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Five Ministry Priorities for Those
Struggling with Same-Sex Attraction

by MICHAEL R. EMLET

In the Harry Potter books, the wizard Voldemort struck such fear and dread into the 
hearts of the wizarding community that the name itself was considered unspeak-
able. In conversation, he was referred to as “He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named.” If his 
name was spoken aloud by someone, the mere mention caused visceral discomfort 
in the listener. 

In many churches, the issue of Christians who struggle with same-sex attrac-
tion seems to engender the same hushed and uncomfortable attitude, both in pub-
lic settings and in private conversation. Is this so in your church community? Is 
same-sex attraction “The-Struggle-That-Must-Not-Be-Named”? In general, the 
church—that is, we!—have done a poor job of creating an environment in which 
Christian men and women who struggle in this way are able to share their burden 
honestly and find strength for the journey of faith. I hope that this article will serve 
in some small way to counteract the tendency toward uncomfortable silence about 
this struggle.

This is a huge topic and it can be approached in a variety of ways. In this ar-
ticle, I primarily want to equip ministry leaders and wise friends to help professing 
believers who struggle with same-sex attraction and want to live sexually pure lives 
before God.1 But if you are someone who wrestles with same-sex attraction, I trust 

1  I will use primarily the term same-sex attraction because it is a descriptive term that avoids sexual 
identity language such as gay, lesbian, queer, or homosexual. I will discuss the importance of this ap-
proach later. 
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you also will be helped as you “listen in” on my counsel directed to those who love 
and minister to you.

But first, what am I not going to talk about? I’m not going to present the bibli-
cal basis for maintaining that homosexual behavior is prohibited by Scripture. It is 
my starting foundation that the Bible forbids the living out of homoerotic attrac-
tion in thought (fantasy life) and action. I refer you to Robert Gagnon’s book, The 
Bible and Homosexual Practice, which makes the most comprehensive and persua-
sive biblical case for this traditional position.2 

I’m also not going to talk about politics and other larger cultural issues such 
as same-sex marriage and partner benefits. I believe that Scripture clearly teaches 
that marriage is an exclusive and covenantal relationship between one man and one 
woman. Too much discourse within the church exists at the political-cultural level 
and the individual struggler gets left in the dust.

Lastly, I’m not going to focus on the various theories regarding the causes 
of same-sex attraction. A complex interplay of multiple factors including biology, 
family dynamics, personal experiences such as sexual abuse, and choices can con-
tribute to the struggle. But whatever causative factors are present, the overwhelm-
ing majority of same-sex attracted strugglers affirm they did not choose their homo-
sexual desires (just as those with heterosexual desire did not wake up one day and 
decide to be attracted to those of the opposite sex). 

What I am going to focus on are several key issues and themes necessary for 
living faithfully amid the struggle with same-sex attraction, and for ministering 
faithfully to those who struggle. My counseling experience is primarily with male 
same-sex attraction so I’ll only give a nod to potential differences in the experience 
of female same-sex attraction. But I trust that what I say will have broad implica-
tions for both men and women who are struggling. 

The remainder of this article will discuss five key priorities for faithful ministry 
and discipleship. These steps are not sequential but should happen in parallel. To 
the extent that we move in these directions, I believe we can significantly ameliorate 
the guilt, shame, and isolation that same-sex attracted strugglers experience.

Ministry Priority #1: Overcome a “don’t ask, don’t tell” mindset.
This is the starting point. If we’re not talking honestly, there’s little that can happen 
constructively. This is a broad problem in general within our churches. Some things 
are acceptable to talk about and others are not.

What does a typical group prayer time look like at your church? Often we 

2  Robert A. J. Gagnon, The Bible and Homosexual Practice: Texts and Hermeneutics (Nashville, TN: 
Abingdon Press, 2001).
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ask for prayer for other people or situations (not bad in and of itself of course), 
or we share some “acceptable” struggle, usually in generic categories. “I need to 
be more patient with my children” is okay. Less okay, depending on the level of 
honesty within your community, is “I screamed at my kids last night and they were 
cowering in fear. Today I feel like an abject failure as a parent and as a Christian. 
And I’m worried about the long-term damage I may be inflicting on my children 
by my frequent losses of temper. I need help.” Do you cringe when you hear that? 
Jesus doesn’t, nor does he want his people to react in that way to weakness, sin,  
and brokenness.

Would those who wrestle with same-sex attraction be more likely to share their 
struggle, either privately or publicly, if other believers model weakness and the ex-
pectation of struggle and suffering in the Christian life? I’ve seen how such honesty 
and courage begets transparency in a small group setting. When one person shares 
honestly, others are more prone to do so. I was part of a small group years ago where 
a culture of vulnerability and acceptance led several members of the group to share 
their struggles with same-sex attraction for the first time. 

What action steps would help to overcome a “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy? 
Certainly the onus is on each of us to do our part in creating a mini-culture of 

vulnerability by how we share our own hearts, ask for prayer, and model acceptance 
of others’ struggles. 

Along these lines what are some markers that you’re a safe person with whom 
strugglers can share? Consider these diagnostic questions:

Are you honest about your own brokenness and sin, and therefore not 
surprised about the brokenness and sin of others?
Do you listen more than you speak? 
Have you taken the time to learn others’ stories, whether they struggle 
with same-sex attraction or with other sins?
Do you ask questions that invite deeper reflection and honesty? 
Do you avoid simplistic answers to complex problems?
Can you keep a confidence? 

Being this kind of person invites transparency from others. 
On the other hand, what are some markers that you are not a safe person with 

Are you a safe person with whom  
strugglers can share? 
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whom strugglers can share?
Do you ever make snide comments about the gay community? 
Do you ever make fun of men who appear more effeminate than other 
men? 
Do you speak as if homosexual behavior and same-sex attraction are worse 
problems than other struggles for a Christian?

Being this kind of person will shut down transparency from others 
What else can you do to invite honesty, particularly at a leadership level in the 

church? If you’re a pastor, do you assume that some members of your congregation 
are indeed struggling with homoerotic attraction? You should assume that this is 
highly likely, and should acknowledge it from the pulpit, not just privately. Don’t 
only use sermon illustrations of “culturally acceptable” sins, such as materialism, 
anger, or heterosexual lust. Talk about homosexual lust, too. Research shows that 
on average 5% of your congregation may battle same-sex attraction at the level of 
desire or behavior. The number may be higher if your congregation is young and 
you’re ministering in an urban context.3 And do you spend time modeling ac-
ceptance and equipping your members with gracious ways of responding to those 
who confide any struggle with life-dominating sin patterns? We all need to grow in 
wisdom here in order to create a culture of honest one-anothering. Pastoral leader-
ship will prepare people to be thoughtful and sensitive as these disclosures occur. 

Let me close this point with a quote from Christian anthropologist Jenell  
Williams Paris. 

We need to set a place at the table for people with conflicted 
desires, inconsistent behavior and complicated sexual journeys. 
And if we really receive them, we’ll realize that they are us.4 

Each one of us, if we’re honest, comes to the table sexually broken or sinful in some 
way. If we acknowledge this, it will weaken the “don’t ask, don’t tell” mindset. 

Ministry Priority #2: Emphasize identity in Christ over sexual identity.
We’ve probably all drunk the Kool-Aid on this one! Knowingly or unknowingly, 
we have bought into a sexual identity paradigm for categorizing ourselves and oth-
ers—instead of rooting our identity in Christ.

