 
description and goal of the Christian parent and family 
minister. A temptation here may be to focus only on 
secure attachment in infancy; but the theory itself was 
not only for infant attachmentit was translated as a style 
throughout the lifespan.  Therefore, as Christians 
seek to parent their children, the secure attachment style 
can be a reminder of how the God of the universe relates 
to his own. He lovingly cares for them and is not a dis-
tant, uninvolved being upon whom one cannot depend. 
God is a secure base for his own children, and there-
fore a Christian parent has every reason to model that 
security with their own children. While the foundation 
of the secure attachment style was originally Darwin-
ian in nature, a reorientation of the theory according to 
Scripture allows one to see a more complete picture of 
relational health in its totality. Part of relational health 
is redemption and reunion with the Creator. Once in 
a redeemed relationship with the Creator, there is no 
need for a person to fear or have insecurities because 
Christ himself is his security (Heb 4:14-16). 

In Christian parenting , the secure attachment 
style is a beneficial picture of what healthy relational 
structures should look like. !e aims of the Christian 
parent, however, should not end with the goals of the 
secure attachment style outlined in the Strange Situa-
tion experiment by Ainsworth, et al. !e end state in 
the Strange Situation experiment was the child’s ability 
to explore his or her surroundings because of the secure 
base of the caregiver. !e Christian should go one step 
past a child’s self-exploration to that child exhibiting 
Christ-exaltation. Again, the secure attachment style 
is an adequate picture of human development, but is 
just not fully comprehensive for Christian formation. 
!e research of Ainsworth, and ultimately Bowlby, was 
not about Christ exaltation or discipleship, but was 
about human behavior. So in using the style as a family 
ministry tool, there is a need to go beyond the limita-
tions of the foundations of the theory to the Scripture 
where one can observe a comprehensive understand-
ing of Christian formation, which should be the telos of 
human development. 

Not only can parents bene#t from the picture of a 
secure attachment style in parenting, there is also ben-
efit for family ministry practitioners are well. When 
seeking to come alongside families in order to equip 
them,28 the church has a vital role in fostering relation-
ships that model for the upcoming generations that the 
church itself should be a body composed of mature, 
secure relationships. !is has the potential to have tre-
mendous impact on the church for generations to come 
as children are seeing the church and their own family 
partnering together in the work of the gospel, yet part-
nering in a way that is relationally secure. 

Much of the literature surrounding the use of attach-
ment style in counseling is centered in behaviorism, 
which is the foundation of the theory of attachment 
itself.29 Because of this tendency toward behaviorism, 
well-meaning counselors focus on behavior rather than 
ultimate heart change. In counseling, behavior must be 
seen as a result of the heart (Prov 4:23, Matt 15:19), 
and therefore the ultimate goal of counseling is chang-
ing the heart. !rough the lens of Scripture, true heart 
change will only occur through the redemption that 
comes through Jesus Christ and the ongoing work of the 
Holy Spirit. In counseling, the secure attachment style 
can be used as a picture of healthy relational change. 
A person can be led in counseling through the use of 
Scripture and the applying work of the Holy Spirit to 
more healthy and secure attachments in relationships. A 
person involved in the ministry of counseling might also 
note the value of modeling healthy relationships as they 
lead others through the counseling experience. 

Scriptural truth must be the foundation of any 
counseling experience as opposed to a theory of human 
development alone (which can be anthropocentric), 
but considering the works of theorists through the ages 
could also spur insightfulness. Of bene#t to the coun-
selor in understanding secure attachment is the ability 
to understand part of the language and psychological 
verbiage that is used by other counselors. !e work of 
Bowlby and Ainsworth has been so instrumental in 
the #eld of counseling, that for a person engaged in the 
ministry of counseling to be unfamiliar with this work, 
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there could be a lack of understanding in how to relate 
to other practitioners involved in a joint counseling 
e$ort. Secure attachment can give a common language 
and can also be a valuable descriptor of the experiences 
of a person, especially if another style of attachment 
(avoidant, ambivalent, or disorganized) is currently 
being displayed. !e counselor receives a useful descrip-
tion of relational attachment  to consider and a com-
mon expression for communicating with other persons 
working with that counselee. A common example of 
this would be the work of a biblical counselor in a local 
church involving a counselee court-appointed to see a 
psychiatrist licensed by the state. !ere could be bene#t 
in a common expression from which to communicate 
even if the foundational assumptions of the two indi-
viduals are di$erent. 

Isaiah 49:15-16 gives a wonderful picture of a God 
who attaches to his own people. For Ainsworth, a key 
aspect of early secure attachment is that of nursing an 
infant. This is the same picture that is used in Isaiah. 
!e fatherly love of God is said to be greater than even 
a nursing mother, and in Christ this same God adopts 
spiritual children. !e biblical theology of adoption is 
a beautiful part of the life of every believer. One impor-
tant ministry that Christians can undertake is modeling 
the adoptive nature of God, and ministering to chil-
dren through adoption and foster care. !is ministry is 
not without its challenges. O%en adopted children or 
children within the foster care system have not always 
had a secure base from which to operate in infancy. In 
this fallen world, relationships su$er because of human 
sinfulness, and as a result, children can be found in situ-
ations that call for adoptive or foster care parents for 
a variety of reasons. !ere can be a particular need to 
understand attachment issues in order to lovingly help 
these children. Secure attachment based in evolution-
ary theory or strict behaviorism need not be the focus. 
But the understanding of early attachment structures 
through the lens of Scripture can shed valuable light 
upon a ministry to adopted and foster care children. 

Interpreting life experiences and situations through 
the gospel is a needed enterprise for any person, but 

especially for children of adoption and foster care.30 For 
children not in environments where early attachment 
interactions have fostered security, both the brokenness of 
the fallen world, and of that individual child are involved. 
When a child is born into a situation of an absent, abu-
sive, or neglecting caregiver, that child is making inter-
pretations about his experience as a sinful beingeven at 
an early age. The child is not at fault for the defective 
attachment, but the child will struggle with interpret-
ing such events as an alienation from God, and like all 
of humanity, his or her interpretations of all events are 
tainted by sin. Not only is adoption a picture of the work 
of God, but attachment patterns that are insecure also 
provide a picture of what a life is like outside the redemp-
tive work of God. !e position of man from conception 
until regeneration is one of enmity with God—separa-
tion from the only secure base. God and God alone can 
bridge that gap, and that is the hope that every Christian 
adoptive or foster care parent has to o$er. Secure attach-
ment is a valuable picture of what such parents desire for 
their children and yet God can overcome any insecure 
attachment. This can provide great hope to the parent 
who is struggling with a child who has been labeled with 
Reactive Attachment Disorder or other such attachment 
struggle. This can provide hope for the parents whose 
child seems to exhibit certain sinful behavior that other 
parents do not seem to report in their children. God can 
overcome any attachment issue and therefore an under-
standing of secure attachment is valuable in the ministry 
of adoption and foster care, but it must be interpreted 
through the lens of Scripture. 

A biblical critique of secure attachment shows that 
the secure attachment style is an adequate tool in under-
standing aspects of human development but it has to be 
integrated into a full-orbed picture of biblical anthro-
pology in order to be useful for Christian formation and 
ministry. Scripture’s presentation of human development 
is not readily formulated for the reader,31 and so, aspects 
of human developmental theories are beneficial for 
spurring the biblical study of Christian existence. Some 
aspects of the secure style of attachment clearly need to 
be observed through the lens of Scripture in order to be 
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useful in the process of ministry and Christian formation. 
!e biologically reductionistic and evolutionary founda-
tions of the work of Bowlby and ultimately Ainsworth 
can present some problematic theological issues because 
of the tendency to focus predominately on behavior. 
However, when the attachment style is interpreted bib-
lically, it can become a useful component in ministry, 
particularly in some of the aforementioned areas. For the 
secure attachment style to be useful, it must be seen as a 
theory and description of human behavior rather than the 
ultimate goal of human existence. 

Biblical themes such as sin, the work of the Holy 
Spirit, the innate need for redemption, and the anatomy 
of discipleship are all aspects that must be considered 
in a full-orbed use of secure attachment. !e Scriptures 
include a plethora of relational images and instructions, 
and o%en times there is a sense that the secure attachment 
style is being demonstrated in the text, particularly as it 
is related to the role of God as the father to his people. 
God is also the creator of earthly parent to child relation-
ships. No one can disavow the in&uence that the theory 
of attachment has had, and the observational research 
performed by Bowlby and Ainsworth will always been 
impressive. While a Christian will undoubtedly strug-
gle with the foundation, which buttresses the work of 
Ainsworth, with proper scriptural reorientation, bene#t 
could be redeemed from the secure attachment theory. 
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Real Marriage: 
I am no connoisseur of marriage manuals, but Mark and 
Grace Driscoll’s recent contribution to the genre has to 
be one of the most provocative treatments ever penned 
for and by evangelicals. In Real Marriage: The Truth 
about Sex, Friendship and Life Together, Mark and Grace 
share candidly about the signi#cant sexual brokenness 
that a)icted the early years of their own marriage and 
about how the Lord delivered them from it. !ey also 
discuss in graphic detail the questions that couples 
frequently ask them about the marital bed. The two-

hundred plus pages of this book focus 
on personal testimony and practical 
teaching so that readers might walk 
in biblical holiness and avoid the pit-
falls experienced by the Driscolls. Real 
Marriage reads like a marriage seminar 
that has been put into book form, and 
there are hints throughout that this is 
exactly what the book actually is (e.g., 
xiii). Real Marriage has eleven chap-
ters that are divided into three major 
sections: Part 1, “Marriage”; Part 2, 
“Sex”; and Part 3, “!e Last Day.”

Part 1, “Marriage”: Chapter 1 

begins with Mark and Grace’s story, in which Mark and 
Grace appear #rst as an unmarried, sexually active couple; 
second as an unhappily married, sexually dysfunctional 
couple; and third as restored and reconciled husband and 
wife. !eir story is as gut-wrenching as it is honest. Chap-
ter 2, “Friends with Bene#ts” instructs readers about the 
necessity of being best friends with one’s spouse. Chapter 
3, “Men and Marriage,” is Mark’s effort to exhort men 
to grow up, take responsibility, and be the godly servant 
leaders that God has called them to be in their homes. 
Chapter 4, “!e Respectful Wife,” is the corresponding 
exhortation to women to respect and to submit to their 
husbands. Chapter 5, “Taking out the Trash,” addresses 
con&ict between spouses and instructs spouses to #ght 
fair and to be quick to forgive and reconcile through dis-
agreements.

Part 2, “Sex”: Chapter 6 instructs spouses not to 
regard sex as “God” (which is idolatry) nor as “gross” 
(which is prudishness) but as “gift” (which is God’s 
intention). Chapter 7 narrates Grace’s story as a sexual 
assault victim and offers some practical guidance to 
others who bear the scars of sexual abuse. Chapter 8 
addresses the pervasive problem of pornography and 
its devastating impact on both the individuals who pro-
duce it and those who consume it. Chapter 9 instructs 
spouses on how not to be “sel#sh lovers” but “servant 
lovers” to their spouses. Chapter 10—which is probably 
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the most controversial in the book—assesses the moral-
ity of a variety of sexual activities that spouses might 
engage in. 

Part 3, “!e Last Day”: !e #nal chapter of the book 
contemplates concrete steps that couples might take to 
intentionally plan for successful marriages. It is less of 
a chapter per se than it is a workbook for a kind of self-
directed marriage retreat.

Even though I have some theological and pastoral 
disagreements with this book, I am grateful for some 
signi#cant common ground. 

First, the book is unashamedly complementarian. 
Mark’s challenge to men in chapter 3 is one of the stron-
gest exhortations to biblical manhood that I have ever 
read. Mark is particularly strong in admonishing men 
who prolong adolescence into their adult years: “!ere’s 
nothing wrong with being a boy, so long as you are a boy. 
But there is a lot wrong with being a boy when you are sup-
posed to be a man” (43). Mark challenges men to grow 
up, to take responsibility, and to lead their families. He 
encourages them to be producers not consumers, to be 
students of scripture, and to be faithful churchmen.  
Above all, he encourages husbands to love their wives as 
Christ loved the church. !is part of the book is coun-
tercultural in the best kind of way. 

Grace’s chapter on “!e Respectful Wife” is likewise 
helpful. She encourages women to respect their hus-
bands with their head, heart, and hands. She also gives 
practical advice to women about how they can disagree, 
counsel, encourage, and submit in a respectful way with 
their husbands. !e Driscolls argue that the only way to 
experience marriage to its fullest is to embrace manhood 
and womanhood as the Bible de#nes it and to live out 
the roles that are prescribed in scripture. !is is all to be 
commended.

Second, Real Marriage has a gospel-focus and argues 
that the gospel gives us the only path toward wholeness 
in marriage. !e Driscolls give healthy counsel when they 
say that spouses should be best friends (ch. 2). Yet they 
also acknowledge that sometimes spouses #nd it di'cult 
to maintain this kind of intimate personal connection 
(ch. 5). Falling out of love usually means that spouses have 

fallen out of repentance (90). Yet the gospel helps us to 
have realistic expectations about marriage. It also gives 
us the resources to deal with the con&ict that inevitably 
comes when two sinners come into close proximity with 
one another. !e Driscolls present repentance, forgive-
ness, and reconciliation as gospel graces and as a necessity 
for healthy Christian marriages.

!ird, the authors open up their own lives in ways 
that are uncommon. !is actually has both negative and 
positive aspects in my view, but I am grateful to read a 
testimony that gives evidence of the redeeming grace of 
God in some di'cult years of marriage. Neither Mark 
nor Grace have pristine sexual histories, and the baggage 
they brought with them into their marriage caused sig-
ni#cant problems for many years. !eirs is a risky story 
to tell, but you have to appreciate their willingness to 
share it. !eir testimony could encourage other couples 
to be more honest with each other about the foxes that 
are ruining the vineyard.

Having said all of that, my theological and pasto-
ral concerns with this book are considerable, and I will 
begin with chapter 10. Before I do that, I should warn 
you that some of the material you are about to read is 
of a sexual nature and may be o$ensive. I have tried to 
summarize and critique as discreetly as possible, but I 
think that there are still some things here that might 
raise eyebrows. Caveat lector.

Chapter 10 of Real Marriage will most certainly 
prove to be the most controversial chapter of the 
book. It has the simple title “Can We _____?,” and the 
Driscolls #ll in the blank of the chapter title with a vari-
ety of sexual activities that are sometimes considered 
taboo. !e chapter goes on to describe these activities 
in explicit detail, and then the authors give an ethical 
assessment of each activity for Christians. 

