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Introduction

understanding of God in classical theism, is a per-

fect being. In this view God’s perfection is a fixed and
absolute state that does not accept new experiences.? With
such a definitional assumption, it is easy to read into the
Bible the same static and settled condition of perfection
when, for example, Jesus Christ commands us “be per-
fect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matt
5:48).% As a result, such perfection would mean attaining
a definite plateau from where no change is possible.

Fortunately, the God of philosophers is not the God
portrayed in the Bible. Of course, this does not mean
that the biblical God is not perfect or does not desire
perfection from human beings. But any claim about God
should correspond to what the Bible affirms about God
and His activity.* As such, any discussion about Christian
perfection must start with the biblical testimony.

As illustrated in the second part of this article, the
range of Adventist understandings of perfection today
includes different views. Some interpretations align bet-
ter with the biblical testimony, while others reflect human
perfectionism. In a broad sense, human perfectionism
refers to “any form of theological falsification or religious
distortion of the biblical concept of perfection”> While
perfection is God’s plan for His people, perfectionism is a
poor human substitute for the divine plan. To understand
what biblical perfection is and what its role is in the great
controversy between Christ and Satan, this article starts
where the Bible begins, with the creation of humans and
their environment. It then explores the concept of biblical
perfection in the Old Testament and New Testament. A
brief overview of some important views in contemporary
Adventist theology follows, where we will be looking
at the position of last generation theology (LGT) as an
illustration of perfectionism. Only the main distinctive
characteristics of the LGT position are presented without
pointing to the minor variants within this position; the
same applies to the non-LGT view. Finally, the article
ends with a synthesis of the concept and a conclusion.
Due to space constraints, the perspectives of Ellen G.
White and other influential Adventist figures such as

The God of the philosophers, who has influenced the
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E. J. Waggoner, A. T. Jones, or M. L. Andreasen are not
explored in this particular context, as they have been
addressed by other authors.®

Imago Dei and Perfection

When God created the first human beings, they
reflected the imago Dei (image of God, Gen 1:26-28),
which included structural, relational, and functional
aspects.” Humans were perfect in all aspects. Perfection
was not static but dynamic: Adam and Eve were to grow
in faithful obedience to God’s commandments (Gen 1:28;
2:16-17). Perfection also was relative to their faithful
obedience to God’s commandments (Gen 1:28; 2:16-17).
The entrance of sin into the human world defaced the
image of God in humans but did not fully destroy it.
Relationally, human beings were now separated from
God (Eph 2:3; Col 1:21). Structurally, they had a sinful
nature, with a bent toward evil (Ps 51:5; Rom 7:17). Func-
tionally, they were now prone to commit sinful acts (Isa
64:6; Rom 3:9-18).

Yet, God would not abandon His creation. God’s
plan of restoring the imago Dei centered on His actions
“to save humanity from inside, from within our very own
genetic realm, from the strategic position of a ‘Son of
God’ who will be born within Adam’s lineage in order to
redeem Adam’s fall”® As “the image of the invisible God”
(Col 1:15), Jesus Christ is both our Savior (2 Tim 1:10;
1 John 4:14) and example (Eph 5:1-2; 1 Pet 2:21). He is
the image of the new restored humanity (Col 3:9-11; 2
Cor 5:17). As the one who was made “perfect through
suffering” (Heb 2:10; cf. 5:9; 7:28), Jesus is able to make us
perfect (Heb 10:14; cf. 10:1). His power, as in Paul’s case,
“is made perfect” (2 Cor 12:9) in human weakness. Giv-
en that God’s plan of restoring His imago Dei in human
beings is closely connected to the concept of perfection,
one needs to explore the idea of biblical perfection as
the Bible portrays it in order to understand the divine
restorative impetus.
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Perfection in the Bible

Perfection in the 0ld Testament

Different words from the Old Testament and the
New Testament reflect the concept of perfection in rela-
tion to God or humans. In the Old Testament, terms
like tamim (“complete, perfect, whole, blameless, having
integrity, without fault or blemish, sound”), tam (“decent,
sound, blameless, having integrity”), and salem (“whole,
fully devoted, complete, perfect”) are most often used.’
Several occurrences refer to God. In his song, Moses con-
trasts divine covenantal faithfulness with human corrup-
tion. God’s work is “perfect [tamim], and all his ways are
just,” writes Moses, “a faithful God, without deceit, just
and upright is he” (Deut 32:4). Echoing Moses’s praise of
God’s covenantal faithfulness, David indicates why God’s
“way is perfect [tamim]”; “the promise of the Lord proves
true; he is a shield for all who take refuge in him” (2 Sam
22:31; cf. Ps 18:30). God’s law, reflecting His covenantal
lovingkindness, “is perfect [tamim], reviving the soul”
(Ps 19:7), just like the sun is all-encompassing over the
earth.” God’s perfection thus refers to His actions as they
reveal His will to fulfill the covenant with Israel."