3 Edward Laumann and colleagues: 6.2% of males and 4.4% of females reported some level of same-
sex attraction.  E. O. Laumann, J. H. Gagnon, R. T. Michael and S. Michaels, The Social Organization 
of Sexuality (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994). Quoted in Stanton L. Jones and Mark A. 
Yarhouse, Ex-Gays? A Longitudinal Study of Religiously Mediated Change in Sexual Orientation (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2007), 32.

4  Jenell Williams Paris, The End of Sexual Identity: Why Sex Is Too Important to Define Who We Are 
(Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 2011), 110.
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Jenell Williams Paris reminds us that earlier generations did not link sexual 
feelings to human identity as we do today. She says, 

Sexual identity is a Western, nineteenth-century formulation of 
what it means to be human. It’s grounded in a belief that the di-
rection of one’s sexual desire is identity-constituting, earning each 
individual a label (gay, lesbian, straight, etc.) and social role.5 

These labels did not exist previously; people simply lived in societies as men and 
women without their sexual desires becoming a central facet of their self-identity.

Viewing people through sexual identity categories can immediately create a 
chasm between you and your neighbor, between you and your brother or sister. 
Scripture talks about men and women. Scripture talks about sexual behavior and 
ethics, including its affirmation that sex is reserved for marriage between a man and 
a woman. But it doesn’t speak of a “sexual identity.” Of course, we don’t ignore our 
sexual desires nor how powerfully they can shape our conception of who we are. We 
are sexual beings, yes, but there’s something more fundamental to our personhood, 
as we’ll see in a minute. Bottom line: we’re never called in Scripture to discover and 
embrace our sexual identity. 

Here’s another way of saying this—we are more than our desires, whether 
sexual or otherwise. Personhood cannot be reduced to what we desire. So what’s 
more foundational than “sexual identity”? Identity found in Christ.6 

As believers, our identity is in Christ, not in ourselves. The apostle Paul uses 
the phrase “in Christ” over ninety times in the New Testament to stress the be-
liever’s union with Christ. What does this mean? 

In Christ we are adopted as sons and daughters (Rom 8:16).
In Christ we are justified. Our sins are forgiven and we are given the very 
righteousness of Christ (Acts 10:43; Rom 3:23–24; Rom 5:1; 2 Cor 5:21).

5  Ibid., 41.

6  See Pierce Taylor Hibbs, “A House Built upon the Rock: Finding Our Identity in Christ,” Journal of 
Biblical Counseling 28:2 (2014): 53-58. 

Knowingly or unknowingly, we have 
bought into a sexual identity paradigm for 

categorizing ourselves and others—instead of 
rooting our identity in Christ. 
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In Christ we are sanctified. We are cleansed, covered, and made holy (1 
Cor 1:2; 1 Cor 6:11; Eph 5:26). 
In Christ we are given a mission. We are ambassadors of the King, living 
to bring his reconciliation to all people (2 Cor 5:18–20).
In Christ we will one day experience bodily resurrection unto glory (1 Cor 15).

The agent of this union is the Holy Spirit. Christ has given us his very Spirit to 
indwell us and give us all the blessings of redemption (Acts 2:33; Eph 1:3–14). 

Galatians 2:20 expresses this reality in a slightly different way: “I have been 
crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I now live 
in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for 
me.” I am not my own. You are not your own.

So who are we? Children of the Father, brothers and sisters to King Jesus, 
heirs of the kingdom, ambassadors of the King’s mission to the world. And that 
has nothing to do with the direction of our sexual desire and everything to do with 
God’s pronouncement of our forgiveness and cleansing in Christ. 

Notice how powerfully Paul describes the identity shift that takes place 
in Christ as he writes to the Corinthians (a church that clearly did not have  
it all together!).

Do not be deceived: neither the sexually immoral, nor idola-
ters, nor adulterers, nor men who practice homosexuality, nor 
thieves, nor the greedy, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor swindlers 
will inherit the kingdom of God. And such were some of you. 
But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in 
the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God. 
(1 Cor 6:9–11)

We are no longer defined by our sinful behaviors but by the justifying and sanctify-
ing work of Jesus Christ. 

Finally, notice how Paul also relativizes gender, ethnic, and socio-economic 
distinctions in light of Christ—“There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither 
slave nor free, there is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal 
3:28). All that might be used to identify a person—gender, class, ethnicity, the 
direction of one’s sexual desire—pales in comparison to being identified with and 
in Christ.

Identity in Christ is foundational for the next two priorities, which deal with 
battling same-sex attraction in the trenches.

Ministry Priority #3: Don’t confuse temptation with sin.
Let me start by framing this issue more broadly. Here’s a question: is it possible to be 
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tempted to gossip but not commit the sin of gossip? “Yes, of course,” we would say. 
Another question: is it possible for a man to be attracted to a woman and not sin? This 
is a bit more tricky since “attracted to” requires a more precise definition, but I think 
most would agree that yes, it’s definitely possible. Few would deny that a person could 
potentially have heterosexual physical attraction to someone and not sin. 

But is this true for same-sex attracted strugglers as well? Is it possible for a man 
to experience attraction to another man and not sin? Avoid a kneejerk “yes” or “no” 
reaction here. You may not have thought about this before, so walk with me slowly 
as I first discuss the issues of desire, temptation, and sin from a biblical perspective 
and then apply that discussion by offering practical guidelines for facing temptation. 

 Biblical perspectives on temptation and sin. I want to look at five biblical 
perspectives that will ultimately motivate those you are counseling to wage spiritual 
war in the midst of temptation.

First, the Bible definitely teaches it is possible to be tempted without sinning. The 
classic text is James 1:13-15. 

Let no one say when he is tempted, “I am being tempted by 
God,” for God cannot be tempted with evil, and he himself 
tempts no one. But each person is tempted when he is lured 
and enticed by his own desire. Then desire when it has con-
ceived gives birth to sin, and sin when it is fully grown brings  
forth death.

I’ll try to parse this out more carefully as I proceed, but for now, notice that desire in 
and of itself is not sin. There is a difference between temptation and sin.

The apostle Paul also provides instruction: “God is faithful, and he will not let 
you be tempted beyond your ability, but with the temptation he will also provide the 
way of escape, that you may be able to endure it” (1 Cor 10:13). One can experience 
temptation without succumbing to it. 

The Puritan John Owen wrote an entire treatise on this subject. In “Of Tempta-
tion,” he focuses on the meaning of Jesus’ admonition to the disciples, “Watch and 
pray that you may not enter into temptation” (Matt 26:41).7 He notes that entering 
into temptation does not necessarily mean “to be conquered by a temptation, to fall 
down under it, to commit the sin or evil that we are tempted to, or to omit the duties 

7  Owen defines temptation as “any thing, state, way, or condition that, upon any account whatever, 
hath a force or efficacy to seduce, to draw the mind and heart of a man from its obedience which God 
requires of him, into any sin, in any degree of it whatever. In particular, that is a temptation to any man 
which causes or occasions him to sin, or in any thing to go off from his duty, either by bringing evil into 
his heart, or drawing out that evil that is in his heart, or any other way diverting him from communion 
with God, and that constant, equal, universal obedience, in matter and manner, that is required of him” 
(“Of Temptation,” Temptation and Sin, The Works of John Owen Vol. VI [Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth 
Trust, 1967], 96). 
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that are opposed. A man may ‘enter into temptation’ and yet not fall under temptation. 
God can make a way for a man to escape.”8 Indeed, a person can enter into the throes 
of temptation without actually succumbing to temptation by the commission of sin.