!e problems start at the beginning of the chapter 
where the Driscolls try to pre-empt critics by saying,

If you are older, from a highly conservative reli-
gious background, live far away from a major city, 
do not spend much time on the internet, or do 
not have cable television, the odds are that you 
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will want to read this chapter while sitting down, 
with the medics ready on speed dial. 

If you are one of those people who do not know 
that the world has changed sexually, read this 
chapter not to argue or #ght, but rather to learn 
about how to be a good missionary in this sexu-
alized culture, able to answer people’s questions 
without blushing (177).

In my view, these remarks start the whole conver-
sation off on the wrong foot. The authors know that 
the explicit nature of this chapter will be o$ensive to 
some readers. But they address o$ended readers not by 
allaying their concerns but by suggesting that anyone 
uncomfortable with the content must be either a rube 
or uninterested in reaching the culture for Christ. To 
those with legitimate concerns, these remarks come 
across as dismissive at best and patronizing at worst.

!e bulk of the chapter gives an ethical assessment 
of a variety of sexual activities. The Driscolls invoke 
1 Cor 6:12 as the basis for the evaluation, “All things 
are lawful for me, but not all things are pro#table. All 
things are lawful for me, but I will not be mastered by 
anything.” From this text, the Driscolls propose a “tax-
onomy” of questions to assess the di$erent activities: (1) 
Is it lawful? (2) Is it helpful? (3) Is it enslaving? If one 
judges a given behavior to be biblically lawful, relation-
ally helpful, and non-addictive, then it is permissible 
for Christians to participate in that activity. Among the 
activities that the authors deem permissible within this 
taxonomy are masturbation, fellatio and cunnilingus, 
sodomy (on both spouses), menstrual sex, role-playing, 
sex toys, birth control, cosmetic surgery, cybersex, and 
sexual medication. !e Driscolls are careful to stipulate 
that these are activities spouses may participate in by 
mutual agreement, but not that they must participate 
in (180). No spouses should be manipulated into doing 
anything that violates his or her conscience (178). !e 
only item in the list deemed impermissible in every cir-
cumstance is sexual assault. 

!e value of the Driscolls’ taxonomy is only as good 
as the exegesis that it is based on, but in this case their 
reading of 1 Cor 6:12 is fundamentally flawed. The 

Driscolls read “all things are lawful” as if the phrase were 
Paul’s own declaration of Christian freedom, but that is 
mistaken. Almost every modern translation1 and a near 
consensus of commentators2 treat “all things are lawful” 
not as Paul’s words but as a slogan that Corinthian men 
used to justify their visits to prostitutes (cf. 1 Cor 6:15). 
!e NIV captures the correct interpretation:

“I have the right to do anything,” you say--but not 
everything is beneficial. “I have the right to do 
anything”--but I will not be mastered by anything 
(1 Cor. 6:12).

The Corinthians may have been riffing on themes 
they had heard from Paul (cf. Rom 6:14; 7:4, 6). But 
they had twisted Paul’s law-free gospel into a justi#ca-
tion for bad behavior. Thus the phrase “all things are 
lawful” is not an expression of Christian freedom from 
the apostle Paul, but rather an expression of antinomi-
anism from fornicators! Paul’s aim in 1 Cor 6:12-20 is to 
correct the Corinthians’ misunderstanding. One of the 
reasons for the Corinthian error was the fact that they 
viewed the physical body as inconsequential in God’s 
moral economy (cf. 1 Cor 6:13b). Yet Paul refutes the 
Corinthians on this point and gives them an ultimate 
ethical norm with respect to their bodies: “You have 
been bought with a price: therefore glorify God with 
your body” (1 Cor 6:20).

Driscoll begins his ethical assessment with “Is it law-
ful?” and he answers the question based on whether or 
not there is an explicit prohibition of the behavior in 
scripture. As we have seen, this is a misapplication of 
Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 6. Paul’s question is 
not “Is it lawful?” but “Does it glorify God with my 
body?” To miss this is to miss the entire point of the 
text. Sex exists for the glory of God, and Paul only com-
mends activities that glorify God with the body. In 
order to answer the question “Does it glorify God?,” one 
has to have an understanding of the purposes that God 
has given for sex and whether or not a given activity #ts 
with those purposes (more on this below). !is kind of 
re&ection is absent from chapter 10 in Driscoll’s book.

To be sure, the Driscolls are not the only persons 
who have ever misread 1 Cor 6:12. Nor are they the 
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only ones to use a taxonomy like this one.3 In fact, the 
Driscolls’ questions are almost identical to the ones 
that John and Paul Feinberg use to judge the limits of 
Christian liberty in their book Ethics for a Brave New 
World.4 Yet the Driscolls’ use of the questions is reduc-
tionistic. Whereas the Feinbergs have eight questions, 
the Driscolls only have three. Consequently, the trun-
cated assessment tool leaves out questions that would 
have mitigated the impact of the Driscolls’ misread-
ing of verse 12. !e Feinbergs questions are: (1) Am I 
fully persuaded that it is right? (2) Can I do it as unto the 
Lord? (3) Can I do it without being a stumbling block 
to my brother or sister in Christ (4) Does it bring peace? 
(5) Does it edify my brother? (6) Is it pro#table (7) Does 
it enslave me? (8) Does it bring glory to God?. Had the 
Driscolls used all eight of these questions in their tax-
onomy (especially number 8), their assessments might 
have been di$erent.5

The problems with the Driscolls’ advice, how-
ever, are not merely exegetical. They are also pasto-
ral. Although some Christian authors comment on 
the ethics of a husband sodomizing his wife,6 I have 
yet to #nd any who contemplate the reverse. Yet the 
Driscolls give explicit instructions to wives about how 
they might sodomize their husbands in a pleasurable 
way (188). Yet where in the Bible is such an activity 
ever commended? !e Bible only contemplates such 
activities in the context of homosexual relationships. 
The Bible condemns the “unnatural” use of bodies 
between persons of the same-sex (Rom 1:26-27). Why 
would Christian couples emulate that unnatural use 
in the marital bed? What about a husband for whom 
such an activity might stir up homosexual desires that 
he has never experienced before engaging in this activ-
ity with his wife? I do not think that the Driscolls have 
reckoned with the view that says “immorality” (por-
neia) is possible within the marital bed. !e Driscolls 
may disagree with this point of view, but they should 
at least engage biblical commentators who understand 
sodomy as a de#lement of marriage.7 

I can think of a whole range of other pastoral prob-
lems that might be provoked by chapter 10. Is sexual 
holiness really upheld while engaging in cybersex 
with one’s spouse over the internet (184)? Does any-

one really think it wise for Christians to upload digi-
tal, sexual images of themselves to the internet even if 
it is only intended for a spouse? What if a third party 
were to intercept such an image and make it available to 
everyone with an internet connection? How the cause 
of Christ would be shamed by such a result! But the 
Driscolls give little consideration to the potential con-
sequences of making private pornography even though 
they admit that keeping such images private “can be 
nearly impossible” (200)! 

Or what about the endorsement of “Sex Toys”? !e 
Driscolls recommend purchasing them “from one of the 
more discreet Web sites” (193), but this seems to me a 
precarious proposition. How does a Christian go about 
#nding a “discreet” seller of sex toys? !e authors give 
no speci#c vendor for such objects. Speci#c rather than 
vague guidance might be better here, since a search for 
“sex toys” is just as likely to connect Christians to por-
nography as it is to “discreet Web sites.”

Finally, I question the wisdom of addressing sex-
ual topics in such explicit detail. I understand that 
the authors view their approach as contextualizing 
the Bible’s teaching to reach modern people who are 
sexually broken (177). Yet I wonder about how this 
book will land on Christians whose social context has 
been one of innocence. I have been far from innocent 
in my own experience and enculturation, yet there 
are perversions that even I have never heard of before 
reading about them in chapter 10 of Pastor Driscoll’s 
book. It seems to me that there is something wrong 
with that. 

I can only imagine how chapter 10 might land on 
someone whose experience has actually been one of 
sexual innocence. I work with college students who 
tend to get married at a very young age. I meet stu-
dents who come from sexually broken backgrounds 
and others who come from sexually innocent back-
grounds. Sometimes these students marry each other. 
I think chapter 10 has the potential to wreak havoc 
in such marriages where one spouse will feel a whole 
range of taboos to be “permissible” if he can convince 
his spouse to participate. !is to me seems like a recipe 
for marital disaster, and I do not think the Driscolls’ 
requirement of “helpfulness” mitigates the di'culty.
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One of the great weaknesses of Real Marriage is its 
failure to set forth a biblical theology of marriage and 
sex. !ere is no other text in the whole Bible that goes 
to the heart of the issue like Ephesians 5, yet there is 
no sustained reflection on Ephesians 5 anywhere in 
Real Marriage. !is is more than just an oversight, for 
it a$ects the entire framework our thinking on mar-
riage and sex. Paul argues that the deepest meaning of 
marriage and indeed of the sexual union is to signify 
another marriage—Christ’s marriage to His Church 
(Eph 5:32). In Ephesians 5, we learn that every mar-
riage from Adam and Eve until now exists ultimately 
to give an enacted parable of Christ’s covenant love for 
His bride. In other words, the purpose of marriage is 
to glorify Christ—to shine a light on his redemptive 
love for His people. 

It is only within that framework that we can under-
stand the ultimate meaning of the marital act. !at is 
why Paul can command believers in other texts to “glo-
rify God with your body” (1 Cor 6:20). In 1 Corinthi-
ans 6, Paul speci#cally has in mind the use of the body 
for sex, and he still says that the purpose of the union is 
the glory of God. !e glory of the marital act is in the 
gospel union that it signi#es. All the other “purposes” 
for the sexual union are subordinate to the ultimate 
end of glorifying God. Where this biblical teaching is 
absent, so is the framework for putting together ethical 
standards for sexual behavior within marriage (as chap-
ter 10 purports to do). Again, the fundamental question 
is not “Is it lawful?” but “Does it glorify Christ?”

Much of Real Marriage contains personal testimony 
from the Driscolls, and this is especially the case in 
chapter 1. The most critical turning-points in Mark’s 
testimony come from direct revelatory experiences from 
God, some of which are quite bizarre. A%er Mark’s con-
version, he describes going for a walk and asking God 
for direction in what to do with the rest of his life. 

I was basically just walking along a river in the 
Idaho woods, talking aloud to God, when He 
spoke to me. I had never experienced anything 

like that moment. God told me to devote my life 
to four things. He told me to marry Grace, preach 
the Bible, train men, and plant churches (p. 8).

This direct revelation would later be the basis for 
Mark’s continued commitment to the marriage, even 
though he no longer wished to be married to Grace. 
Grace writes,

All we knew was that we had made a covenant 
before God in 1992 to stay married for better 
and for worse… and God had told Mark very 
clearly to marry me—it was all we had to hold 
on to (12).

Do the Driscolls really wish to communicate that 
direct revelations from God were the basis of their stay-
ing together? Should not the Bible’s clear prohibitions 
on divorce have been enough to bind Mark’s conscience 
to his marriage? 

!e interpretation of Mark’s experience, of course, is 
entirely dependent upon one’s view of the Bible’s teach-
ing on the revelatory gi%s. !ose of us who understand 
the scripture to teach a cessationist perspective are not 
going to be compelled by claims that God spoke to 
Mark like he spoke to Jeremiah or other prophets, nor 
are we going to feel comfortable setting forth such reve-
latory experiences as an authoritative norm alongside of 
Scripture. But in some ways, that is exactly how these 
experiences are presented in the book. 

At least one of Driscoll’s direct revelations from God 
looks unbiblical even if one holds that the revelatory 
gi%s are still valid today. Mark writes,

One night, as we approached the birth of our #rst 
child, Ashley, and the launch of our church, I had 
a dream in which I saw some things that shook 
me to my core. I saw in painful detail Grace sin-
ning sexually during a senior trip she took a%er 
high school when we had just started dating. It 
was so clear it was like watching a #lm—some-
thing I cannot really explain but the kind of reve-
lation I sometimes receive. I awoke, threw up, and 
spent the rest of the night sitting on our couch, 
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praying, hoping it was untrue, and waiting for her 
to wake up so I could ask her. I asked her if it was 
true, fearing the answer. Yes, she confessed, it was. 
Grace started weeping and trying to apologize for 
lying to me, but I honestly don’t remember the 
details of the conversation, as I was shell-shocked. 
Had I known about this sin, I would not have 
married her.

Mark describes a revelation from God on the order 
of what we #nd God giving to the prophets of the Old 
Testament or to John the Revelator. Yet Mark describes 
his vision as pornographic in nature. Is this really a 
faithful depiction of the scriptural gi%s of prophecy 
or discernment? Mark’s visions seem a far cry from 
Peter’s vision of the sheet descending from heaven in 
Acts 10 or from Daniel’s vision of the Ancient of Days 
in Daniel 7. I am not gainsaying Mark’s experience. 
But I am questioning his interpretation of it and the 
implication that other Christians might expect to have 
similar experiences.

 

!e Driscolls argue that a prudish impulse in the 
history of the church has led some Christians to regard 
sex as “gross”—a necessary evil for the propagation 
of the race. According to the Driscolls, it was in fact 
this very impulse that has distorted the Bible’s true 
teaching on marital love. !is fact is clearly seen in the 
history of interpretation of the Song of Solomon. !e 
Driscolls write,

Early in the history of the Christian church, as alle-
gorical methods of Bible interpretation became 
fashionable, the Song of Songs was explained as 
being about our relationship with God instead of 
being a passionate poem about a husband-and-
wife relationship… !ose who consider, to varying 
degrees, sex as gross drive this misuse of Scripture. 
And rather than renewing their minds to agree 
with the Bible, they instead change the meaning 
of the Bible to #t their own error, as they simply 
cannot fathom that God would speak in detail 

positively about sexual pleasure (p. 117).
I agree with the Driscolls that the Song of Solomon 

is mainly about marital love. I disagree, however, with 
the notion that the content of the Song might be used 
to excuse sexually provocative speech. The Song of 
Solomon should not be used as the Bible’s permission-
slip to speak salacious words about sex. Pastors and 
authors would do well to explain what the Bible says 
using the same level of discretion that the Bible itself 
uses. !e Song of Solomon gives us a poetic depiction 
of the marital act that is cloaked in symbolic language. 
Should not Christians exhibit similar discretion when 
speaking about the marital act? Shouldn’t our speech 
about sex be more discreet and indirect than it is pro-
vocative and explicit?