The same dynamic meaning surfaces when the
terms occur in reference to humans. Noah (Gen 6:9)
and Abram (Gen 17:1) are “blameless [tamim]”; Job is
also “blameless [tam]” (Job 1:1; cf. 1:8; 2:3). Israel is to
“remain completely loyal [tamim]” to God (Deut 18:13),
and to “serve him in sincerity [tamim] and in faithful-
ness” (Josh 24:14). David appeals to God for judgment, to
vindicate him: “Vindicate me, O Lord, for I have walked
in my integrity [tam], and I have trusted in the Lord with-
out wavering” (Ps 26:1). Walking in integrity is idiomatic,
describing his blameless life and motives.” Such a life is
not a product of one’s efforts. It is God’s perfect (tamim)
way (Ps 18:30)—that is, His dynamic and lovingkindness
in covenantal actions (Ps 18:6-19)—that made David’s
way perfect (tamim; Ps 18:32), or secure and straightfor-
ward for battle.* A loving covenantal relationship with
God (Ps 18:1, 50) guaranteed God’s perfection in David’s
life. Within God’s covenant, humans live a life of integrity
with blameless affections and choices. Their continual
desire is to have their hearts “blameless [tamim]” in God’s
statutes (Ps 119:80). Therefore, they aim at moral maturi-
ty by “progressive training in biblical wisdom.:*

The tamim people are equated with the upright who
will inherit the land in the book of Proverbs (Prov 2:21;
28:10). They keep their ways straight (Prov 11:5) and are
a delight for the Lord (Prov 11:20). The “one who walks in
integrity [tamim] will be delivered” (Prov 28:18 ESV). In
the context of these proverbs, tamim characterizes a cov-
enantal way of life, response of those who accepted God’s
dominion in their lives. Therefore, the foundation of cov-
enantal life was not obedience to God’s commandments
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but rather the method by which the covenantal blessings
were preserved.”

In Kings and Chronicles, the term $além refers pri-
marily to one’s total commitment to God. David charged
Solomon to know God “and serve him with a whole
[Salem] heart and with a willing mind” (1 Chr 28:9 ESV).
David also prayed publicly to God to grant Solomon “a
whole [$além] heart” (1 Chr 29:19 ESV) to keep God’s
commandments and build the temple. At the dedication
of the temple, Solomon directed the people to have their
hearts “fully committed [salém] to the Lord our God to
live by his decrees and obey his commands” (1 Kgs 8:61
NIV). Unfortunately, he did not follow this advice, and
“his heart was not fully devoted [$além] to the Lord his
God, as the heart of David his father had been” (1 Kgs
11:4 NIV). Solomon set in motion a path followed by
many of his descendants who sat on Judah’s throne (e.g.,
1 Kgs 15:3; 2 Chr 25:2).

Looking at the above examples, we can conclude
that, in the Old Testament, God’s perfection refers to the
dynamic covenantal relationship wherein He manifests
His inner faithfulness toward His chosen people. When
the terms are usually translated with “perfect” in the
English versions of the Bible and they refer to humans,
they encompass one’s motives and an inner orientation
of complete dedication to God, together with the ensu-
ing behavior in obedience to God’s law. These are part of
one’s covenantal relationship with God and spring from
God’s perfect way of interacting with His covenant peo-
ple. Within the covenant, God vindicates His people, as
David’s example reveals.

Perfection in the New Testament

In the New Testament, terms like teleioo (“to com-
plete, to finish, to bring to an end”), teleios (“perfect,
mature, fully developed”), epiteleo (“to finish, to com-
plete, to fulfill”), teleiotes (“perfection, completeness,
maturity”), or amomos (“unblemished, blameless”) are
most often used to convey the concept of perfection.'s
Several occurrences refer to God. Probably the most
known is in Matthew 5:48: “Be perfect [teleios], there-
fore, as your heavenly Father is perfect [feleios]” In the
context of the 5:43-48 pericope, God is merciful and
compassionate (cf. Luke 6:36), manifesting kindness over
the evil and the good indiscriminately (Matt 5:45). This
divine lovingkindness manifests God’s perfection. He sets
an example for His followers, who emulate this lovingk-
indness—-rather than any societal norms—-in relation to
others (Matt 5:46-47). The genuine followers of God look
beyond any rules of conduct to God’s character.

The concept of perfection also occurs in relation to
Jesus and His activity in the books of John and Hebrews.
During His earthly mission, Jesus declared that His food
was to do God’s will and “to complete [teleiod] his work”
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(John 4:34). His work was fulfilled by doing “the works
that the Father has given me to complete [teleioo]” (John
5:36). Just before His crucifixion, Christ declared that
He glorified the Father “by finishing the work” (John
17:4) entrusted to him.”