One other passage that differentiates temptation from sin is Hebrews 4:15: 
“For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, 
but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin.” So Jesus 
himself was tempted but he did not sin. However, this raises a question, “If Jesus as 
the perfect Son of God had no indwelling sin, how could he be “lured and enticed 
by his own desire”? How could he be tempted? This leads to a second point.

Second, temptations may arise from within (the flesh), from the world (situations, 
circumstances, particular allurements), or from the devil. Owen puts it this way: 
“Temptation may proceed wither singly from Satan, or the world, or other men in 
the world, or from ourselves, or jointly from all or some of them, in their several 
combinations.”9 While we as fallen human beings can experience temptation via 
all three avenues, Jesus experienced temptation from without (the world and the 
devil), but not from within. Passages that demonstrate the role of the world and 
Satan in promoting sin include Ephesians 2:1–3 and James 4:1–7 (although both 
passages also reveal the role of the flesh). In the passages I previously mentioned 
we see temptation arising internally (James 1), externally (Hebrews 4), and from 
multiple possible (but unspecified) avenues (1 Corinthians 10; Matthew 26).

Third, sin occurs not simply at the level of outward actions but inward thoughts 
and intentions. This is a theme throughout the Sermon on the Mount. But spe-
cifically with regard to adultery, Jesus says, “You have heard that it was said, ‘You 
shall not commit adultery.’ But I say to you that everyone who looks at a woman 
with lustful intent has already committed adultery with her in his heart” (Matt 
5:27–28). The phrase lustful intent is key. Jesus reminds us that the intentions of 
the heart matter. But is all physical attraction the same as looking at someone with 
lustful intent? I don’t think so, or there would be no “space” for temptation. Surely 
not all looking is longing, and not all seeing is sinning.

But it is a fine line, and Calvin is less generous. Here is his exposition of the 

8  Ibid., 97. He further describes the experience of “entering into temptation” this way: “Entering into 
temptation may be seen in the lesser degrees of it; as, for instance, when the heart begins secretly to like 
the matter of the temptation, and is content to feed it and increase it by any ways that it may without 
downright sin” (119). “Let, then, a man know that when he likes that which feeds his lust, and keeps 
it up by ways either good in themselves or not downright sinful, he is entered into temptation” (120). 
Owen takes for granted the existence of lusts of the flesh in the regenerate, but does not equate that with 
the commission of sin.  The juxtaposition of “peculiar lusts” and “suitable objects or occasions for their 
exercise” is what constitutes entering into temptation (120). 

9  Ibid., 95.
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tenth commandment (you shall not covet) in The Institutes.
We previously said that under the terms “adultery” and “theft” 
are included the desire to commit adultery and the intention to 
harm and deceive. . . . For intent, as we spoke of it under the 
preceding commandments, is deliberate consent of will where 
lust subjects the heart. But covetousness can exist without such 
deliberation or consent when the mind is only pricked or tickled 
by empty and perverse objects.10 

Building on Augustine, Calvin goes on to say this. 
Someone will object that fantasies, flitting aimlessly about the 
mind and then vanishing, cannot be condemned as instances 
of covetousness, whose seat is in the heart…Nothing desirable 
ever comes into our mind without our heart leaping with excite-
ment….It was the Lord’s plan to forbid all evil desire.11

 Calvin is saying that if our heart leaps with excitement, if our mind is only pricked 
or tickled by a perverse object—even without intent—then we have sinned. 

Calvin was concerned to overturn the contemporary Roman Catholic idea of 
“venial sin,” which was defined as “desire without deliberate assent, which does not 
long remain in the heart.” Calling such things venial was taking them too lightly 
for Calvin. He responds, “But I say: it cannot even steal into the heart except for 
lack of those things which are required in the law. . . . Has some desire pricked our 
heart? We are already guilty of covetousness and consequently are transgressors of 
the law.”12

It would seem that Calvin is suggesting that some sins happen without temp-
tation per se. To have the desire is to commit the sin. What should we think about 
this? In his zeal to rebut contemporary Roman Catholic theology, does he blur the 
distinction between the lusts of the flesh (indwelling sin) and the actual commis-
sion of sin (in thought, word, or deed)? It seems that Owen (and other places in 
Scripture I noted) gives more leeway to experience temptation without sinning. 

Truly, it is hard to parse a covetous desire from lustful intent! It may be difficult 
to know when someone has crossed the line. Anger might also be in this category. 
When does righteous anger turn into unrighteous anger? And yet Scripture differ-

10  John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, John T. McNeill, ed; translated by Ford Lewis Battles 
(Philadelphia, PA: Westminster Press, 1960), Volume 1, Book II.8.49, 413.

11  Calvin, II.8.50, 414.

12  Calvin, II.8.58, 421.
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entiates the two: it is possible to be angry and not sin (Eph 4:26). Other sins (e.g., 
lying) are easier to parse into desire (I want to save face) from actual sin (I lie to 
someone to save face). Certainly one takeaway here is that we ought to take special 
care to guard our hearts against situations that could potentially stir up desire.13 

Fourth, no desire is neutral, per se. All desires and all motivations are with respect 
to God. Some desires wouldn’t exist apart from the fall (e.g., same-sex attraction; desire 
to harm someone; desire for the praise of man). Their “direction” is inherently away 
from God. Other desires whose initial “direction” may be inherently good are inevita-
bly tainted with sinful intentions (e.g., a desire for excellence becomes perfectionism; 
a desire to rule well becomes authoritarianism; attraction for the opposite sex becomes 
lustful craving). 

Still, these “directionally divergent” desires or “inordinate” desires are not neces-
sarily acts of sin in and of themselves. They represent the vestiges of indwelling sin 
(the flesh) that will certainly erupt into sinful acts of commission and omission (both 
outwardly and inwardly) apart from the sanctifying work of the Spirit.14

Fifth, it’s appropriate to seek change at the level of our desires, affections, and motiva-
tions. Paul says in Galatians 5:24 that “those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified 
the flesh with its passions and desires.” Interestingly, Galatians 5:16–26 also implicitly 
differentiates the “desires of the flesh” from the gratification of those desires in actual 
“works of the flesh,” which corroborates our earlier discussion differentiating desire 
from the commission of sin. Even so, Paul tells us that the sanctifying work of the Spir-
it begins at the level of desires. And so he commands elsewhere, “Put to death therefore 
what is earthly in you: sexual immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, and covetousness,  

13  Even the fall of humanity into sin gives some instruction here. When did Adam and Eve sin? It 
seems it was when they actually ate the fruit that “the eyes of both were opened, and they knew they 
were naked” (Gen 3:7). Yet, look at the lead-up to the sin itself: “So when the woman saw that the tree 
was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make one 
wise”—i.e. it was in the context of those aberrant and inordinate desires—“she took of its fruit and 
ate…” (Gen 3:6). 

14  Here’s an agricultural analogy: Seeds are not “neutral.” They will produce one kind of tree (or weed!). 
But until they germinate they are “latent.” When germination happens we may not see it externally 
(sprouting underground = sinning inwardly, which Jesus discusses in the Sermon on the Mount). Even-
tually (usually) the sprout comes above ground and ultimately bears fruit in keeping with the seed type 
(= sinning outwardly). 