I love and appreciate the Driscolls, and I am really 
grateful for the testimony that they share about their 
own marriage. I was genuinely helped by many of 
the practical exhortations in this book. I think many 
marriages would be strengthened by the Driscolls’ 
advice on becoming a friend to your spouse. Men 
would benefit from hearing Mark’s powerful call for 
husbands to grow up, take responsibility, and lead 
their families. Women would be edified to hear 
Grace’s testimony and passionate call for wives to fol-
low the leadership of their husbands. At the end of 
the day however, the shortcomings I have identified 
above keep me from giving Real Marriage an unquali-
fied endorsement. Indeed the theological and pasto-
ral errors of chapter 10 alone are weighty, and they 
are the primary reason that I would not recommend 
this book for marriage counseling. There are other 
books that have many of the strengths of Real Mar-
riage without all the weaknesses.8

1 ESV, HCSB, NET, NIV, NLT, NAB, NJB, RSV, 
NRSV.

2 E.g., Gordon D. Fee, !e First Epistle to the Corinthi-
ans, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), 251; 
Richard B. Hays, First Corinthians, Interpretation 
(Louisville, KY: John Knox, 1997), 101; Joseph A. 
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Fitzmyer, First Corinthians, The Anchor Yale Bible 
32 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008), 263; 
Anthony C. !iselton, !e First Epistle to the Corinthi-
ans, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 460; 
Craig L Blomberg, 1 Corinthians, NIVAC (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 1994), 125-26; C. K. Barrett, !e 
First Epistle to the Corinthians, Black’s New Testament 
Commentary (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1968), 
144; F. F. Bruce, 1 and 2 Corinthians, New Century 
Bible Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971), 
62; Jerome Murphy-O’Connor, “Corinthian slogans 
in 1 Cor 6:12-20,” Catholic Biblical &uarterly 40, no. 3 
(1978): 396; Jerome Murphy-O’Connor, 1 Corinthi-
ans, New Testament Message 10 (Wilmington, DE: 
Michael Glazier, 1979), 49-52.

3 E.g., Andreas J. Kostenberger and David W. Jones, God, 
Marriage, and Family: Rebuilding the Biblical Founda-
tion, 2nd ed. (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2010), 83-84; 
Linda Dillow and Lorraine Pintus, Intimate Issues: 21 
Questions Christian Women Ask About Sex, (Colorado 
Springs, CO: WaterBrook, 1999), 203-204.

4 John S. Feinberg and Paul D. Feinberg, Ethics for a 
Brave New World, 2nd ed. (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 
2010). Driscoll does not attribute his taxonomy to 
the Feinbergs.

5 On the question of limits, I have found a disturbing 
trend in the literature, and the Driscolls #t in to that 
trend. Upon #nding no speci#c biblical prohibition 
of an activity, authors are quick to categorize a given 
sexual activity as a matter of Christian freedom. !is 
approach is reductionistic. !e Bible has much to say 
about God’s purposes for the sexual union, and those 
purposes can be used to assess the morality of sexual 
behaviors. For example, Dennis Hollinger identi#es 
four scriptural purposes for sexual intimacy in mar-
riage: consummation, procreation, love, and pleasure. 
He then argues that the ethics of any sexual act should 
be measured by its ability to encompass those four 
ends. See Dennis P. Hollinger, The Meaning of Sex: 
Christian Ethics and the Moral Life (Grand Rapids: 
Baker, 2009), 95. Christian ethical reflection has to 
take into account the whole counsel of God. Ethi-
cal decision making can fall short of that ideal when 
Christians are quick to label something a matter of 

Christian freedom simply because there is no explicit 
prohibition in scripture. An act may fall short of the 
glory of God because it does not achieve His purposes 
for human sexuality.

6 Even those who allow for sodomy within marriage 
o%en do so with extreme caution, both for marital and 
medical reasons. For instance, William Cutrer writes, 
“In my years of practicing medicine, I have never met a 
woman who engaged in anal sex because she thought it 
was ‘the best thing going.’ Most were doing it because 
their partners were pressuring them… If couples wish 
to engage in this practice, they should know that at 
#rst it can be somewhat painful, cleanliness is impor-
tant, anal contact followed by vaginal contact can 
cause infection, and anal sex carries with it the poten-
tial for damage to the sphincter” (William Cutrer and 
Sandra Glahn, Sexual Intimacy in Marriage, 1st ed. 
[Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1998], 87).

7 It seems to me that the Driscolls need to engage inter-
pretations of the biblical text that disagree with their 
own before declaring sodomy lawful. F. F. Bruce, for 
instance, thinks that Hebrews 13:4 has a bearing on 
this question, “Let marriage be held in honor among 
all, and let the marriage bed be unde#led, for God will 
judge the sexually immoral [pornos] and adulterous.” 
Bruce comments, “Fornication and adultery are not 
synonymous in the New Testament: adultery implies 
unfaithfulness by either party to the marriage vow, 
while the word translated ‘fornication’ covers a wide 
range of sexual irregularities, including unions within 
the bounds prohibited by law” (The Epistle to the 
Hebrews, revised, NICNT [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1990], 373). One early Jewish commentator remarks 
on Leviticus 18:22, “Outrage not your wife for shame-
ful ways of intercourse. Transgress not for unlawful 
sex the natural limits of sexuality. For even animals are 
not pleased by intercourse of male with male. And let 
not women imitate the sexual role of men” (Pseudo-
Phocylides, lines 189-92 in Pieter Willem van der 
Horst, !e Sentences of Pseudo-Phocylides: With Intro-
duction and Commentary, Studia in Veteris Testamenti 
Pseudepigrapha 4 [Leiden: Brill, 1978], 101). Such 
commentators are not inerrant, but their views have a 
long history in the Christian church. Christians have 
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long studied what comprises an “unnatural” sex act, 
and the Driscolls need to give a better defense of the 
idea that sodomizing a husband #ts within God’s aims 
for human sexuality.

8 Review reprinted with permission from http://
www.dennyburk.com. This review also appears 
in The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 16 
(2012).

 Real Marriage
!e #rst time I heard Mark Driscoll speak I cried. 

About a year ago I was attending a conference where 
he was speaking in Florida. He spent a few minutes 
re&ecting on his ministry in Seattle. !is city was the 
least-churched in the United States, and he desired to 
provide a gospel witness to the people living there. God 
used Driscoll mightily, and Seattle is no longer Amer-
ica’s least-churched city. !ough I have been aware of 
the broad following he has with many young Christians 
and have heard about some of the controversies he has 
stirred, I have not followed his ministry very closely at 
all. As I listened to him speak that day I was moved by 
his faithfulness in proclaiming Christ. I knew that Mark 
Driscoll and I were on the same team.

It was in that spirit that I came to Real Marriage: !e 
Truth about Sex, Friendship, and Life Together. Because 
I am a professor who teaches many classes on marriage, 

a pastor who does 
ministry with many 
married couples, 
and a husband who 
is married, I have a 
great stake in books 
on marriage. I am 
always interested 
when a book on 
marriage is released. 
I am always excited 
when such a book is 
written by an in&u-
entia l  Christian 
leader and his wife 
with the potential 

to in&uence massive numbers of people.
I really wanted Real Marriage to be a helpful book 

and was concerned when I began hearing that many of 
the reviews on the book were negative. I was even more 
concerned when I found, a%er reading the book myself as 
well as a number of the reviews, that many of these nega-
tive reviews were far too favorable of the book. In fact, I 
was sad when upon completing the book it was clear that 
this book is a dangerous and troubling one that will cause 
confusion and di'culty in many marriages.

It is not as though there is nothing of any value in 
the book. !e problem is that the good elements of the 
book are so frequently obscured and/or contradicted 
by very many bad elements of the book. !e mingling 
of these helpful things with a lot of bad things are what 
I refer to as the ironies of Real Marriage. !e book is a 
contradiction. In fact, I think there are at least ten iro-
nies with regard to the Driscolls’ book.

!e Driscolls say they want to speak candidly, but 
their presentation is impractical. !e Driscolls say,

After years of learning, counseling, teaching, 
repenting, forgiving, and praying, we believe it’s 
time for us to tell the story of what we’ve learned 
and what we are learning. The story is honest, 
helpful, practical, and biblical. We’ll give date 
night tips, talk about how to set up a marriage, 
and discuss how to #x a broken marriage. We’ll 
have pointed words for husbands and wives (18).

These words were encouraging to read. Too many 
couples are left to drift in their marriages existing in 
churches that have no candid wisdom for them either 
because they do not know what to say or because they 
are afraid to talk about difficult topics. The church 
today is in great need of leaders who will stand up and 
give bold advice to couples struggling in the dark with 
problems they think they could never share. I am thank-
ful for the desire the Driscolls have to speak into this 
void. In fact, I imagine that it is this element of honest 
sharing that will impact most people positively. Many 
people will be encouraged to discover that they are not 
alone in their marriage struggles but are in the trenches 
with a popular Christian leader and his wife.

Heath 
Lambert 
(Ph.D., The 
Southern 
Baptist 
Theological 
Seminary) 
is assistant 

professor of pastoral 
theology at Boyce College. 
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North Carolina. He and his 
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!e problem with the book is not with the Driscolls’ 
desire but with their delivery. Real Marriage is a hard 
read because it is so poorly organized, but, worse than 
that, it is impractical. !is one is a critique with huge 
pastoral implications. If your material is disorganized 
and impractical, people will not be helped by it.

One example of this is Grace Driscoll’s chapter on 
abuse. I read the chapter, and was repeatedly thankful 
that she was able to #nd grace to help in the a%ermath of 
her own abuse. I was disappointed, however, because her 
communication was so disorganized that I fear too few 
will receive help from it. I read the chapter three times 
trying to isolate the various, isolated pieces of advice 
that were not clearly described or cohesively presented. 
!ough it was clear she is better today, I was completely 
unclear about the speci#c process that she used. I have 
counseled many victims of sexual abuse, and my guess is 
that most women reading the book will be encouraged 
by Driscoll’s candor and hopeful in their own struggle 
because she was able to #nd help. I also think most will 
be hard-pressed to take away from the chapter a speci#c 
plan to help in their own e$orts at change.

Another example of impracticality was Mark 
Driscoll’s chapter on pornography. Driscoll’s chapter 
was #%een pages, and only the last few concerned prac-
tical help for people struggling with this problem. !e 
rest of the chapter was #lled up with facts and #gures on 
the pornography industry, details of how the brain pro-
cesses pornographic images, and an explanation of why 
pornography is damaging. I have counseled scores of 
people who struggle with this problem and have never 
met one who was powerfully and qualitatively changed 
by a description of the billions of dollars spent on porn, 
by an analysis of how neurons work in the brain, or even 
by descriptions of the deleterious e$ects of pornography. 
People struggling with pornography simply do not need 
these things. That means that the thing people most 
need is what Driscoll spent the least amount of time 
developing. I was sad at an opportunity, now missed, to 
provide so many people with practical help

!e Driscolls say their book will be biblical, but 
their treatment regularly falls short of this standard. 
In the quotation I referenced previously, the Driscolls 
state that their book will be biblical. !ey make clear 
in a couple of other places in the book that one of their 

chief goals is to be biblically faithful (see ix, 3). !ese 
are encouraging words to read. !ere are many books 
on marriage, but few that re&ect God’s perspective on 
marriage. I was delighted by the Driscolls’ desire to have 
a book on marriage that was anchored in the text of 
Scripture. I was disappointed, however, when I found 
that much in the book was so deeply unbiblical. The 
unbiblical nature of the book showed up in a number 
of ways including the rare occasions the Bible was men-
tioned at all, the bad exegesis that was characteristic of 
the Driscolls’ handling of texts on the few occasions 
they turned to actual passages,1 and by the way that the 
Driscolls regularly highlight their own experience above 
the instructions of the Bible. It is this last problem that 
I will focus on here.

The Driscolls are really quite mystical. God talks 
to Mark and Grace Driscoll a lot. In repeated places 
throughout the book they each describe hearing the 
verbal voice of God from Heaven (8, 12, 13, 15, 25, 
69, 78, 121). !ere is a time and a place to discuss the 
appropriateness of such experiences in an abstractly 
theological sense. !at is not my concern here. My pres-
ent focus is pastoral in nature. I am concerned that the 
Driscolls’ repeated references to hearing the voice of 
God will hurt marriages. Time and again they make 
clear that the truth that held their marriage together 
was Pastor Mark’s experience of hearing God tell him to 
marry Grace (see especially p. 12). It is actually aston-
ishing that in the entire account of their di'culties the 
Driscolls never point their readers to the many passages 
of Scripture that teach on the permanence of marriage.

This is an enormous pastoral problem because I 
have talked with dozens of couples where one spouse 
is just itching to #nd a reason to walk out. What kept 
those couples faithful and clinging to their partner were 
the clear truths in God’s Word that he speaks to all of 
his people. I know so many people that would be dis-
couraged after reading Pastor Mark’s experience and 
would be emboldened to pursue divorce because they 
have not had a similar one. Regardless of what Pastor 
Mark believes happened to him, the call to be a faithful 
preacher of the Word of God points to the error of high-
lighting one’s own experience over the clear instructions 
of the Bible.

The Driscolls adopt a complementarian vision of 
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marriage but implement it in a confusing way. The 
Driscolls share an appreciation with all complementar-
ians that the Bible teaches a vision of life in the home 
where men are called to loving headship and women are 
urged to respectful submission. Mark Driscoll is clear 
that a man is to “take responsibility for the well-being 
of his wife and children” (56). Grace Driscoll is clear 
that women should be submissive to their husbands 
and should repent of a sinful disrespect of authority 
(68). !is is a bold and courageous stand. !e Driscolls 
will be maligned for taking such a #rm position. Pastor 
Mark and Grace will be unfairly critiqued for holding a 
position which will be called chauvinistic. Complemen-
tarians should be thankful for the Driscolls’ conviction, 
and pray for them to be able to withstand the criticism 
they will get for it.

Having said that, the way the Driscolls develop their 
view of biblical complementarity is unhelpful. !is was 
clear in a number of areas. First, Mark Driscoll recounts 
how he invited his wife to be his “functional pastor” 
(34). Obviously husbands want to be open and live 
honestly with their wives, but such an invitation smacks 
of the kind of authority for a wife that cuts against the 
complementarian vision the Driscolls are trying to 
embrace. Second, the Driscolls say that a wife gets to 
decide if her husband is being loving, and a husband gets 
to decide if his wife is being respectful. !ey say,

But the verse that sets up the responsibilities of 
husbands and wives, Ephesians 5:21, commands 
them to be “submitting to one another.” This 
means she gets to decide if you are loving and lead-
ing well as the head, and you get to decide if she is 
respecting and submitting well as the helper (64).