Sometimes we act (and strugglers feel) as 
if even experiencing a fleeting same-sex 
attraction is always sin in and of itself. 
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which is  idolatry” (Col 3:5). 
In light of these biblical-theological reflections, how should we think about ho-

mosexual attraction? Is experiencing a stirring of same-sex physical attraction sin? Not 
necessarily (Calvin’s perspective notwithstanding)! I believe it is possible to “be attracted 
and sin not.” Nick Roen, quoting John Piper, notes, 

It would be right to say that same-sex desires are sinful in the sense 
that they are disordered by sin and exist contrary to God’s revealed 
will. But to be caused by sin and rooted in sin does not make a sinful 
desire equal to sinning.15 

Roen goes on to say, 
In other words, although SSA [same-sex attraction] is a disor-
dered desire, owing to the fall and thus rooted in sin and bro-
ken by sin, nevertheless experiencing SSA is not in itself an act  
of sinning.”16

Notice the distinction here between the presence of sinful desires owing to indwelling 
sin (or better, the flesh) from the fall, and the actual commission of sin. Further, consid-
er bodily weakness, illness, and suffering. These experiences did not exist before the fall, 
came into existence because of the fall, and will not exist in glory. Yet they are not sin.

These perspectives give us several ways of understanding same-sex attraction that 
are not necessarily equated with the actual commission of sin. Now, does it seem like 
we are splitting biblical-theological hairs here? Consider the pastoral importance of 
maintaining this careful distinction.

Sometimes we act (and strugglers feel) as if even experiencing a fleeting same-sex 
attraction is always sin in and of itself. And so the same-sex attracted struggler tends to 
go around in a perpetual state of sinfulness, guilt, and shame. He or she feels stained at 
the core because of these unnatural/disordered desires—even if those desires never rise 
above the level of temptation. Wes Hill puts it like this: 

It’s true that . . . [a heterosexual person’s lust] . . . isn’t pleasing to 
God. But at least they’re attracted to the sex God originally planned 
for human beings to be attracted to! . . . [Homosexual attraction] 
feels as though there is no desire that isn’t lust, no attraction that 
isn’t illicit.17 

15  Nick Roen, “Is It Sin to Experience Same-Sex Attraction?,” Desiring God, December 17, 2013, 
accessed on June 23, 2014, http://www.desiringgod.org/blog/posts/is-it-sin-to-experience-same-sex-
attraction.

16  Ibid.

17  Wesley Hill, Washed and Waiting: Reflections on Christian Faithfulness and Homosexuality (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2010), 137.
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So put yourself in that situation. How does that feel? Like being told to play in a 
muddy field but also being told not to get dirty? Impossible! It’s no wonder then that 
someone struggling with same-sex attraction may conclude, “Sometimes I feel that no 
matter what I do, I am displeasing to God. I am perpetually dirty.” This is why dif-
ferentiating between temptation and sin is so critical. In most instances, experiencing 
a stirring of same-sex physical attraction is a temptation to sin, but not sin itself. This 
“permission” to struggle builds hope to fight the battle at all levels—desire, affection, 
thought, words, and deeds. 

Most Christian strugglers I’ve talked with hate the fact that they experience a bodi-
ly, sexual attraction to members of the same sex. They would trade it in a heartbeat for 
heterosexual attraction. It is a “thorn” they plead with God to take away. It is not some-
thing they have chosen (as though they woke up one day and decided to have same-sex 
attraction). Nor are they actively choosing this experience in the present, although they 
would agree they have a choice of how to respond in the midst of temptation.

Now, I said a few paragraphs earlier that “in most instances” same-sex attraction 
should be considered temptation to sin, but not sin itself. Are there other instances in 
which the attraction is hard to separate from the commission of sin? Yes. I have met 
Christians who have more actively chosen and nurtured same-sex attraction through 
curiosity, experimentation, and sustained pornography use. In these situations it may 
be more difficult to differentiate sexual attraction at the desire level from sexual attrac-
tion manifested as actual sin (at the thought level) when a particular stirring of same-sex 
attraction occurs.

Further, although I have lingering questions regarding Calvin’s view, his 
comments remind us that we should have a low threshold for calling a particular 
experience of attraction “sin.” That’s true for heterosexual attraction, too! When 
do I cross the line between admiration of beauty and sexual lust? It’s not always 
easy to tell. Do I linger in my look? How long is too long? Have I viewed this 
person as an object? Am I dwelling too long on the remembrance of this person’s 
physical appearance? These are judgment calls requiring discernment and self-
awareness and should prompt us to cry out with the psalmist, “Search me, O 
God, and know my heart! Try me and know my thoughts! And see if there be any 
grievous way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting” (Ps 139:23–24).

Even if a person concludes, “Yes, I think my stirring of sexual attraction right now has 
crossed the line,” the admission of this sin is a portal to experience, not persistent guilt and 
shame, but the fresh grace and mercy of Jesus Christ. Don’t miss the magnificent promise 
of 1 John 1:9, “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to  
cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”
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Please don’t misunderstand me here. While we do want our counselees to be 
more aware of the sinful inclinations of their hearts, we don’t want them to become 
morbidly introspective in parsing the nuances of desire, temptation, and sin. After 
all, sinful desires are inherently self-deceptive so we’ll never be perfectly aware of 
our inner world! More important than “correctly” identifying whether someone has 
crossed a thin line into sin is focusing on the wideness and nearness of God’s mercy 
for sinners and sufferers. 

Finally, before we move on to practical guidelines for facing temptation, I 
want to leave you with two more orienting thoughts. 

First, while it is important to recognize and say “no” to inordinate sexual 
desire before it blossoms into sin, sanctification involves more than identifying 
and denying sinfully oriented desires. It also involves cultivating, as Thomas 
Chalmers called it, the “expulsive power of a new affection.”18 Chalmers reminds 
us that we do not turn from sin simply by being convinced it’s not good for us. 
Rather, as we become increasingly captivated by the love of Jesus, our appetites 
wane for lesser loves. As Helen Lemmel’s hymn urges, “Turn your eyes upon Je-
sus, Look full in His wonderful face, And the things of earth will grow strangely 
dim, In the light of His glory and grace.”19 Many years earlier the psalmist cap-
tured the same sentiment when he wrote, “Oh, taste and see that the LORD 
is good!” (Ps 34:8a). Whet your appetite for gourmet fare, not empty fast  
food calories!

Second, if you are the helper, make sure the standard you apply to others 
regarding their sin is the same standard you apply to yourself (Matt 7:1–7). 
Sometimes those who do not struggle with same-sex attraction project a moral 
superiority toward these strugglers, imposing a harsher (and perhaps unbibli-
cal) standard of what obedience looks like. Again, this is why maintaining the 
distinction between temptation and sin is so important.

Practical guidelines for facing temptation. So, we have reviewed the bib-
lical perspectives; let’s now talk practically about how to exploit the space that 
exists between temptation and sin. Another way of saying this is, how can you 
encourage strugglers to turn toward God rather than away from him when they 
experience a stirring of same-sex attraction? What specifically might you suggest?

18  Thomas Chalmers, “The Expulsive Power of a New Affection,” Christianity.com, accessed September 
5, 2014, http://www.christianity.com/christian-life/spiritual-growth/the-expulsive-power-of-a-new-
affection-11627257.html.

19  Helen H. Lemmel, “Turn Your Eyes upon Jesus” Hymn # 481, Trinity Hymnal (Norcross, GA: Great 
Commission Publications, 1990). 
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that’s the trigger for your temptation.

I find that I talk more to myself than to God in the midst of temptation! But what 
should you pray? Have you (if you’re a struggling man) ever prayed like this? “Oh 
Lord, I find my heart stirred by this guy I bumped into. Help me! Give me grace 
to turn to you now. Would you stir up affection for you that begins to drown 
out lesser attractions?” Or sometimes prayer simply sounds like, “Jesus, Son of 
David, have mercy on me!”

God. A truly evil one is attacking you right now. What’s the lie he wants you to 
believe? We need to increasingly recognize the false advertising of the devil in the 
midst of temptation. We need to have eyes to see the spiritual battle that is taking 
place. Remember that fighting temptation involves more than simply recogniz-
ing and fighting evil desires within. Why? Because temptation is more than an in-
terior, psychological experience as Owen reminds us. I think we forget that in the 
fog of war. We must recognize that the deadly triad of the flesh, the world, and 
the devil all conspire to lead us into sin. So draw battle lines on all three fronts. 
In addition to fighting the flesh, recognize and renounce unbiblical perspectives 
trumpeted by the world and reinforced by the evil one, such as: “Your sexuality is 
private. What you feel is your reality. The tide has turned in our society, so what’s 
stopping you? The Bible is irrelevant to modern day committed monogamous 
relationships. Did God really say? . . .”

simply a stall tactic as though you are saying, “Let me busy myself with some-
thing else and hopefully I’ll forget what’s going on in my head and body right 
now.” Rather seek to turn upward and outward in love—for God and for others.

occasions to cross paths with this person. This humanizes rather than treats the 
person as an object of your desires.20

These are ways to wage war in the midst of temptation. But such fighting is 
unlikely to happen if strugglers already feel like they’ve lost the battle each and 
every time simply by experiencing an attraction. Remember that getting bruised 
and bloodied in the fight against temptation is not a mark of immaturity but of 

20  For a more comprehensive example of what active love looks like in this situation see, “Manipulative 
Obsession or Love from a Pure Heart?” Journal of Biblical Counseling 28:1 (2014): 76-82.
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maturity. Such battle wounds and scars are consistent with the life of Jesus.
With this distinction between sin and temptation in mind you may wonder, 

what change should same-sex attracted strugglers expect in this life? Less sin? Less 
temptation? Change at the level of desire from same-sex to opposite-sex? This leads 
to my fourth ministry theme.

Ministry Priority #4: Have realistic, biblical expectations for change. 
It is important to have realistic, biblically-based expectations concerning change 
for those experiencing same-sex attraction. Misconceptions about this lead only to 
further pain and isolation. Remember that change is the same for all sinners in the 
sense that it can be difficult, slow, and incomplete in this lifetime. Here, then, are 
three realistic expectations concerning change.

First, expect to see change on a continuum. Notice this is true for any struggle 
in the Christian life, whether it’s anxiety, anger, depression, gossip, gluttony, mate-
rialism, alcohol abuse, or heterosexual lust. We’re all in the same boat here.

Living faithfully with same-sex attraction can look differently depending on 
the specific contours of the person’s struggle. What do I mean? Clearly, not all 
same-sex attracted people have the same experience. The struggle itself exists on  
a continuum. 

I have counseled men who spent years in an active gay lifestyle who are now 
trying to live faithfully either as single or married men. I have listened to men 
who have described an exclusive and abiding same-sex attraction that by God’s 
grace they have chosen not to indulge in their thought lives or behaviorally. I 
have talked with men who experience sexual attraction to both men and women. 
And I know men who have a preference for male company and emotional inti-
macy that is not particularly sexualized. I have counseled women whose same-
sex attraction arose in the context of being repulsed by the harsh misogyny of 
heterosexual pornography, but who still desire marriage to a man. Each story has 
unique contours.

What does this mean? Growth may look different for a man who has had 
lifelong persistent and exclusive same-sex attraction21 vs. the man who has emo-
tional and physical attraction for both men and women. Just as the struggle 
is experienced on a continuum, growth in Christ will occur on a continuum, 

21  Some may use the words “homosexual orientation” to describe the situation of persistent and exclu-
sive same-sex attraction. While I am not opposed to the term in this descriptive sense, I believe its use 
can create confusion because it is a loaded term meaning different things to different people. For some 
it suggests an immutable, biological state of being that must be embraced as an identity (gay lifestyle) 
rather than renounced. For others it remains a descriptive shorthand for the predominant direction of 
their sexual attraction. Further, the term also suggests an “all or nothing” change process—either I have 
a homosexual orientation or a heterosexual orientation (or possibly bisexual orientation). But is it really 
that simple? 
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including change at the level of behavior, the level of thought, and the level of 
desire and affection.

Christian faithfulness might not look like the eradication of same-sex desire, 
but the consistent denial of such desire in service to a greater desire to honor 
Christ and his kingdom. In fact, that is the norm in the Christian life no mat-
ter what sin issue we’re dealing with. As a friend said to Wes Hill, “Living with 
unfulfilled desires is not the exception of the human experience but the rule.”22

This is why I do not support the use of the term reparative therapy. I find 
the term problematic given its exclusive use. Why don’t we talk about reparative 
therapy for those who have a persistent bent toward anger, gossip, harshness, 
drug addiction, and heterosexual lust? The term implies “if it’s broken it can be 
fixed.” It views same-sex attraction as a disease to be cured rather than a desire 
to be battled. Do we have the same “cure” expectation for other life-dominating 
struggles in the Christian life?!

In my experience—and this is borne out in research done by Christians 
Stan Jones and Mark Yarhouse—the majority of people continue to struggle 
with some level of same-sex attraction.23  The idea of reparative therapy, while 
rightly stressing the potential for change, can do more harm than good because 
it promises something that isn’t a reality for many strugglers on this side of glory.  

No doubt some people experience genuine change in the direction of their 
sexual desire. It’s appropriate to pray for that and rejoice when it happens. But 

22  Hill, Washed and Waiting, 72.

23  Stanton L. Jones and Mark A. Yarhouse, Ex-Gays? A Longitudinal Study of Religiously Mediated 
Change in Sexual Orientation (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2007). In their longitudinal study 
of 98 men and women seeking Christian help for their same-sex attraction (the first study of its kind), 
15% of participants experienced “conversion” to heterosexual attraction, 23% experienced “chastity” 
(eradication of or significant decrease in same-sex attraction), 29% experienced some diminution of 
homosexual attraction, 15% showed no change, 4% experienced no change and gave up on the change 
process, and 8% gave up and embraced a gay identity. (369). Overall this is encouraging, but it is 
important to realize that most of the individuals in the “conversion” or “chastity” groups “did not report 
themselves to be without experience of homosexual arousal and they did not report heterosexual orienta-
tion to be unequivocal and uncomplicated” (372). Some level of ongoing struggle should not surprise us 
given a biblical understanding of progressive sanctification.

Christian faithfulness might not look like 
the eradication of same-sex desire, but the 

consistent denial of such desire in service to a 
greater desire to honor Christ and his kingdom. 
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many others experience growth differently. They find that in the midst of faith-
fully battling persistent same-sex attraction that temptation leads to sin less 
often. It’s appropriate to pray for grace along those lines as well and to rejoice 
in that evidence of growth. Remember, one pattern of Christian growth is not 
superior to another in God’s economy.  

You might ask, “Doesn’t this breed complacency if the endpoint is not a 
full ‘conversion’ of homosexual desire to heterosexual desire?” Not necessarily, 
for three reasons. First, as I discussed earlier, if experiencing same-sex attraction 
is viewed more accurately, in most instances as temptation to sin rather than 
outright personal sin, it actually increases motivation to fight against the wiles 
of the world, flesh, and devil. Secondly, the sole target of sanctification is not 
in the sexual desire realm. The Spirit is at work in multiple areas of our lives, 
not just with regard to sexual desires. There are many simultaneous battlefronts 
in the war of progressive sanctification. Continued struggle in one area (e.g., 
persistent same-sex attraction) should not negate effort and growth in other 
places of spiritual conflict. And lastly, we can’t miss that God is at work growing 
us even in the midst of our failures.24 Failure to arrive at a particular spiritual 
destination does not nullify all the good work God is doing on the journey.