!e primary problem with this assertion is that it is 
not what the passage means.2 A secondary problem is 
that it is unwise advice for evaluating whether a spouse 
is meeting his or her obligations in the marriage. Obvi-
ously married couples need to be sure that their e$orts 
at love and respect are communicating to their spouse. 
It is too simplistic, however, to point to one spouse’s 
perception of this as the only way to evaluate it. What 
about abusive husbands? What about exasperating 

wives? The Driscolls’ counsel will not help in these 
situations and many others. Husbands and wives need 
biblical guidance as they make evaluations concerning 
whether their spouse is treating them as they should. 
The Driscolls would have served their readers much 
more practically if they had given some guidance from 
Scripture about how to recognize loving and submissive 
behavior. !ey never do this, and the failure here will 
cause many couples to evaluate their spouse’s behavior 
in subjective and sel#sh ways.

Mark Driscoll says men should deal humbly with 
their struggles but leaves readers wondering if he has 
repented of patterns of extreme sinfulness in his own 
life. Driscoll writes wisely to men, “As the family leader, 
model humility, honesty, repentance, service, study, and 
worship. Your life preaches at least as loudly as your 
words, so teach and model humble godliness by the 
grace of God” (62). I am so thrilled that Driscoll says 
this in his book. Literally every man I know needs to 
be reminded of this. I need to be reminded of this. My 
concern is that in the book Driscoll does not heed his 
own counsel. He teaches humble godliness, but does not 
model it. Let me explain what I mean.

One thing is crystal clear about the Driscolls’ mar-
riage after reading their book, and it is that Mark 
Driscoll believed he was not getting enough sex in the 
early years. He o$ers repeated complaints about this. 
If there were other significant issues contributing to 
their marital discord it is hard to tell from the book. 
!e degree to which Pastor Mark believed he was being 
cheated out of sex was clearly the issue in their marriage. 
Driscoll’s self-assessment that he was sex-starved led him 
to bitterness against God and Grace, feeling trapped in 
the marriage, self-entitlement, thoughts of infidelity, 
frustration, discontentment, regret over their marriage, 
lust, loneliness, explosive anger, and depression (see 9, 
10, 11, 12, 14, 15, 120, 162). Driscoll is not the only 
man to struggle with such sinful responses. !e problem 
is that in the book he never takes responsibility for his 
role in their poor marriage.

Grace Driscoll confesses to being in an abusive rela-
tionship before she met her husband. She then spends 
pages of humble, honest, and tender re&ection discuss-
ing how—in her brokenness—she neglected the sexual 
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relationship with her husband. A%er God healed Grace 
of her brokenness, Pastor Mark asked her to have more 
frequent and free sex. She acquiesced, and that was that. 
!eir marriage improved. Grace dealt with her frigidity, 
and the problem was solved. There is never any fault 
placed on Pastor Mark for his sin. There is never any 
regret expressed over his contribution to their di'cul-
ties. !ere is no consideration that his role of leading 
Grace into a premarital sexual relationship may have 
contributed to her distrust of him. !ere is no discus-
sion that his constant anger and badgering for more 
sex may have raised real and legitimate questions about 
his love for her. !is one was a tragically wasted oppor-
tunity for Pastor Mark to show repentance instead of 
merely commending it to his readers.

To be clear I am not saying that Driscoll never 
repented for these obvious sins. What I am saying is 
that, if he did, readers do not know it because he never 
talks about it in the book.3 !is is inexcusable given how 
clear his sinfulness was and given how much time Grace 
spent dealing with her own issues. The message from 
the book is “I wanted more sex than my wife would give 
because she was frigid. She needed to deal with that. 
When she did, I told her I wanted more sex, and I got 
it. Problem solved.” I cringe when I think of how this 
message will play in so many broken marriages with hus-
bands even more sel#sh than Pastor Mark.

!e Driscolls emphasize the nature of marriage as 
friendship, but then highlight sex in an extreme way. 
!e Driscolls spend an entire chapter emphasizing the 
importance of being best friends with your spouse. In 
many ways I found this to be the most helpful chapter 
in the book. As they note, the Driscolls fill a void in 
discussing the nature of marital friendship in a way that 
few other resources do (see 24). I was deeply encouraged 
a%er reading this chapter and went home emboldened 
to redouble my efforts in building a close friendship 
with my wife.

Another of the many ironies of Real Marriage, 
however, is that the book does not really pick up this 
theme again. Most of the rest of the book is dominated 
by the nature of the sexual relationship in marriage. 
Obviously sexual intimacy is of great importance in 
marriage and any good marriage book will deal with 

it. But sex so dominates the Driscolls’ book that read-
ers will #nd themselves wondering where the theme of 
friendship went a%er the initial mention. !e Driscolls 
talk more about friendship per se than most books on 
marriage. !at is true enough. But the rest of the book 
is framed by their sexual di'culties, and is #lled with 
chapters about pornography, sexual abuse, and detailed 
descriptions of which sex acts are acceptable in mar-
riage. !ough they pay lip service to “friendship,” sex is 
where the action is in the Driscolls’ book. !e problem 
with this is that even with a maximum amount of sexual 
activity couples will still spend most of their time in 
marriage engaged in activities that happen outside the 
bedroom. !e Driscolls spend a maximum amount of 
space discussing important sexual matters that are rather 
less dominant in marriage than other things couples 
do. !e lasting impression that one receives from the 
Driscolls’ book will not concern friendship but sex.

!e Driscolls desire for people to avoid a porno-
graphic culture, but much of their book grows out of 
that same pornographic culture and will guide many 
people into it. !e Driscolls hate pornography. !ey 
understand how prevalent, powerful, and poisonous it 
is. !ey speak with clarity about the way that pornogra-
phy degrades the individuals who view it, women, chil-
dren, and the glory of God. !eirs is a powerful witness 
against one of the de#ning sins of our age.

The crystalline clarity with which they condemn 
pornography is why it is so distressing that much of the 
counsel they provide to couples is more grounded in 
our pornographic culture than in the pages of Scripture. 
Examples could be multiplied, but for the sake of space 
I will only mention two.4 !e Driscolls say, “One of our 
culture’s powerful lies—fueled by pornography, sinful 
lust, and marketing—is that having a standard of beauty 
is in any way holy or helpful. God does not give us a 
standard of beauty—God gives us spouses” (108). A few 
chapters later, however, they commend cosmetic sur-
gery saying, “!ere are many reasons cosmetic surgery 
may be bene#cial. It can make us more attractive to our 
spouse. And if our appearance is improved, we feel more 
comfortable being seen naked by our spouses, which can 
increase our freedom in lovemaking” (197). !e contra-
diction inherent in these two comments took my breath 
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away. How does the call to delight in the appearance of 
one’s spouse commend expensive and permanent proce-
dures that alter the appearance or enhance the features 
of the spouse who was supposed to be the standard of 
beauty before their surgical metamorphosis?

That is not all. In another place the Driscolls say, 
“Seeking to emulate what their husbands view in porn 
compels women to push their bodies beyond God’s cre-
ation design” (148). !en, only pages later, the Driscolls 
commend anal sex as a potentially helpful practice in 
marriage. The contradictory nature of such phrases is 
astounding. It is di'cult to imagine a more degrading, 
dangerous, and pornographic practice than this one. Few 
other sexual acts could be identified that more clearly 
push a woman’s body beyond God’s creation design.

Another problem with the way the Driscolls treat 
pornography has to do with the reality that many 
people will be guided to pornography because of 
their book. Make no mistake: men and women will 
be introduced to pornography because of this book. 
For almost my entire ministry I have been talking to 
at least one person a week who struggles with por-
nography. I do not live in some sheltered ministry 
context away from people with perverse struggles. 
As true as that is, the Driscolls taught me a lot about 
pornography I wish I never knew. The Driscolls 
introduce their readers to the titles of pornographic 
books, magazines, and videos; they provide techni-
cal names for specific kinds of pornographic films; 
they list the names of celebrities who have starred 
in pornography; they even provide web addresses 
where readers can meet people for sex. As I look back 
on that sentence I am overwhelmed that a Christian 
minister could be so irresponsible. I can tell you for 
an absolute fact that there are young men and women 
all across the country who will read Real Marriage, 
have their interest piqued by some of the details the 
Driscolls provide, will turn to Google for a search on 
those things, and will not come up for air again for 
hours—perhaps months and years. If you or someone 
you love struggles with pornography the Driscolls’ 
book will do serious damage.

The Driscolls say they want to deal with issues 
that real people are struggling with but lose sight 

of real people in many of the issues they address.  
!e Driscolls say,

Because we are a pastor and his wife, we really do 
want this book to be used of God to help people. 
It’s the kind of book we wished we could have read 
earlier in our marriage, and wish we could have 
given to those we served in ministry. So we wrote 
what we hope is a book that is biblically faithful, 
emotionally hopeful, practically helpful, sociologi-
cally viable, and personally vulnerable (ix).

The Driscolls are not writing a theoretical book. 
That is a good thing. Marriage is anything but theo-
retical. Books by ministers who are willing to deal with 
practical matters that keep real people and real situa-
tions in view are always desirable.

Unfortunately, there are all kinds of real people who 
get lost in the shu)e in the Driscolls’ book. Above, I 
discussed real people who struggle with pornography 
who will be led astray. Consider another example. Real 
people who are sexual abuse victims will feel wounded 
and troubled by this book. The Driscolls make clear 
that they have hundreds of victims of sexual abuse in 
their congregation (130). In spite of this the Driscolls 
commend oral sex, anal sex, and advise, “If your spouse 
is not getting enough sex, maybe you don’t need mar-
riage counseling and long deep conversations as much 
as you need to try regular sex” (163). I know and have 
counseled many victims of sexual abuse, and know with 
certainty that—standing alone, and without quali#ca-
tion— such counsel will send many women into despair 
at the sex practices they will have to endure.

!is reality is accentuated in Real Marriage for two 
reasons. First, Mark Driscoll regularly responds to critics 
of his explicit language that he is doing ministry in the 
gritty environment of Seattle. He speaks the way he does 
because he is addressing a certain context. If true, one 
would imagine that the knowledge of the many sexual 
abuse victims in his congregation would commend some 
modicum of pastoral sensitivity in suggesting such prac-
tices to his audience. Second, the responsibility for the 
di'culties in the Driscolls’ sexual relationship was placed 
on Pastor Mark’s wife. !e sad reality is that many real 
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women who struggle in the aftermath of sexual assault 
will be confused, hurt, troubled, and plagued by much of 
the Driscolls’ talk about, so-called, real marriage.

The Driscolls are writing a book on marriage, 
but seem only lately to be figuring out their own 
marriage. It is hard to construct an explicit timeline 
from the details of their book, but it is obvious that the 
Driscolls have had a very unhappy marriage for the larger 
part of Pastor Mark’s ministry. Grace Driscoll seems to 
indicate that things have only improved within the last 
few years (136). During the years of extreme di'culty 
the Driscolls led premarriage counseling with other cou-
ples teaching on the “freedom and joys of married sex,” 
which Pastor Mark admits he was not enjoying (11). 
He also preached through Song of Songs highlighting, 
again, the joys of marital sex (14). Such work, Driscoll 
admits, only increased his bitterness (14). Driscoll also 
did marriage counseling trying to help people with their 
sexual di'culties in marriage (15). All of this went on 
for more than ten years of marriage and ministry with 
Driscoll being accountable to nobody (16, 34).

It is important to confess that no marriage is perfect, 
and even pastors have marriage problems. The depth 
of the problems in the Driscolls’ marriage, however, is 
troubling. It is precisely this kind of marital dysfunc-
tion that God means to eliminate with commands for 
pastors to have a well-ordered home (1 Tim 3:4) and to 
keep a sharp eye on their life and doctrine (1 Tim 4:16).

!e Driscolls write about marriage, but seem to 
misunderstand the fundamental nature of marriage. 
!e Driscolls write many good things about marriage—
some of which I have observed above. !ey commend 
complementarian marriage and friendship in marriage, 
and they argue for a covenant understanding of mar-
riage (53–57). In spite of all this, the Driscolls miss the 
fundamental essence of marriage. !e most profound 
passage in Scripture about marriage is, arguably, Ephe-
sians 5 where the Apostle Paul states that marriage is 
essentially a picture of Christ and the Church. Marriage 
is a profound demonstration of the love Jesus has for his 
bride. Any Christian book on marriage that approaches 
faithfulness must address this reality. The Driscolls, 
amazingly, never even mention it. As all the buzz about 
the book demonstrates, people walk away from this 

book talking about its sexually explicit nature. They 
will not walk away with a clear vision of the gospel of 
Jesus as demonstrated in marriage. !ere is no greater 
loss than this one.

!e Driscolls make a point in their book of saying 
they appreciate their critics only to dismiss them in 
other statements. !e Driscolls say, “We want to thank 
our critics who help us continually serve Jesus better by 
the grace of God” (219). !is is a humble and wonder-
ful statement. None of us are perfect, and all of our work 
is marked by a need for improvement. !e only question 
is whether we will embrace this reality or reject it in a 
spirit of arrogance. It is encouraging to hear such humil-
ity from the Driscolls.

That is why it is so unfortunate that Driscoll has 
rather publically dismissed his Christian brothers who 
raise legitimate questions about his work. In response 
to a question from CNN asking what he thought about 
the negative reviews of his book, Pastor Mark responded 
dismissively, “Sometimes reviewers will reveal more 
of their own struggles than actual problems with the 
book.”5 Is this the response of a Christian leader to the 
careful critique of his work? I have read a few of the 
other reviews of the Driscolls’ book. I know some of 
the men who wrote them, and they are examples of the 
godliest people I have ever met. It is irresponsible and 
unchristian to ignore substantial critique from wise men 
by directing aspersions onto their marriages.

I cannot tell you how discouraged I was when I read 
these words from Pastor Mark. All of us have miscal-
culated, overstepped, and otherwise made mistakes in 
work we have done. !at is why it is so critical for every 
Christian to cultivate a heart of humility that receives 
and even encourages constructive criticism. Pastor 
Mark’s stubborn response in the CNN interview bodes 
poorly for his willingness to modify the more troubling 
portions of his book.

!is is longer than a typical book review. !ere is 
a reason for that. I hope that after reading it you will 
not sense the need to read Real Marriage. I want to be 
clear: I have nothing against Mark Driscoll and his wife. 
Instead, I am thankful for (what I have been told is) a 
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clear witness to the gospel in Seattle. Having said that, 
I am deeply disturbed by this book on marriage. !is 
book will hurt people. It is going to create confusion in 
marriages, trouble in the sexual relationships of married 
couples, turmoil in individuals struggling with all man-
ner of difficulties, and questions about the nature of 
marriage from God’s perspective.

When I #rst received the advance review copy my 
wife and I agreed to read the book together. I was fur-
ther along than she, and ultimately asked her to stop 
reading it. I could not imagine asking her to process all 
the bad material in the book when there are so many 
other things she might read that would be bene#cial. I 
pray that you too will spare yourself, those you love, and 
those in your ministry the many troubles of Real Mar-
riage by focusing on a Christian book on marriage that 
is more helpful.6

!e #rst time I heard Mark Driscoll speak, I cried. To 
be very honest, I also cried when I read his book on mar-
riage. Unfortunately, my tears in each case were for very 
di$erent reasons. My initial tears were full of joy over a 
man who so clearly desires to spread the gospel of Jesus. 
More recently my tears are full of sadness over the mes-
sage of a book that has strayed so far from the intentions 
of its authors and will bring pain to many real marriages.

1 See pages 175–77. As many others have noted, the 
Driscolls do not correctly interpret 1 Corinthians 6. 
!ey also typically push the language of Song of Songs 
past any normal hermeneutical bounds as even the 
scholars they cite seem to understand (see 170, 184).

2 !is is another example of the mishandling of texts 
in the book.

3 As far as I could tell, the only time Pastor Mark con-
fessed any sin was when he repented of not being a 
better provider for his family (see 11).

4 For more examples, see 144, 146, 149, 174, 176, 190–
91, 198.

5 http://religion.blogs.cnn.com/2012/01/06/pastors-
detailedbook-on-sex-divides-reviewers-sparks-controversy.

6 There are many good books, but a few examples are 
Ken Sande with Tom Raabe, Peacemaking for Families: 
A Biblical Guide to Managing Conflict in Your Home 
(Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale, 2002); Dave Harvey, When 
Sinners Say I Do: Discovering the Power of the Gospel for 
Marriage (Wapwallopen, PA: Shepherd, 2007); Stuart 
Scott, !e Exemplary Husband (Bemidji, MN: Focus, 
2002); Martha Peace, The Excellent Wife (Bemidji, 
MN: Focus, 1999); C.J. Mahaney, Sex, Romance, and 
the Glory of God (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2004); John 
Piper, !is Momentary Marriage: A Parable of Perma-
nence (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2009).

Review reprinted with permission from Journal of Bibli-
cal Manhood and Womanhood (Spring 2012): 38-44.
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Early one morning at the National 
Embryo Donation Center in Knox-
ville, the embryologist has already 
begun a day of transfers. She carefully 
withdraws tiny plastic straws from 
liquid nitrogen tanks and dips the 
tubes into a controlled-temperature 
bath. She checks and rechecks names 
and numbers.

 After taking the straws to the 
microscope’s stage, she snips off the 
ends. Slowly, slowly she pushes a 
plunger through the straw. One by 
one the embryos move into the Petri 
dish that contains the proper media 
for safe thawing and expansion. The 
tiny persons, having been suspended 
in cryogenic limbo for months—even 
years—swell with the ingress of &uid. 
Two, six, at times as many as one hun-
dred cells. Breathtaking. 

The embr yologist moves the 
embryos from one solution to the 
next, bringing them back to nor-
mal fluid balance. The healthy ones 
become apparent quickly. Others 
remain unchanged, crystallized, hav-

ing failed to survive the freeze-thaw process. She hears 
only the hum of the heating equipment, recognizing the 
tragic death of a fellow human being. 

For the surviving embryos, appointments have already 
been made. Background checks completed. Donating 
and adoptive parents paired. Medical checks completed 
for the adoptive mother. Hormonal preparation has been 
completed for the transfer on this special day.

The fertility specialist rechecks the identification 
and status of embryos before a #nal consultation with 
the recipient mom. He explains the current status of 
the embryos and obtains proper consent. !e operating 
room is prepared.

!e specialist examines the recipient mom to deter-
mine the precise location for placing the embryos. Hav-
ing completed this, he uses instruments and ultrasound 
to pass the special catheter through the window to the 
adjoining lab. 

!e embryologist, standing on the other side of the 
window, moves the embryos to the #nal solution, draws 
them up into the transfer catheter, and passes it back to 
the fertility specialist. Using ultrasound guidance, he 
transfers the embryos to the proper location. 

Once #nished, he withdraws the catheter, and passes 
it back to be reexamined. Finally, the embryologist 
checks to ensure that the embryos have made the move 
from tube to uterus.  
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From this moment each embryo must accomplish 
what God designed the embryo to do—to implant by 
#nding a suitable site in the uterine wall and growing 
into it. !e hormonal environment has been optimized, 
but the miracle remains in the hands of God.

What has just occurred with this transfer of a once-
frozen embryo? Is this a tissue transplant or an adop-
tion? Can a microscopic person truly be adopted?

Rapid advances in assisted reproductive technolo-
gies have resulted in an unanticipated theological and 
ethical dilemma. From the first successful IVF-ET 
procedure in 1978 until now, the e'ciency and avail-
ability of such high-tech procedures has resulted in an 
estimated 400,000 to 500,000 cyropreserved (frozen) 
embryos. Cryopreserved embryos, though containing 
a mere few cells are clearly living beings—as evidenced 
by their further development and delivery of numerous 
viable o$spring to date. 

What options  are  ava i lable  for  these  tiny  
human beings?

* Designation for research or experimentation? 
!is results in the death of the embryo.

* Supposed “compassionate transfer” wherein fro-
zen embryos are returned to the womb at a time 
when implantation is virtually impossible? !is 
too results in the death of the embryo.

* Terminal thaw, allowing the frozen embryos to 
return gradually to room temperature in the Petri 
dish? Again, the result is the death of the embryo.

* Long-term or permanent cryopreservation? A 
paralysis of indecision for parents.

* Donation and adoption by screened parents 
willing to accept transfer of the embryos with the 
goal of development and delivery into a family? 
This option alone provides these tiny children 
with a life, a home, and a family.

I am convinced by the theological and biological 
evidence that a new human life and person begins when 
the chromosomes of the sperm align with the chromo-
somes of the egg, and activate–a process called syngamy. 
!us, the one-celled embryo, the zygote, is indeed and 
in truth a person.

!e principle of the sanctity of human life declares 
that each and every human being is of inestimable value 
by “being” not by “doing” or achieving certain matura-
tion levels. Every human being is a person, worthy of 
honor and respect and an eternally signi#cant part of 
God’s plan to glorify Himself through creation, whether 
that life exists for one day or exceeds one hundred 
earthly years. 

If one sees procreation as a gi% from God for his ulti-
mate glory, the value of the preimplantation embryo is 
seen as immeasurable. Each cryopreserved embryo rep-
resents a tiny human, made in the image of God, worthy 
of dignity, respect and protection. Once one ascribes 
full human personhood to the embryo, even in its cryo-
preserved state, such options as destruction, terminal 
thaw, and experimentation become an a$ront to human 
life because they constitute the willful death of a fellow 
human being. 

If we look at the embryos themselves, the solution 
becomes clearer. Suppose that it were possible to retrieve 
viable embryos from the fallopian tubes in an ectopic—
or tubal—pregnancy, a medical emergency in which the 
mother’s life is at risk and the embryo could be frozen 
until the mother heals, such that transfer could take 
place then. Most would applaud such a solution to a 
situation that at present always ends an embryo’s death. 
A human life, having innate value, has been rescued.

Such is the opportunity with the existing popula-
tion of frozen embryos. While I have serious reserva-
tions about freezing human embryos in the #rst place, 
these embryos already exist. Christian ethicists and 
theologians must remain consistent in their view of the 
sanctity of human life. Embryos, having endured fro-
zen limbo for years, even decades, have no voice and no 
chance if we fail to speak on their behalf.
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Watching that morning as the embryologist 
removed each embryo-containing straw from liquid 
nitrogen and observing those that survived the thaw 
was a profoundly moving experience. So few of these 
tiny children get the chance to develop and grow. Some 
couples with biological children are open to embryo 
adoption. Others with untreatable fertility issues who 
want to have children are likewise open to this process. 

Each represents sacri#cial love “for the least of these.” 
!e broader pro-life community must prayerfully 

consider that beyond opposing abortion, beyond oppos-
ing embryonic stem cell research, beyond speaking on 
behalf of pre-born babies, and beyond raising awareness 
for national and international adoption, we must add 
one more group to those deserving our advocacy. We 
must include the adoption, the survival, of our tiny fro-
zen neighbors, to the very last straw.

  Eight-cell  human  embryo,  after  thaw
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I was recently honored to spend an 
hour talking with Rob Rienow. Rob 
married Amy in 1994 and they have 
been blessed with six children. His 
most important ministry is loving 
his wife and leading his children to 
know God.

ANDREW: What was the driving 
motivation to found Visionary Fam-
ily Ministries?

ROB: Well, it started with a chap-
ter of brokenness and repentance in 
my own life. In Summer 2004, I was 
the youth pastor at a church. Amy 
and I had been married for ten years 
and had four children. Basically, my 
heart and my passion were at work. I 
was discipling everybody else’s kids. 
I was nurturing wholeness in every-
body else’s marriage. But I was not 
in any way the spiritual leader of my 
family. I was not praying and teaching 
the Bible to my children. I was pray-
ing and teaching the Bible to other 
people’s children, but not mine.

Again, God needed to get me to 

a place of repentance. As in the book of Malachi, God 
really turned my heart to ministry to my children and a 
few years later turned my heart to minister to my wife–
engaging my whole family in the Great Commission. 
Up until then, I really just saw the Great Commission 
as what we do with our neighbors and what we do in 
regard to missions. I never connected the family with 
the Great Commission at all.

ANDREW: How did you get VFM o" the ground?
ROB: I didn’t have anything to do with it. !e Lord 

changed my heart toward my family, and I started to 
share what God was teaching me at my church. I taught 
an eight-week Sunday morning class called Visionary 
Parenting to people in my church, and God used the 
Scriptures to impact the people who were there. !ey 
would say, “You need to do this again so we can invite 
our friends.” So, we did it again. !en people said, “You 
need to record this so we can share it with other peo-
ple.” !en other churches started calling and asked if we 
could do Visionary Parenting at their church or if we 
could put it on a DVD so they could use it. !en pub-
lishers like AWANA and Randall House were calling 
saying, “Can we turn Visionary Parenting into a book? 
We’d like to publish it.” 

From 2005 until 2010, I was doing one conference 
every month and doing a lot of writing. ... !e demand 
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on the speaking ministry began to grow and grow until 
#nally, it was really putting too much of a strain on my 
family to have a full-time pastorate and doing Visionary 
Family Ministries. So we made the decision in Fall 2010 
to take a leap of faith to do VFM full-time and raise sup-
port as missionaries. We do two traveling conferences 
every month, and an international focus every year. !is 
fall we’re doing conferences in Scotland and Russia. It 
has really been a blessed adventure.

ANDREW: It seems many parents are beginning 
to see their responsibility as the primary spiritual 
guides of their children, but they’re hesitant to begin. 
What do you think is holding them back?

ROB: Well, I think it’s largely a heart and spiritual 
issue. It was for me. I didn’t need another list of things 
I was supposed to do as a dad. I don’t think Christian 
parents are unaware that they should be nurturing, 
raising up, and reading the Bible with their children. 
If you asked them, “What’s most important–sports 
or your kid’s faith? School or your kid’s faith?” they 
would all say, “My kid’s faith is most important.” So all 
of that “head knowledge” is there and the “to-do list” 
is there. But the thing that I lacked was that my heart 
was not convicted. 

My heart was not engaged in living out my faith at 
home, and I really didn’t believe that the most impor-
tant Great Commission calling that I had in the world 
was that I be faithful to disciple my children. !at just 
didn’t bleed out of me. What bled out of me was my sec-
ondary ministry which was my ministry at church and 
neighborhood. So the place to begin is with repentance 
and asking God to change our hearts. I don’t believe in 
a parent training weekend saying, “These are the five 
things you need to do with your children.” People likely 
have all that, and they won’t need that list if God turns 
their hearts and ministry toward their children.   

ANDREW: While many families with older children 
struggle with this change in perspective, it seems like 
many parents with young children are jumping on it 
right away.

ROB: The younger families, when they see and 
hear the vision, are much quicker to adapt and start 

to embrace it. The older the family is, the slower the 
change. A lot of that is because the culture of fam-
ily takes shape over time. Most Christian families are 
doing what our parents did, and that is delegating all 
the training of their children to other people. So, most 
Christian families are accustomed to an intense calendar 
where they are dropping their kids o$ at activities where 
the “experts” are training them. !e shi%ing from that 
model when you have a fourteen- or #%een-year-old to 
the more home-based model, especially in the spiritual 
area, is very di'cult to do. !ere’s so much momentum 
already built up in that family toward a particular life-
style, mentality, and philosophy. Whereas you come 
to the family with a one-year-old and three-year-old 
and cast a vision for multi-generational faithfulness, 
discipleship, heart connection, and family service, and 
they’re like “Yes!” !ey start to make those changes.

ANDREW: As I was reading in your books Vision-
ary Parenting and Visionary Marriage, you really 
believe that the key place for this beginning is with 
family worship.

ROB: Absolutely. !e few minutes of family prayer 
and family Scripture are key. It comes from Deuter-
onomy 6, where it is the #rst, practical thing that God 
gives them to do in response to the commandment–to 
talk about these things at home. ... God’s given us two 
supernatural activities to do in our home that transform 
our hearts, renew our minds, and bless our relation-
ships: prayer and Scripture. !ey are to be done alone, 
as husband and wife, and as a family. If the devil can 
keep them away from prayer and from Scripture, then 
he can keep them away from the supernatural activities 
that will transform their hearts, renew their minds and 
bless their relationships. 

ANDREW: One of the things we’ve found is that 
when we encourage family worship, we hear back, 
“Well, we just can’t do this in a way that will relate to 
everyone at their own age level.” 

ROB: Well, that comes from the fact that they’ve 
been thoroughly indoctrinated in the worldly educa-
tional method–which is the age-and-stage method. In 
this mindset, it’s crazy that you’d even put a #rst grader 
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and a sixth grader in the same room together and expect 
them to possibly learn or understand. What I tell par-
ents is that family worship is not Bible class–it’s not 
primarily about the transfer of information. ... Family 
worship is simply everyone in the family coming into 
the presence of God and worshiping Him. 