Having said that, we should also set before us the example and exhortation 
of Paul whose own persistent thorn (whatever physical or spiritual challenge it 
may have been) did not lead to complacency in discipleship. 

Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only 
one receives the prize? So run that you may obtain it. Every 
athlete exercises self-control in all things. They do it to receive 
a perishable wreath but we an imperishable. So I do not run 
aimlessly; I do not box as one beating the air. But I discipline 
my body and keep it under control, lest after preaching to 
others I myself should be disqualified. (1 Cor 9:24–27)

Paul’s journey was ongoing and he pursued holiness actively in the midst of his 
various trials.

Second, don’t expect the process of sanctification to be radically different 
from OR radically the same as the process with other issues of temptation and sin. 
On the one hand, battling same-sex attraction is not radically different from other 

24  John Newton actually writes of the “advantages from remaining sin.” While in no way urging 
spiritual complacency, Newton highlights the potential benefits of the ongoing battle with various sins, 
including a heightened awareness of God’s faithfulness and love and a growing humility in the believer’s 
life. “Advantages From Remaining Sin” in Select Letters of John Newton (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth 
Trust, 2011), 150-154. See also Barbara Duguid, Extravagant Grace: God’s Glory Displayed in our Weak-
ness (Phillipsburg, NJ: P & R, 2013), 212-6.
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struggles in the Christian life in which we have to live with unfulfilled desires and 
embrace a bigger agenda of holiness. Let’s be careful not to put same-sex attraction 
into a different category. Doing so only amplifies guilt, shame, and isolation for 
those who are struggling. The dynamics of biblical change are the same for all of 
us, regardless of the particular temptations or weaknesses we face. No matter what 
desires we are battling, God intends to reshape and transform them in a more 
kingdom-centered direction over the course of our lives.

In addition, just as with other patterns of temptation and sin, it is appropriate 
to explore real and substantial contextual factors that contribute to the struggle. For 
example, if you’re working with a man to help him with his anger, it is certainly ap-
propriate to talk about the stressors in his life that trigger it, such as his eldest daugh-
ter leaving the faith or the reality that he and his family are on the brink of financial 
ruin because he lost his job. In a similar way with same-sex attraction, it is appropri-
ate to explore other relational dynamics and experiences that may be exacerbating 
the struggle and bringing more shame, such as a history of sexual abuse, bullying, 
poor relationships with parents or siblings, and poor choices in the past. Part of heal-
ing and growth involves wrestling with multiple issues that may contribute in some 
way to the experience of same-sex attraction, just as they do to other struggles in the 
Christian life. This is a critical part of hearing and understanding someone’s story.

And so, exploring heart dynamics (motivations, fears, desires, longings) 
along with contextual contributors (relationships, traumatic events, societal-cul-
tural pressures, etc.) to same-sex attraction is similar to the biblical approach for  
other struggles. 

Yet, battling same-sex attraction is not quite the same as denying unruly desires 
associated with (for example) money, power, success, or comfort. As I mentioned 
earlier, there is something in the struggle with sexual sin and brokenness that threat-
ens to overtake one’s identity and personhood. It feels much more “internal” and 
more tied to one’s very identity than perhaps many other sin patterns. No doubt, 
some of this is because we experience our sexuality in somatic ways. Further, the 
same-sex attraction struggle is deeply intertwined with expectations in relationships. 
“Will I ever have someone who considers me his/her primary relationship?” “As I 
grow older will I be alone?” We saw earlier the importance of not tying our identity 
to our sexuality. But because our sexuality is such a powerful aspect of our embodi-
ment and our expectations for community, sexual desires and passions do feel more 
connected to the essence of personhood. 

Add to that the heightened scrutiny the church places upon same-sex attracted 
Christians (over and above heterosexual sin) and it can be hard to view same-sex 
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attraction as a struggle “common to man,” to use the apostle Paul’s phrase (1 Cor 
10:13). It’s much more acceptable among men to struggle with heterosexual sin 
and brokenness than it is to struggle with homosexual sin and brokenness. Every 
talk on pornography for men that I’ve heard assumed a heterosexual struggle. No 
wonder a man attracted to other men feels different and out of the mainstream. 
He realizes he can’t act on his attractions in a God-honoring way, unlike oppo-
site-sex attraction, which at least has the potential to be acted upon in the context  
of marriage.

To wrap up this point, I think it is appropriate to recognize the increased bur-
den of suffering experienced by Christians who struggle with same-sex attraction, 
even as we also affirm the commonalities of wrestling with change at the level of 
heart desire and behavior that each of us experience no matter what patterns of 
temptation and sin are present.

Third, hold expectations for the long term loosely (in terms of marriage vs. 
celibate singleness). The goal of growth is neither marriage nor celibate singleness, 
per se, but conformity to the character of Christ. This is true whatever state you’re 
in, for however long you remain in it.

Many strugglers who want to honor Christ feel caught between a rock and a 
hard place. The men I’ve counseled who have an exclusive and abiding attraction to 
men have a hard time envisioning what marriage could look like apart from their 
same-sex desires being replaced by opposite-sex desires. They wonder what level of 
sexual intimacy is possible with a woman if they have only experienced same-sex 
attraction. At the same time, the prospect of lifelong celibate singleness isn’t very 
appealing either.

This is why I think it’s important to encourage strugglers to live in the “now.” 
Be who God is calling you to be today. Invest in the relationships that are before 
you now. You don’t know what the future will bring and how God’s transform-
ing power will play out in your life over time. Some who struggle with same-sex 
attraction will get married to a person of the opposite sex; others will remain 
single. But God has determined that every Christian will bear the fruit of his  
indwelling Spirit. 

Having said that, perhaps our views of marriage and sex within marriage con-
tribute to the pessimism many same-sex attracted strugglers feel when it comes to 
the potential for marriage. While I will speak more about this in the next section, 
consider this for now: it may be appropriate to re-conceive what marriage might 
look like between certain same-sex attracted strugglers and their spouses. For ex-
ample, could you imagine a marriage of less frequent sexual intimacy in which a 
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man, while he may not be as sexually aroused for his wife as he is for men, actually 
gains joy by serving his wife in this way? And his wife experiences his participation 
in (even a diminished) sex life as deep love and commitment rather than as being 
shortchanged in the physical intimacy department? Certainly this situation would 
require committed and mature believers earnestly desiring to pursue this option 
instead of singleness. And it would require extensive premarital counseling as well 
as careful follow up after marriage.

This is not to say that the spouse struggling with same-sex attraction couldn’t 
grow in sexual desire for his spouse; they just shouldn’t enter marriage counting on 
this happening, as though marriage is the “cure” for same-sex attraction. (Similarly, 
as many husbands and wives will sadly testify, marriage is not the cure for hetero-
sexual lust either). 

In suggesting this vision of a potential marital relationship, I want to empha-
size I am not advocating marriage as the goal or litmus test for Christian growth in 
a same-sex attracted struggler. I have mentioned it just as a possibility that might 
be good and life-giving for some, particularly for those whose same-sex attraction 
is not lifelong and exclusive. For many others it will not be realistic, and celibate 
singleness will be the long-term reality. In either case, we should emphasize the goal 
of living as a disciple of Christ and bearing the fruit of His Spirit. 