In our family time we sing, we read the Bible, and we 
pray. My two-year-old doesn’t get a whole lot out of the 
Bible reading, my four-year-old gets some out, and my 
fourteen-year-old gets a lot. But it’s not Bible class. We 
read it. We believe the Word of God is living and active, 
sharper than any double-edged sword. We believe that 
our Scripture reading is accomplishing things in the life 
of our two-year-old. Not intellectual things, perhaps, but 
the Holy Spirit is at work. And our family worship and 
prayer time is simply to say, “Family, we want to follow 
God. We want to humble our hearts together to confess 
our sins to God and to bring our requests to Him.” 

That’s where our two-year-old is learning to pray. 
He gets down on his knees next to dad and says, “Daddy 
teach; daddy teach!” And he wants me to do a “repeat-
a%er-me” prayer so he can learn what to say. So you have 
to break out of the age-and-stage education model, and 
you have to break out of the idea that family worship is 
Bible class. 

ANDREW: You mentioned earlier that you didn’t 
connect the Great Commission to your family. One 
the articles I read of yours in Mission Frontiers mag-
azine really helped me with this perspective. Many 
feel that the family ministry approach is very inward-
focused and the church loses sight of the Great Com-
mission. But you seem to have an idea that we reach 
out to everybody with our family and through our 
family, especially if we look beyond today. What 
would you say to encourage people about families 
obeying the Great Commission?

ROB: Well, what you’re putting your finger on is 
the missing link as to why family ministry is rejected 
in the church. !e church says, “We’re a Great Com-
mission church.” If your doctrine does not include the 
family as a Great Commission institution, then you skip 
family ministry because you think it sounds inward. 
But in fact what you get (and I tried to lay it out in that 

article as best I could doctrinally) is that the call to love 
your neighbor doesn’t begin with your “neighbor.” If 
you’re a married person, it begins with your spouse. If 
you’re a parent or grandparent, it begins with your chil-
dren. The call to make disciples of all nations doesn’t 
begin with global missions. It begins with the souls of 
the people who are entrusted to your care. And this is 
the clear teaching of the New Testament. 

!is is what Peter does in Acts 2 when he says, “the 
gospel is for you, your children, and all who are far o$.” 
We are to be witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria 
and to the ends of the earth which people preach all the 
time regarding spheres of in&uence. You start with the 
people right around you. Well, who’s right around you? 
Your husband, your wife, your parents, your siblings, 
your children, and your grandchildren. !is was the cri-
teria for leaders in the early church. What would possi-
bly qualify them to shepherd people?  Well, you had to 
show #rst that you were shepherding your own children. 
In fact, if your children were not following God, then 
you didn’t have time to shepherd other people because 
you have souls that have been entrusted to your care. So 
it’s not a rejecting of ministry and the world to focus 
on your family. You begin your ministry in the world 
with the souls God has put around you. !en, of course, 
which you talked about earlier, that connects with mul-
tigenerational vision and multigenerational mission. 

In our family’s ministry, we’ve got this dream for 
286,000 people to come to Christ. How is that going 
to happen? Well, if God is so good and our six children 
follow God and if God would bless them with six chil-
dren each on average, then in seven generations there are 
286,000 Christians all over the world sharing the gospel, 
leading people to Christ, meeting the needs of the poor. 
In the church, we’ve separated getting married, having 
babies, adopting babies, raising children for the glory 
of God–we’ve separated that from the advance of the 
gospel to the ends of the earth. We have to reconnect 
those things doctrinally before we will see the dramatic 
acceleration of the Gospel that we all desire. 
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Douglas Wilson,#Father Hunger: Why God Calls Men 
to Love and Lead !eir Families. Nashville: !omas 
Nelson, 2012.#272 pp. $15.99.
!e concern for functional fathers is as old as history 
itself. Yet every new generation must address rampant 
delinquency in the home. Douglas Wilson’s book 
Father Hunger includes an innovative perspective on the 
decline of fatherhood, new research to support the need 
for functional fathers in every home, and a fresh look on 
the e$ect of fatherlessness on the culture at large. !e 
author serves as a senior fellow at New Saint Andrews 
College in Moscow, Idaho, and is himself a husband, 
father, and grandfather (173).

!e subtitle of Wilson’s"book, Why God Calls Men 
to Love and Lead !eir Families, suggests that the author 
will provide proof for the claim that men should lead 
in the home. !ough Wilson does indeed structure his 
text to demonstrate the “why,” he also addresses many 
other aspects of manhood ranging from genetics, call-
ing, and desire to politics, history, and theology. Each 
chapter is sprinkled with illustrations drawn from his-
tory, literature, pop culture, and personal experiences in 
order to illuminate Wilson’s"argument and to connect 
with his readers.

Wilson argues that our understanding of fathers 
cannot be put right until we rediscover God the Father 
(13). Wilson points out that many churches today place 

undue emphasis on one of the three persons of the 
Trinity while practically ignoring the other two (198). 
Wilson observes that evangelicals emphasize having a 
relationship with Jesus, while charismatics place a simi-
lar emphasis on the Holy Spirit (198). To be sure, none 
of Wilson’s argument is designed to downgrade the 
place of Jesus or the Holy Spirit in the Christian life. It 
is intended to draw attention to a minimalized under-
standing of God the Father. Until a man can understand 
what God the Father is for, Wilson contends, his father 
hunger will remain (199).

Wilson looks carefully at egalitarianism, feminism, 
and their effects on culture (15-17). He continues 
to build his case for biblical masculinity (51), godly 
education (82-83), Christian marriage (126-127), and 
biblical corporal discipline (179), explaining how each 
has been negatively a$ected by egalitarianism or, more 
strongly, feminism. Recognizing the significance of 
the church in the formation of fatherhood, Wilson 
later returns to his argument concerning egalitarian-
ism, suggesting that long before the #rst woman was 
allowed to preach from the pulpit, the pulpit itself 
became feminized as men subverted their roles in the 
pulpit, the society, and the home (142). Now, with a 
godly, biblical understanding of manhood surrendered 
to feminism, education, unstable worldviews, and a 
weak church culture (84), the problem of father hun-
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ger runs deeper than any one man can contend with.
Wilson addresses the questions"sure to arise in many 

readers’ minds about the role and responsibilities of the 
woman or mother. He points out that this is a book 
speci#cally about fathers and the role and responsibili-
ties of men. To say that dad is indispensable is not to 
say that mom is dispensable (20). He writes, “A person 
should be able to write a book arguing that Vitamin D 
is an important component of a person’s health with-
out being accused of making a vicious and unwarranted 
attack on Vitamin E” (20).

Wilson confronts the topic of fatherhood by look-
ing for and speaking to every possible influence that 
has weakened and transformed the role of a man. With 
the various chapters addressing the multitude of topics, 
Wilson’s book is just as much about evangelical femi-
nism, politics, the fall of public and Christian educa-
tion, a misappropriation of the Trinity, and a lesson on 
the fall of man. "

He rightly recognizes, however, that the answer 
isn’t as simple as a seven-step process or a twelve-week 
program. In order to regain a correct understanding 
of fatherhood, there is much work to be done. Wilson 
focuses on a single idea—regaining our understanding 
of what God the Father is for'(199)."And yet, herein 
lies a weakness. We do not live in a vacuum, nor do we 
somehow exist outside of society. We must learn to live 
out the idea of what God the Father is for precisely"by 
seeking ways to incorporate this notion into our world-
view for the sake of affecting the culture (struggling 
with all those problems Wilson outlines in his chapters). 
I am concerned that some might be tempted to seclude 
themselves from society in order to protect themselves 
from what Wilson identi#es as the problems, but that 
surely doesn’t seem to be the answer.

I’m also concerned that when we consider Wilson’s 
subtitle, which appears also to be his thesis; it seems 
out of place since it is reserved for the end of the book. 
Further, the book might also have been strengthened 
by developing a diagram or two to coordinate with 
the messages Wilson was attempting to communicate. 
Examples would include the discussion of the four 
spokes of a person’s worldview (82) and the imagery 
of a house being built surrounded by sca$olding (96). 

Nevertheless, Wilson not only achieves his goal of dem-
onstrating the need for men to lead their families but he 
also does so in a refreshing and unique manner.

Ryan Steenburg, Ph.D.
Director, Daddy Discipleship

You Lost Me: Why Young Christians are Leaving 
Church…and Rethinking Faith. By David Kinna-
man. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2011, 256 
pp. $17.99.
In 2007, David Kinnaman and Gabe Lyons co-authored 
the groundbreaking book unChristian: What a New 
Generation Really !inks about Christianity…and Why 
it Matters (Grand Rapids: Baker Books). That text 
explored Christianity’s reputation amongst non-believ-
ers, and why they choose not to join the faith. In the 
course of his research, Kinnaman discovered that many 
young Christians share the same skepticism and criti-
cisms of Christianity as their non-Christian counter-
parts. This generation, known as “Mosaics” (because 
of their “eclectic relationships, thinking styles, and 
learning formats, among other things,” 246), exist in a 
di$erent socio-cultural context than previous genera-
tions; they experience unlimited access to technology 
and knowledge, profound alienation from generations 
before them, and intense skepticism toward authority. 
Thus, it is important that church leaders thoroughly 
understand the cultural assumptions of this generation 
to minister e$ectively to them. To this aim, the purpose 
of Kinnaman’s work You Lost Me is to help pastors, edu-
cators, and family members “consider how to transfer 
faith from one generation to the next” (14).

In Chapter 1, Kinnaman describes the pervasive-
ness of young Christians leaving the church and why 
it matters. According to Kinnaman, “there is a 43 per-
cent drop-o$ between the teen and early adult years in 
terms of church engagement” (22). Kinnaman offers 
several reasons why the church should care about the 
spiritual lives of these young adults. First, “the spiritual 
lives of millions of young people are at stake” (31). Sec-
ond, “awareness of young adults’ faith journeys is a mat-
ter of accuracy” (32). Some are unconcerned with the 
drop-offs and even posit that these spiritual nomads 
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will return to the faith in adulthood (32-33). !ird, this 
is an issue of responsibility; Kinnaman does not blame 
one single constituency, but believes that the church as a 
whole bears some responsibility (34). !erefore, minis-
try to Mosaics requires cultural sensitivity and a deeper 
understanding of how Mosaics perceive the current state 
of the church.

Kinnaman describes three types of disengagement 
from the church among young Christians—nomads, 
prodigals, and exiles. Nomads generally believe that 
involvement in a Christian community is optional, 
readily admit that their faith was more important in 
years prior than the present, and are spiritually eclectic 
(64-65). Prodigals, on the other hand, have completely 
le% the church due to intellectual, emotional, spiritual, 
or relational reasons. They tend to resent Christians 
and Christianity at varying intensities, disavow church 
attendance, and feel liberated as a result (68-69). Exiles 
“feel stuck (or lost) between culture and the church” 
(25). Exiles typically feel a disconnect between their 
faith and their chosen vocation, a skepticism toward, 
but not total rejection of, institutions, disillusionment 
with shallow expressions of faith, and a deep sense that 
God is moving outside the church (77-78). Kinnaman 
devotes a longer chapter to describing this last group, 
since he believes that exiles are in a unique position to 
navigate the “Christian community toward faithfulness 
in a new [cultural] setting” (86).

 Kinnaman devotes most of his book to identi-
fying speci#c criticisms these Mosaics carry toward the 
church. !ey see the church as:

Overprotective: Christians have the tendency to 
separate the sacred and the secular, demonize cul-
tural objects outside the church, and neglect to 
engage the complexity of the world (97-98).
Shallow: To these young Christians, “Christianity 
seems boring, irrelevant, sidelined from the real 
issues people face” (114).
Antiscience: Christianity tends to neglect the 
insights of science and helpful role it can play in 
understanding the world, much to the dismay of 
Mosaics.
Repressive: Young Christians view the church as a 

sexually repressive institution, as many churches 
reduce Christian sexuality to abstinence and 
marital faithfulness instead of building a robust 
theological attitude toward sexuality, dating, and 
relationships in general. 
Exclusive: Since Mosaics reside in a culture that 
embraces relativism and open-mindedness, they 
tend to view the church, with its “insider and out-
sider” mentality as exclusive and damaging to the 
Christian witness. 
Doubtless: Many young Christians do not feel 
that church is a safe place to express doubt, as the 
church o%en tends to (somewhat futilely) combat 
doubt through reason and logic.

Kinnaman points to a recent study that indicates 
“four out of #ve unmarried evangelicals ages eighteen 
to twenty-nine have had sex” (152). He also notes that 
the majority of young adults with a Christian back-
ground do not feel that the Bible is taught enough, that 
God seems to be missing from their church experiences 
(116), and do not think they are encouraged, or even 
allowed, to ask “life-pressing” questions in church (190). 
Basically, Mosaics do not, as a whole, see Christianity, 
particularly the church, as necessary. Kinnaman’s vision 
for the church is that it engages healthily with the world, 
that it seeks every opportunity to exemplify the heart 
and mind of Christ, and that it reevaluates its priorities 
according to Scripture, ministering to each generation 
through thoughtful contextualization. 

I recommend this book not only to those who min-
ister to Mosaics, but also pastors in general and older 
adults. Kinnaman’s work can perhaps serve as a bridge 
between older and younger generations, and ignite a 
powerful intergenerational conversion that may unite the 
generations for the purpose of spreading the Kingdom.

Benjamin D. Espinoza
Asbury !eological Seminary, Wilmore, Kentucky
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Sticky Faith: Everyday Ideas to Build Lasting Faith 
in Your Kids. By Kara E. Powell and Chap Clark. 
Grand Rapids, MI: Zonder van, 2011, 224 pp. 
$14.99. Paperback.
Why are college students so prone to walking away 
from, or completely rejecting, the Christian faith? How 
can a teenager who was actively involved in youth group 
and ministry simply “shelve” the Christian faith for a 
time? Who is to blame for the pervasiveness of young 
people leaving the church? How can we instill within 
our children a lasting faith that perseveres against the 
tides of secularism, doubt, and fleeting temptations? 
These questions and more are what Kara Powell and 
Chap Clark seek to answer in their excellent work, 
Sticky Faith. Powell currently serves as the executive 
director of the Fuller Youth Institute (FYI) and a faculty 
member of Fuller Theological Seminary in Pasadena, 
California, and Clark is an associate provost at Fuller in 
addition to teaching courses in the area of youth, family, 
and culture. Together, they have written a work that will 
be of immense help to pastors and parents in the task of 
instilling Sticky Faith in their children. 

What exactly is Sticky Faith, according to Powell 
and Clark? Sticky Faith is the type of faith that is inter-
nal and external, personal and communal, and mature 
and maturing (22-23). According to the authors, the 
heart of Sticky Faith is “developing a clear and honest 
understanding of both the gospel and biblical faith. As 
our kids are led into an awareness of their significant 
role in the kingdom of God demonstrated throughout 
Scripture, they will have the best chance of discovering a 
faith that is compelling and life-giving” (32). 

Powell and Clark reveal several statistics from their 
research that indicate how desperate the need truly is 
for parents and church leaders to take a more serious 
approach to nurturing lifelong faith in their children. 
Only about 40 to 50 percent of church youth group 
graduates continue with their faith into their college 
years (15). Only 20 percent of college students planned 
to abandon the faith in high school, while 80 percent 
intended to stick with their faith and later abandoned 
it (16). About 40% of new college students feel unpre-
pared in #nding a new church (152). !e authors note 
that when asked about what it means to be a Christian, 

an unimpressive 35 percent of college juniors (who were 
youth group graduates) failed to mention anything about 
God or Jesus. Moreover, only 12 percent of the 11,000 
teenagers surveyed spoke regularly with their mom 
about matters of faith, while only 5 percent spoke with 
their dads about such topics (71). !ere are several more 
alarming statistics described in this work, but the point is 
that parents and ministry leaders must discover new ways 
to help children and youth obtain a Sticky Faith.

Powell and Clark devote much of their text to sug-
gesting practical tips for practitioners and anecdotes 
that prove their success. I found these practical sugges-
tions to be useful and insightful, as they are grounded 
in both theory and real-world practice. The authors 
certainly have a grasp on how children learn, think, 
and grow, which aids in their ability to generate such 
keen ideas. For example, in helping children form their 
identities as Christians, the authors suggest teaching 
children of their inherent value to God, treating each 
child as an individual, using community relationships 
to develop personal identity, practicing rituals that rein-
force identity (e.g., debriefing in the car after school, 
celebrating numerous occasions in lavish manner, and 
others), a'rming character growth more than academic 
achievement, and modeling a right relationship with 
God (Chapter 3). An incredibly insightful chapter 
focusing on having spiritual conversations with children 
encourages parents to listen and ask questions of their 
children, tackle touchy subjects like sex, be transpar-
ent regarding spiritual doubt, and develop conversation 
rituals (Chapter 4). Perhaps the most di'cult chapter 
to execute well deals with preparing teenagers to go o$ 
to college; the authors not only describe the realities of 
sending kids to college but also provide guidelines for 
preparing teenagers to make the spiritual, emotional, 
and relational step into college life. Parents with high 
school juniors and seniors will #nd this chapter espe-
cially helpful, as it provides a wealth of invaluable prac-
tices to make this transition to college easier on both 
students and parents.

Sticky Faith does not try to build a robust theology 
of spiritual parenting or critique modern styles of par-
enting, but these are not the intentions of the book. 
!e book is meant to be practical and provide “everyday 
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ideas to build lasting faith” in children, as its subtitle 
suggests. !ough anyone can appreciate the insights of 
Powell and Clark, I am concerned that they generally 
(though not always) neglect to describe what Scripture 
and theology say about these “sticky findings.” They 
generally go from identifying the problem straight to 
suggesting what needs to be done. Instead, I would have 
liked the authors to understand these #ndings from a 
Scriptural perspective, and admonish both parents and 
children using Scripture as a guide. !e book is meant 
to be practical and user-friendly, but the insight of 
Scripture cannot be neglected when dealing with a topic 
as serious as raising children in the faith.

Parents and ministry leaders looking for a theologi-
cal foundation for raising children spiritually should 
look elsewhere. !ose who crave practical advice about 
how best to raise children with a Sticky Faith might do 
well to read this book. At times, the authors’ suggestions 
seem to be commonsense, but their advice may provide 
a fresh reminder for parents. Children’s ministry leaders 
will find this work to be a resource for building onto 
already-successful ministry endeavors, or even starting 
from scratch. 

Benjamin D. Espinoza
Asbury !eological Seminary, Wilmore, Kentucky
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When my husband and I teach our 
children, we adjust our approach as 
necessary based on their di$erent ages, 
genders, temperaments, and person-
alities. !e message of Christ remains 
the same, but the strategies we employ 
are occasionally different as we con-
sider God’s unique design in each of 
them. As we seek to train them in the 
way they should go (Prov 22:6), we 
acknowledge that God’s perfect design 
as he knit each of them together (Ps 
139:13-14) resulted in precious but 
di$erent children.

This approach of maintaining 
one message through di$erent meth-
ods isn’t new. Christ taught in the 
temple, on the countryside, by the 
well, the road, from a boat, and many 
other venues. He taught individu-
als, small groups, and crowds. In the 
Early Church, the apostles consid-
ered the context of those to whom 
they preached; for example, when 
Paul preached in the synagogue, he 
expected listeners to have more famil-
iarity with the law and the prophets 

than he did when preaching to the Gentiles. If you asked 
#ve people in your own church how each came to know 
Christ, each testimony will be unique but Christ will be 
the same in each.

In the same way, when we teach children and youth 
and adults with disabilities in our homes and in the 
church, what we proclaim (the gospel) doesn’t change 
but how we do so (our strategy) di$ers in response to 
God’s good and di$erent design in each person. When 
I taught writing to middle school students with dis- 
abilities in Rio Grande City, Texas, I sought the same 
outcomes through di$erent means, depending on the 
individual strengths and needs of each student. In the 
same way, as I coordinate Access—the special needs 
ministry of Providence Baptist Church—I modify my 
approach as I teach each individual and equip their par-
ents and caregivers.

With my experience and graduate training in special 
education, I am not intimidated by the idea of mod-
ifying my methods while teaching the same message 
of Christ. Most of our teachers don’t share my back- 
ground, though, so we created the Special Needs Min-
istry (uick Reference guide to equip our volunteers. 
We hadn’t planned to use it as a family-equipping tool, 
but it became one when parents began asking for their 
own copies and using the tips while discipling their own 
children and leading their families in worship.

SHANNON DINGLE

Shannon 
Dingle 
(M.A.Ed. 
in Special 
Education) 
coordinates 
Access, the 

special needs ministry at 
Providence Baptist Church 
in Raleigh, North Carolina 
with her husband Lee. She 
is the writer of a popular 
special needs ministry blog 
(theworksofgoddisplayed.
com), a contributor to the 
Treasuring Christ curriculum 
(treasuringchristonline.
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volunteer in children’s, 
youth, and music ministry. 
She and Lee have three 
children, Jocelyn, Robbie, 
and Zoe. 
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At Providence, we have chosen to invest in welcoming 
people with disabilities and their families in the church 
because we believe, in the words of 1 Corinthians 12:22, 
that the parts that the world calls weak are actually indis-
pensable to the body of Christ. As we consider the Great 
Commission, we recognize that one people group is absent 
from many churches—the group of people with disabili-
ties and their families. We follow the Lord who taught the 
parable of the lost sheep (Luke 15:3-7, Matt 18:12-14) in 
which the shepherd leaves ninety-nine others to pursue 
one lost sheep. If we modeled our ministry a%er that par-
able, one family would be enough to make special needs 
ministry worthwhile. However, the prevalence is much 

greater tthan that: a study published in the May 2011 issue 
of Pediatrics indicates that one in six children in the United 
States has a developmental disability.

If it is worthwhile to pursue the one missing sheep 
out of a &ock of a hundred, how about the one family in 
every six who is a$ected by disability?1

1 C.A. Boyle, S. Boulet, L.A. Schieve, R.A. Cohen, S.J. 
Blumberg, M. Yeargin-Allsopp, S. Visser, and, M.D. 
Kogan, “Trends in the Prevalence of Developmental 
Disabilities in US Children, 1997–2008,” Pediatrics 
127(May 2011):1034-1042..
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God-centered worship is supremely 
important in the life of our church. 
We approach the Sunday morning 
worship hour with great seriousness 
and earnestness and expectancy. We 
try to banish all that is flippant or 
trivial or chatty.

Not all services are this way. Sunday 
morning is the Mount of Transfigura-
tion—the awesome place of glory and 
speechlessness. Sunday or Wednesday 
evening is the Mount of Olives—the 
familiar spot for conversation with the 
Lord and each other.

In this article, we hope to do two 
things: (1) demonstrate that parents (or 
some responsible adult) should bring lit-
tle children to the Sunday morning wor-
ship service rather than send them to a 
“children’s church,” and (2) give some 
practical advice about how to do it.

We don’t claim that our way of wor-
shiping is the only valid way. Not all 
our ideas may #t with the way another 
church does it.

For example, we don’t have a chil-
dren’s sermon as part of our Sunday 

morning service. It would be fun for the children, but in 
the long run would weaken the spiritual intensity of our 
worship. To everything there is a season. And we believe 
that, for at least one hour a week, we should sustain a maxi-
mum intensity of moving reverence.

!ere are several reasons why we urge parents to 
bring their children to worship. But these arguments 
will not carry much weight with parents who do not 
love to worship God.

!e greatest stumbling block for children in worship is 
that their parents do not cherish the hour. Children can feel 
the di$erence between duty and delight. !erefore, the #rst 
and most important job of a parent is to fall in love with the 
worship of God. You can’t impart what you don’t possess.

Worshiping together counters the contemporary frag-
mentation of families. Hectic American life leaves little 
time for signi#cant togetherness. It is hard to overestimate 
the good influence of families doing valuable things 
together week in and week out, year in and year out.

Worship is the most valuable thing a human can 
do. !e cumulative e$ect of 650 worship services spent 
with Mom and Dad between the ages of four and sev-
enteen is incalculable.

 
 

JOHN PIPER
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Parents have the responsibility to teach their children 
by their own example the meaning and value of worship. 
!erefore, parents should want their children with them 
in worship so the children can catch the spirit and form of 
their parents’ worship.

Children should see how Mom and Dad bow their 
heads in earnest prayer during the prelude and other non-
directed times. !ey should see how Mom and Dad sing 
praise to God with joy in their faces, and how they listen 
hungrily to His Word. !ey should catch the spirit of their 
parents meeting the living God.

Something seems wrong when parents want to take 
their children in the formative years and put them with 
other children and other adults to form their attitude and 
behavior in worship. Parents should be jealous to model for 
their children the tremendous value they put on reverence 
in the presence of Almighty God.

To sit still and be quiet for an hour or two on Sunday is 
not an excessive expectation for a healthy six-year-old who 
has been taught to obey his parents. It requires a measure of 
discipline, but that is precisely what we want to encourage 
parents to impart to their children in the #rst #ve years.

!us the desire to have children in the worship service is 
part of a broader concern that children be reared so that they 
are “submissive and respectful in every way” (1 Timothy 3:4).

Children can be taught in the #rst #ve years of life to 
obey their father and mother when they say, “Sit still and be 
quiet.” Parents’ helplessness to control their children should 
not be solved by alternative services but by a renewal of 
discipline in the home.

 

Children absorb a tremendous amount that is of value. 
And this is true even if they say they are bored.

Music and words become familiar. !e message of the 
music starts to sink in. !e form of the service comes to feel 
natural. !e choir makes a special impression with a kind of 
music the children may hear at no other time. Even if most 
of the sermon goes over their heads, experience shows that 
children hear and remember remarkable things.

!e content of the prayers and songs and sermon gives 
parents unparalleled opportunities to teach their children 
the great truths of our faith. If parents would only learn 
to query their children a%er the service and then explain 
things, the children’s capacity to participate would soar.

Not everything children experience has to be put on 
their level in order to do them good. Some things must be. 
But not everything.

For example, to learn a new language you can go step by 
step from alphabet to vocabulary to grammar to syntax. Or 
you can take a course where you dive in over your head, and 
all you hear is the language you don’t know. Most language 
teachers would agree that the latter is by far the most e$ective.

Sunday worship service is not useless to children just 
because much of it goes over their heads. !ey can and will 
grow into this new language faster than we think—if posi-
tive and happy attitudes are fostered by the parents.

!ere is a sense of solemnity and awe which children 
should experience in the presence of God. !is is not likely 
to happen in children’s church. Is there such a thing as chil-
dren’s thunder or children’s lightning or the crashing of the 
sea “for children”?

A deep sense of the unknown and the mysterious can 
rise in the soul of a sensitive child in solemn worship—if 
his parents are going hard a%er God themselves. A deep 
moving of the magni#cence of God can come to the young, 
tender heart through certain moments of great hymns or 
“loud silence” or authoritative preaching. These are of 
immeasurable value in the cultivation of a heart that fears 
and loves God.

We do not believe that children who have been in chil-
dren’s church for several years between the ages of six and 
twelve will be more inclined or better trained to enjoy wor-
ship than if they had spent those years at the side of their 
parents. In fact, the opposite is probably the case.

It will probably be harder to acclimate a ten– or twelve-
year-old to a new worship service than a #ve– or six-year-
old. !e cement is much less wet, and vast possibilities of 
shaping the impulses of the heart are gone.

1 Reprinted from DesiringGod.org. Used by permission.
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When our four sons grew to be young 
men, we assumed that the worship-
training chapter of our life had ended. 
But God has wonderful surprises. Our 
youngest son was twelve when we 
adopted our daughter, who was just a 
couple of months old. So our experi-
ence with young children in the pew 
continued a while longer.

We discovered that the very ear-
liest “school” for worship is in the 
home—when we help a baby be quiet 
for just a moment while we ask God’s 
blessing on our meal; when a toddler 
is sitting still to listen to a Bible story 
book; when a child is learning to pay 
attention to God’s Word and to pray 
during family devotional times.

At church, even while our children 
were still nursery-aged, I began to help 
them take steps toward eventual regu-
lar attendance in Sunday morning 
worship service. I used other gather-
ings as a training ground—baptisms, 

choir concerts, missionary videos or other special events 
that would grab the attention of a three-year-old. I’d 
“promote” these to the child as something exciting and 
grown-up. !e occasional special attendance gradually 
developed into regular evening attendance, while at the 
same time we were beginning to attempt Sunday morn-
ings more and more regularly.

I’ve chosen not to use the church’s child care as an 
escape route when the service becomes long or the child 
gets restless. I don’t want to communicate that you go 
to a service as long as it seems interesting, and then you 
can go play. And I wanted to avoid a pattern that might 
reinforce the idea that all of the service is good, up until 
the preaching of God’s Word—then you can leave.

Of course, there are times when a child gets rest-
less or noisy, despite a parent’s best efforts. I pray for 
the understanding of the people around me, and try to 
deal with the problem unobtrusively. But if the child 
won’t be quiet or still, I take him or her out—for the 
sake of quick discipline and for the sake of the other 
worshipers. Then I have to decide whether we’ll slip 
back into service or stay in the area reserved for parents 
with young children. It depends on how responsive the 
child seems and whether there’s an appropriate moment 
in the &ow of the service. If we stay in the “family area” 
outside the sanctuary, I help my child sit quietly as if we 
were still in the sanctuary.