How you react to these possibilities is tied to the way you understand attrac-
tion, friendship, service, fidelity, and intimacy within marriage. In our culture these 
blessings of God are often over-sexualized. Perhaps we need a much better biblical 
theology of beauty, friendship, and intimacy than we currently have. (But that’s an 
article for another time!)

Ministry Priority #5: Create a context for both singles and married couples 
to thrive in your church. 
This ministry priority obviously pertains to more than same-sex attracted strug-
glers, so why is this important? The way we affirm (or do not affirm) singles in the 
church will either exacerbate or help alleviate the struggle with same-sex attraction. 
A low view of singleness within the church will aggravate the struggle with same-
sex attraction because it suggests the only really plausible way out is for strugglers 

I think it is appropriate to recognize the increased 
burden of suffering experienced by Christians 

who struggle with same-sex attraction.
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to “convert” their sexual attraction and get married. But remember that our end 
goal in ministry and discipleship is Christlikeness in whatever context God has us, 
whether it involves celibate singleness or married life.

Have we in some Christian circles made marriage an idol, as if the marriage 
relationship is the ultimate source of life? We won’t say that outright, but actions 
speak louder than words. Listen to the words of Rodney Clapp, “Christians aspire 
to stake our lives on the master story of the God revealed in the history of Israel and 
Jesus Christ. But it may well be that the master story of Western culture—and of 
many actual Christian lives—is the myth of romantic love.”25 Have we bought into 
a Western romantic ideal? If so, we are communicating singleness is a second-class 
relational state. 

Yet marriage and single celibacy are the two given norms for living as sexual 
beings.26 Was Jesus less of a human being and a man because he was single and 
celibate? Was he less of a sexual being because he experienced his sexuality apart 
from sexual intercourse?

In order to affirm single celibacy, we need to push beyond sexual-identity para-
digms and the exaltation of experienced sexual pleasure. Sex within marriage is no 
doubt important, but it is not the only thing. It’s never the glue that holds a mar-
riage together. And the challenge of singleness is far bigger than foregoing sexual 
intimacy. As Jenell Paris notes, “Without marriage, a person may well miss out on 
loving touch, life in a household, positive contact with children, companionship, 
financial stability, health insurance, and certainty of care when he or she is sick or 
aging.”27 I’ve heard these very concerns voiced by both men and women who are 
committed to the biblical sexual ethic but because of persistent same-sex attraction 
find their resolve tested. As they grow older and see their friends establish primary 
relationships with their spouses, they find themselves more alone and experiencing 
less vibrant community even if they are proactive in cultivating relationships. Once 
their friends are married and having children, they often find they have to be the 
initiators relationally, and that can be both discouraging and exhausting. 

25  Rodney Clapp, “Why Christians Have Lousy Sex Lives,” ReGeneration Quarterly, Summer 1995, 
7-10, quoted in Dayna Olson, “The Witness of Celibate Sexuality,” Intervarsity Collegiate Ministries, ac-
cessed June 25, 2014, www.cms.intervarsity.org/mx/item/3831/.

26  Richard Bewes, “The New Hampshire Decision: Statement from All Souls Church, Langham Place, 
London W1, November 2003,” Free Republic, accessed June 25, 2014, www.freerepublic.com/focus/f-
religion/1029497/posts. In fact, Jesus reminds the Sadducees that in the eschaton, people “neither 
marry nor are given in marriage” (Matt 22:30). If marriage is a temporary human institution that points 
ultimately to the marriage between the Lamb and his bride, the church corporate, shouldn’t that impact 
positively our view of singleness since that is where we’re all headed?

27  Paris, End of Sexual Identity, 131.
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This is why improving ministry to those who struggle with same-sex attrac-
tion is tied to cultivating and affirming singles in the church. If we don’t do this, 
the affirmation of celibacy (whether for a season or life-long) will seem hypocriti-
cal. Going without sex cannot mean going without intimacy!

In a marriage ceremony several years ago I heard the minister highlight the 
wonderful exclusivity of marriage—“I am yours and you are mine”—words from 
the Song of Songs.  This exclusivity within marriage is a genuine blessing, but 
I ached for my single friends who were in attendance, especially those I knew 
were struggling with same-sex attraction. Stressing the relational exclusivity in 
marriage is right and good, but for single strugglers who may never marry it 
exacerbates the sense that there really is not one person who is exclusively for me. 
So how do we address these relational realities? What actions steps might lead to 
a church environment that blesses both singles and the married? I’ll address mar-
ried couples, leaders, and same-sex attracted singles sequentially.

The call to married couples. It is important to broaden the concept of “I am 
yours and you are mine.” This goal is something that we should routinely actual-
ize within the larger community of faith. The book of Acts and the New Testa-
ment epistles show that the early church functioned in corporate, familial ways. 
Both singles and married couples constitute Christ’s church. “One another” com-
mands abound. 

Living out this familial ethos means coming to grips with the realities Paul 
mentions in 1 Corinthians 7:32–34. 

The unmarried man is anxious about the things of the Lord, 
how to please the Lord. But the married man is anxious about 
worldly things, how to please his wife, and his interests are 
divided. And the unmarried or betrothed woman is anxious 
about the things of the Lord, how to be holy in body and spirit. 
But the married woman is anxious about worldly things, how 
to please her husband. 

Improving ministry to those who struggle with 
same-sex attraction is tied to cultivating and 

affirming singles in the church.
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Paul is speaking in a matter-of-fact way here. He’s not disparaging marriage,28 but 
describing how married couples have responsibilities to one another that hinder 
service to the wider body of Christ. It is often a real challenge to build deep, 
consistent relationships beyond spouse and immediate family. Overcoming this 
challenge begins with viewing family as bigger than blood relations and bigger 
than one’s household.  

If you are married, ask yourself, “What is the quality of my relationships 
with the singles in my church? Are the vast majority of my friends the same age 
and stage of life as I am? If so, what steps can I take to develop a broader web of 
relationships?” Please note, I’m not urging an “adopt a single” approach as though 
relational intimacy and ministry is a one-way street. Rather, I want married couples 
to realize you need singles in your life! And not just as your babysitters. As I’ve heard 
Lauren Winner say, “Singleness tutors us in the primacy of sibling relationship  
in Christ.”29 

I realize there are different seasons in the lives of couples and families. Not ev-
ery time period is equally amenable to cultivating outside relationships. (Of course 
this is true for single persons as well!) I have two active children (teen and pre-
teen) and my wife works outside the home. Especially during the school year, with 
homework, projects, church activities, and sports it is easy to become insular and 
hunker down in survival mode. But how easy it is for a “season of life” to become 
a lifestyle! Fortunately, I have an eminently sociable daughter who frequently asks 
who we can have over for dinner to help me lift my eyes above the horizon of my 
nuclear family.

In addition, don’t forget how challenging it is to be single and celibate. Don’t 
take for granted the privilege you have to fulfill your sexual passions within mar-
riage.30 Ask your single friends how they are doing in this arena and pray regularly 
for their purity and chastity. At the same time, don’t assume sexual temptation is 
the main struggle they are dealing with at the moment! 

To conclude my appeal to married readers, remember that single persons 
struggling with same-sex attraction often experience relationship attrition as 

28  In fact, earlier in 1 Corinthians 7 Paul argues for marriage as the rightful place to experience sexual 
intimacy. It is true, however, that in this passage Paul clearly favors celibate singleness over marriage in 
light of where redemptive history is going: “For the present form of this world is passing away” (1 Cor 
7:31).