NOËL PIPER
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By the time they are four years old, our children 
assume that they’ll be at all the regular weekly services 
with us.

Your anticipation and conversation before and a%er 
service and during the week will be important in help-
ing your child learn to love worship and to behave well 
in service.

Help your children become acquainted with your 
pastor. Let them shake hands with him at the door and 
be greeted by him. Talk about who the worship leaders 
are; call them by name. Suggest that your child’s Sunday 
School teacher invite the pastor to spend a few min-
utes with the children if your church’s Sunday morning 
schedule allows for that.

If you know what the Scripture passage will be for 
the coming Sunday, read it together several times dur-
ing the week. A little one’s face really lights up when he 
hears familiar words from the pulpit.

Talk about what is “special” this week: a trumpet 
solo, a friend singing, a missionary speaker from a coun-
try you have been praying for.

Sometimes you can take the regular elements of the 
service and make them part of the anticipation. “We’ve 
been reading about Joseph. What do you think the 
pastor will say about him?” “What might the choir be 
singing this morning?” “Maybe we can sit next to our 
handicapped friend and help him with his hymnbook 
so he can worship better too.”

!ere are two additional and important pre-service 
preparations for us: a pen and notepad for “Sunday 
notes” and a trip to the rest room (leaving the service is 
highly discouraged).

First, I let a child who wants a worship folder have 
one—it helps a child feel like a participant in the service. 
And quietly, before service begins, I may point to the 
di$erent parts of the service listed in the folder.

During service, we all sit or stand along with rest of 
the congregation. I share my Bible or hymnal or wor-
ship folder with my little one, because use of these is an 
important part of the service.

The beginning of the sermon is the signal for 
“notetaking” to begin. (I want a child’s activities to be 
related to the service. So we don’t bring library books to 
read. I do let a very young child look at pictures in his 
Bible, if he can do it quietly.) Notetaking doesn’t mean 
just scribbling, but “taking notes” on a special pad used 
just for service.

“Taking notes” grows up as the child does. At #rst 
he draws pictures of what he hears in the sermon. Indi-
vidual words or names trigger individual pictures. You 
might pick out a word that will be used frequently in the 
sermon; have the child listen carefully and make a check 
mark in his “notes” each time he hears the word.

Later he may want to copy letters or words from the 
Scripture passage for the morning. When spelling comes 
easier, he will write words and then phrases he hears in 
the sermon. Before you might expect it, he will probably 
be outlining the sermon and noting whole concepts.

My training for worship has three main goals:

1. !at children learn early and as well as they can 
to worship God heartily.
2. !at parents be able to worship.
3. !at families cause no distraction to the people 
around them.

So there are certain expectations that I teach the 
young ones and expect of the older ones:

1. Sit or stand or close eyes when the service calls 
for it.
2. Sit up straight and still—not lounging or #dg-
eting or crawling around, but respectful toward 
God and the worshipers around you.
3. Keep bulletin papers and Bible and hymnal 
pages as quiet as possible.
4. Stay awake. Taking notes helps. (I did allow 
the smallest ones to sleep, but they usually didn’t 
need to!)
5. Look toward the worship leaders in the front. 
No people-gazing or clock-watching.
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6. If you can read fast enough, sing along with 
the printed words. At least keep your eyes on the 
words and try to think them. If you can’t read yet, 
listen very hard.

 

For my part, I try to create an environment in our 
pew that makes worship easier. In past years, I would sit 
between whichever two were having the most trouble 
with each other that day. We choose seats where we can 
see the front better (while seated, not kneeling on the 
pew; kneeling leads to squirming and blocks the view 
of others).

Each child has a Bible, o$ering money and worship 
folder at hand, so he doesn’t have to scramble and dig 
during the worship time. During the prelude, if I notice 
in the bulletin something unusual for which we need 
to be prepared (a responsive reading or congregational 
prayers, for example), I quietly point it out to a child 
who is old enough to participate.

When the service has ended, my first words are 
praise to the child who has behaved well. In addition to 
the praise, I might also mention one or two things that 

we both hope will be better next time.
But what if there has been disregard of our estab-

lished expectations and little attempt to behave? !e 
#rst thing that happens following the service is a silent 
and immediate trip to the most private place we can 
find. Then the deserved words are spoken and conse-
quences administered or promised.

On the rare occasions when my pastor-husband 
could sit with the rest of us, the youngest one climbed 
right into his lap—and is more attentive and still than 
usual. What a wonderful thing for a young mind to 
closely associate the closeness and warmth of a parent’s 
lap with special God-times.

A child gets almost the same feeling from being next 
to his parent or from an arm around the shoulder or an 
a$ectionate hand on the knee.

!e setting of the tight family circle focusing toward 
God will be a nonverbal picture growing richer and 
richer in the child’s mind and heart as he matures in 
appreciation for his family and in awe at the greatness 
of God. 

1 Reprinted from DesiringGod.org. Used by permission.
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This brief essay considers the main 
thesis of the book, Kingdom through 
Co"enant and the relation of that the-
sis to human sexuality.1

Down through the centuries, indeed 
from the start, God has sought to estab-
lish co"enant relationships with human-
ity in general and also with particular 
individuals and nations. Why does he 
do this? !e answer given in Kingdom 
through Covenant is that he does this 
because this is who he is in himself.

The Bible teaches that God is a 
tri-unity: there is only one supreme 
being, and yet within the being of this 
one God we can speak of three distinct 
persons: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 
!e relationship of Father to Son and 
Son to Father, in the communion of 
the Holy Spirit is a relationship of 
devoted love, faithfulness, obedience, 
and trust. !ere is complete faithful-
ness and loyalty; there is truth and 
trust̶all the characteristics of a co"-
enant relationship. God wants to have 
precisely this kind of relationship with 
us because that is who he is in himself.

Since we are made as the image of this God, i.e. to mir-
ror this God, we ourselves are hard-wired in the deepest 
part of our beings to exist in covenant relationships, not 
only vertically in our relationship with the creator God, 
but horizontally with all his creatures̶ including other 
humans. God has established certain covenant commu-
nities in which we are designed to live and function. !e 
#rst one we experience is the family. All human beings 
come from one man and one woman. Another that we 
can experience is marriage (one man and one woman 
in a relationship dissolved only by death̶why this is 
so, we shall see later). If a person becomes a follower of 
Jesus Christ, he becomes part of a third covenant com-
munity, the people of the new creation. Note that the 
present humanity is committed to destroying itself and 
the only humanity to outlast the present age is that of 
this New Humanity, those that are in Jesus Christ, the 
#rst Man of the New Creation.

Sex is an appetite given to us by the creator God and, in 
fact, is speci#cally tied to one covenant community̶that 
of marriage. It is an appetite like hunger and thirst, but is 
not to be awakened until the right time (Song of Songs 8).

We now need to look at alternative arrangements that 
are so loudly proclaimed today to see why they fall short.

Our movies today portray people having sex in all 
sorts of ways. It may be a man and a woman who are 
married in conventional terms, and one of them then 
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has sex with someone else. Clearly this violates the cov-
enant that is at the heart of their marriage relationship 
to which sex is exclusive and integral. Although Hol-
lywood has no appreciation of biblical teaching, they 
correctly mirror what it means to be human in that they 
almost always portray that when a person in one rela-
tionship has sex outside the relationship, the other per-
son feels horribly betrayed. Why? Well, since the biblical 
teaching connects sex with covenant, any lack of faith-
fulness and loyalty results in a dehumanizing experience. 
And this dehumanizing experience is fully explored by 
the industry in Hollywood. Moreover, since the biblical 
teaching summarizes all the instructions in the covenant 
as social justice (see Chapter 15 in Kingdom through 
Co"enant), failure to correlate sex and covenant loyalty 
constitutes social injustice.

It could also be that a couple who are married attempt 
to introduce a third person into the sexual experience such 
as is portrayed in the movie Garden of Eden based upon the 
book by Ernest Hemingway. !is is not satisfying, how-
ever, because once again, there is no way to engage in sex 
fully with three people at the same time. And when two of 
the three are sexually engaged, one of the three is le% out in 
some way. In other words, if sex is tied to complete devotion 
and loyalty in a covenant relationship, it logically demands 
only one of each of the opposite sex.

Why shouldn’t a human have sex with an animal? 
Especially if it brings pleasure? A woman could have sex 
with a dog or a horse. !is is attested in ancient docu-
ments more than two to three thousand years old. Since 
animals are not made as the image of God, they cannot 
enter into covenant relationships. Dogs can be obedient 
and faithful, but they have to be disciplined and trained 
to be just that. So those who engage in these acts are fol-
lowing a path that is once again dehumanizing.

What about homosexuality? Surely this could be a 
covenant relationship, as many of them would argue, 
couldn’t it? No, because it does not mirror what we see 
in the being of God. Within the being of God we see 
a Father and a Son, two who are not the same. This is 
why obedience and trust is possible within the being of 
God. If there are two beings who are the same, there 
is no a priori place for obedience or trust. It is inter-
esting to note that in every homosexual relationship 

I have observed, one of the two parties feel they must 
imitate the opposite sex. Within their own being they 
sense that a covenant relationship requires a greater and 
a lesser party so that obedience and trust are possible. 
This shows that this relationship is a lie, contravenes 
the reality of being human and is thus dehumanizing. It 
is a lie because a covenant relationship that mirrors the 
being of God cannot be between two the same. It also 
shows why these relationships are o%en between older 
men and younger men and not between equals. Even 
hearts and minds far away from the Bible reach out for 
the truth of what it is to be human̶a truth buried deep 
within their souls by the creator. We also see this truth 
in the fact that homosexuals are not content to prac-
tice their behavior in private but in fact wish to wring 
approval for their lifestyle from the rest of society. !is 
is prime evidence of a guilty conscience̶their own soul 
cries out from within that they have pursued actions and 
attitudes contrary to the way we are hardwired.

In spite of an apparent concern for social justice, 
homosexuals are chief among those promoting social 
injustice, because at the heart of the community in 
which they live they fail to establish a covenant relation-
ship that mirrors the being of the creator God. This, 
of course, assumes that they have the same partner for 
life̶a situation that is extremely rare. !e reality is that 
men and women are di$erent, and that relating to the 
opposite sex is redemptive. That is, it brings you out 
of yourself. You have to give up your own interests in a 
way that two males or two females can never experience. 
And so, on another level, they fail to develop a co"enant 
relationship, a truly human relationship.

!is essay, of course, assumes the biblical teaching and 
does not try to prove it. If one begins from merely a human 
point of view and then seeks to understand the Trinity, it 
is like trying to solve an impossible mathematical puzzle. 
If, however, one begins from the biblical teaching about 
the trinity, only then can one satisfactorily explain all the 
phenomena in the creation and in the world.

1 Peter J. Gentry and Stephen J. Wellum, Kingdom through 
Covenant: A Biblical-Theological Understanding of the 
Co"enants (Wheaton: Crossway, 2012).
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You know the guy I’m talking 
about. He spends hours into the night 
playing video games and surfing for 
pornography. He fears he’s a loser. 
And he has no idea just how much of a 
loser he is. For some time now, studies 
have shown us that porn and gaming 
can become compulsive and addict-
ing. What we too often don’t recog-
nize, though, is why.

In a new book, !e Demise of Guys: 
Why Boys Are Struggling and What We 
Can Do About It, psychologists Philip 
Zimbardo and Nikita Duncan say we 
may lose an entire generation of men to 
pornography and video gaming addic-
tions. !eir concern isn’t about moral-
ity, but instead about the nature of 
these addictions in reshaping the pat-
ten of desires necessary for community.

If you’re addicted to sugar or tequila 
or heroin you want more and more 
of that substance. But porn and video 
games both are built on novelty, on the 
quest for newer and different experi-
ences. That’s why you rarely find a 
man addicted to a single pornographic 

image. He’s entrapped in an ever-expanding kaleidoscope.
!ere’s a key di$erence between porn and gaming. 

Pornography can’t be consumed in moderation because 
it is, by definition, immoral. A video game can be a 
harmless diversion along the lines of a low-stakes ath-
letic competition. But the compulsive form of gaming 
shares a key element with porn: both are meant to simu-
late something, something for which men long.

Pornography promises orgasm without intimacy. 
Video warfare promises adrenaline without danger. !e 
arousal that makes these so attractive is ultimately spiri-
tual to the core.

Satan isn’t a creator but a plagiarist. His power is 
parasitic, latching on to good impulses and directing 
them toward his own purpose. God intends a man to 
feel the wildness of sexuality in the self-giving union 
with his wife. And a man is meant to, when necessary, 
#ght for his family, his people, for the weak and vulner-
able who are being oppressed.

!e drive to the ecstasy of just love and to the valor 
of just war are gospel matters. The sexual union pic-
tures the cosmic mystery of the union of Christ and his 
church. !e call to #ght is grounded in a God who pro-
tects his people, a Shepherd Christ who grabs his sheep 
from the jaws of the wolves.

When these drives are directed toward the illusion 
of ever-expanding novelty, they kill joy. !e search for a 
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mate is good, but blessedness isn’t in the parade of nov-
elty before Adam. It is in #nding the one who is #tted 
for him, and living with her in the mission of cultivating 
the next generation. When necessary, it is right to #ght. 
But God’s warfare isn’t forever novel. It ends in a supper, 
and in a perpetual peace.

Moreover, these addictions foster the seemingly 
opposite vices of passivity and hyper-aggression. The 
porn addict becomes a lecherous loser, with one-&esh 
union supplanted by masturbatory isolation. !e video 
game addict becomes a pugilistic coward, with other-
protecting courage supplanted by aggression with no 
chance of losing one’s life. In both cases, one seeks the 
sensation of being a real lover or a real #ghter, but vent-
ing one’s reproductive or adrenal glands over pixilated 
images, not &esh and blood for which one is responsible.

Zimbardo and Duncan are right, this is a generation 
mired in fake love and fake war, and that is dangerous. A 
man who learns to be a lover through porn will simulta-
neously love everyone and no one. A man obsessed with 
violent gaming can learn to #ght everyone and no one.

The answer to both addictions is to fight arousal 
with arousal. Set forth the gospel vision of a Christ who 
loves his bride and who #ghts to save her. And then let’s 
train our young men to follow Christ by learning to love 
a real woman, sometimes by #ghting his own desires and 
the spirit beings who would eat him up. Let’s teach our 
men to make love, and to make war ... for real.
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