29  Lauren Winner, “Redeeming Sex for Singles” audio available at http://www.ccef.org/redeeming-sex-
singles

30  And don’t forget how challenging it may be for you to endure short (and sometimes longer) seasons 
of celibacy within marriage due to situations such as childbirth, illness, and physical separation. 
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more and more of their single friends get married. If you are married, cultivate 
relationships with your single brothers and sisters. They need you. And you need 
them, perhaps more than you realize.  

The call to church leaders. How can leaders foster a church environment 
that blesses both singles and the married?  To begin, foster community within 
your church between all members so that relationships are natural and deep. As 
you do this, always remember that community is experienced not only as fellow-
ship and relational intimacy but also as partnership in mission. The church is not 
a community of relationally self-satisfied people but a community on mission 
with the triune God, always looking to enlarge the scope of its community. Lov-
ing interdependence within the body (a good thing!) is not the endpoint—Ha-
bakkuk 2:14 is! “For the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the 
LORD, as the waters cover the sea.” By all means promote community in your 
church, but don’t forget to tie it to mission. Remember Jesus’ words, “All people 
will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.” Love is a 
centrifugal force, propelling singles and marrieds alike into a kingdom project far 
larger than their own relational fulfillment.  

As community is encouraged, be wise regarding age and stage-based group-
ings in your church. While there are benefits to such groupings, they can per-
petuate the myth that the best and most natural relationships are with those who 
are most like you. Don’t create a “singles ghetto” or a “married couples ghetto.” 
And regarding the former, remember that being single in your 20s, being single 
and never married in your late 30s, being single again after divorce at 47, and 
becoming a widow/widower at 68 are all different experiences. Singleness is not a 
monolithic experience any more than same-sex attraction is a monolithic experi-
ence. Stage-of-life groups can potentially blur other important distinctions.

 Be sure to cast a winsome and positive vision for celibacy that goes be-
yond simply encouraging singles to remain abstinent. Singleness should never be 
viewed as a pit stop on the journey to marriage, or a time of waiting and sexual 
self-discipline that will be rewarded one day in connubial bliss. Think about it—

Be sure to cast a winsome and positive vision for 
celibacy that goes beyond simply encouraging 

singles to remain abstinent. 
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not everyone will marry. But every person in your congregation has experienced 
singleness at one point (or more) in his or her life. We have a practical theol-
ogy of marriage. Why shouldn’t we promote a practical theology of singleness  
and celibacy?31  

There are many practical ramifications of affirming singleness. Consider just 
a few: if your church has a women’s Bible study and it only meets on a weekday 
morning (with childcare!), what does that communicate to single women (and 
married women who work outside the home, for that matter)? Do you make a 
big deal of Mother’s Day? (Consider the impact on single women or married 
women with infertility.) Does your men’s retreat theme center on being the hus-
band and father God calls you to be?32 Seek honest feedback from the singles in 
your congregation about their experience of inclusion and involvement. 

Lastly, don’t perpetuate gender stereotypes. By rigidly affirming what mas-
culinity and femininity must look like, we may actually contribute to a same-
sex attracted believer’s decision to leave the church and pursue a gay lifestyle. 
We can reinforce a sexual identity paradigm when we communicate overtly or 
subtly, “A real man [that is, a red-blooded heterosexual male] doesn’t like art, 
cooking, and deep conversations.” If you’re a man who loves these things, what 
does that mean? If only “gay men” supposedly gravitate in those directions, 
doesn’t it foster further confusion about one’s sexuality? Or if you communicate 
to women that femininity is inconsistent with certain activities and styles of 
dress, or that anything other than marriage and stay-at-home motherhood is 
second best, then what’s a single woman to do—let alone a single woman who 
struggles with same-sex attraction?33 Might she question whether she “fits in” 
at this church?

The call to singles who struggle with same-sex attraction. I want to write 
briefly to same-sex attracted singles regarding this theme of creating a church 
environment where both singles and married couples thrive. Why? Because 
bringing that vision to fruition is not the sole responsibility of leaders and mar-
ried couples. Your participation is key. We are all called to proactivity. Don’t 

31  Helpful resources here are Christine A. Colón and Bonnie E. Field, Singled Out: Why Celibacy Must 
Be Reinvented in Today’s Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2009); Barry Danylak, Redeeming 
Singleness: How the Storyline of Scripture Affirms the Single Life (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2010); Lauren F. 
Winner, Real Sex: The Naked Truth about Chastity (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2005). 

32  This is not to say a single man couldn’t benefit from attending such a retreat, but if church events 
cater predominantly to those who are married you may experience a self-fulfilling cycle: less and less 
singles will experience welcome at your church.

33  For additional study see Michael R. Emlet, “Truly Male, Truly Female: A Biblical View of Gender” 
available at http://www.ccef.org/truly-male-truly-female-biblical-view-0
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give into the temptation to retreat, especially if you feel overlooked in your 
congregation. Seek out those singles and married couples who will steward 
your story well. Be honest about your struggles to connect within the body  
of Christ. 

I have been challenged by several godly single friends struggling with 
same-sex attraction who have given an honest and gracious critique of their 
local church culture as it pertains to the experience of community. My single 
friends frequently have given me eyes to see places of marginalization and isola-
tion within the community of faith. 

What about Your Church?
We have covered a lot of ground in this article, but I want to leave you prayerfully 
considering this question: Is same-sex attraction “The-Struggle-That-Must-Not-
Be-Named” at your church? It is contrary to the intentions of God that any struggle 
should be treated in this way. 

Vaughan Roberts, rector of St. Ebbes Church, Oxford, who has acknowl-
edged his own battle with same-sex attraction says this of the strugglers who leave  
the church: 

I’ve often wondered whether more might have persevered if they 
had felt there was another way open to them other than the af-
firmation of a gay identity and lifestyle advocated by the world. . 
. [or]. . . the isolation they experienced in the evangelical church 
with their largely private battle.34 

Is living a gay lifestyle or suffering in isolation the only two viable choices to those 
struggling with same-sex attraction at your church? We should find neither of these 
options acceptable! My hope is that this article has provided perspective into an-
other way, one that maintains fidelity to the teaching of Scripture, promotes com-
munity within the church, equips leaders, and supplies hope, wisdom, and strength 
for those who struggle with same-sex attraction. 

* * *

Questions for Further Reflection and Discussion
What have you learned about same-sex attraction from the stories of those 
you know who struggle in this way? How is their struggle similar to your 
own struggles in the Christian life?
Are you a safe person for same-sex attracted strugglers? Is your church a 

34  Julian Hardyman (interviewer), “A Battle I Face,” Virtue Online, accessed September 5, 2014, http://
www.virtueonline.org/battle-i-face-vaughan-roberts.



41MINISTRY PRIORITIES FOR THOSE STRUGGLING WITH SAMESEX ATTRACTION  |  EMLET

safe place for same-sex attracted strugglers? If so, what is the evidence for 
this? If not, what is God calling you to do to be part of the change process? 
What specifically can you do within your church to cultivate a culture 
where strugglers feel free to talk?
How can you affirm the importance of your sexuality without tying your 
identity to your sexuality? How does that look in singleness? How does it 
look in marriage?
What did you think of the discussion differentiating temptation and sin?  
What helps you persevere in obedience in the midst of temptation? How 
do you respond when you fail?
Do you think the article is realistic about the change process for someone 
struggling with same-sex attraction? Why or why not? 
Consider your own besetting sin patterns. What are the markers that 
growth is happening? 
If you are single what did you find helpful about the last of the five 
ministry priorities discussed? If you are married, what did you find  
most helpful?
What questions remain for you after reading this article? 
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