In the book of Hebrews, the concept is applied four
times to Jesus. In relation to Jesus and His activity, God
made Christ “perfect [teleioo] through sufferings” (Heb
2:10). By using the plural (“sufferings”) in Hebrews 2:10,
the author reminds the readers that Christ “learned
obedience through what he suffered” (Heb 5:8). These
sufferings climaxed with Christs death. “Having been
made perfect [teleiod], Jesus “became the source of
eternal salvation for all who obey him” (Heb 5:9). Jesus
is presented as “the pioneer and perfecter [teleiotés] of
faith” (Heb 12:2 NIV). Christ’s death was the means to
“destroy the one who has the power of death, that is,
the devil” (Heb 2:14). In Hebrews 7:28, the writer con-
nects Christ’s perfection with His inauguration as a high
priest, the “Son who has been made perfect [teleiod]
forever” As a divine-human high priest, Jesus mediates
salvation for His followers (Heb 2:14-18; 14:14-16).

The use of teleioo about Jesus does not imply mor-
al-ethical imperfection, as Jesus was “without sin” (Heb
4:15) and “without blemish [amémos]” (Heb 9:14; cf.
1 Pet 1:9).® Christ was in a filial relationship with God
during the incarnation (Heb 3:6; 5:8), which is indica-
tive of His learning to submit as a Son to His Father’s
discipline (Heb 5:7-8) and will (Heb 10:5-10)." Yet,
His learning was not from disobedience to obedience;
rather, He perfectly submitted to God and was obedi-
ent until death (Heb 5:7).* The term teleioé as applied
to Christ refers to this dynamic experience of faithful
submission (Heb 2:13; 3:2). He thus inaugurates the
human faith experience and also perfects it (Heb 12:2).
Furthermore, after Christ was made perfect (Heb 7:28),
He was enthroned as the royal son of God, inaugurat-
ing of His heavenly ministry.> Due to His earthly and
heavenly ministries, Christ qualifies “to save completely
[pantelés] those who come to God through him” (Heb
7:25 N1IV), bridging the relational gap between God and
humans, thus restoring the relational facet of imago Dei
in humans.

In relation to humans, Christs desideratum from
Matthew 5:48 overshadows all other occurrences of the
concept. In its context, the teleios from verse 48a centers
on love as the orientation of one’s life.> This orientation
is not static and fixed but open to new and broader
horizons. When Jesus told a wealthy young man, “If you
wish to be perfect [teleios], go, sell . . . give . . . follow me”
(Matt 19:21), He told him that perfection was beyond
his fixed interpretation of God’s principles. It was found
in discipleship.”

Only in unity with Jesus can the disciples “become
completely [teleioo] one” (John 17:23). The manifestation
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of divine love in one’s life is experiential (i.e., law-abid-
ing; John 14:15, 21; 15:10, 12; 1 John 2:3-4; 3:22-24),
leading to perfection: “whoever obeys his word, truly
in this person the love of God has reached perfection
[teleioo]” (1 John 2:5; cf. 4:12, 16-17). The love relation-
ship with God and fellow humans results in confidence
in judgment. There is no fear of judgment, as “perfect
[teleios] love drives out fear. . .. The one who fears is not
made perfect [teleiod] in love” (1 John 4:18 NIV).

In the Pauline epistles, the terms reflecting the
concept of perfection convey spiritual maturity. Paul
calls mature (teleios) those who spiritually discern God’s
wisdom (1 Cor 2:6). They manifest a mature (teleios)
thinking in contrast to one that is childish (1 Cor 14:20).
Moreover, they remove “every defilement of body and
of spirit, making holiness perfect [epiteled] in the fear of
God” (2 Cor 7:1). The change started by the Spirit and
continues under His guidance, without “trying to finish
[epiteleo] by human effort” (Gal 3:3 NET) as some in
Galatia did.

God’s plan for humanity is “to be holy and blame-
less [amomos] before him in love” (Eph 1:4). Blameless-
ness is possible only in Christ (Eph 1:3) and according
to Christs model. He is able to change the inner orien-
tation from sin to righteousness, restoring the structural
facet of imago Dei in humans. His exemplary unity of
faith and knowledge is to be emulated by the body of
believers on earth: “until all of us come to the unity of
the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to
maturity [feleios], to the measure of the full stature of
Christ” (Eph 4:13). Christ prepares the church to “be
holy and without blemish [amomos]” (Eph 5:27; cf. Jude
24). While this has an apparent eschatological orienta-
tion, the church’s perfection also has a present dimen-
sion.* It is vital to observe that, for the believers, present
and future maturity results from God’s work within
one’s life. As Paul notes in Philippians 1:6, “the one who
began a good work among you will bring it to comple-
tion [epiteleo] by the day of Jesus Christ” While “God
who is at work in you, enabling you both to will and to
work for his good pleasure” (Phil 2:13), believers should
“continue to work out” their present salvation (Phil 2:12
NIV), so that they “may be blameless [amemptos] and
innocent, children of God without blemish [amdmos] in
the midst of a crooked and perverse generation” (Phil
2:15; cf. Col 4:12). In this process of perfecting—or
sanctifying—His followers, Christ restores the function-
al facet of the imago Dei.

There is a delicate balance between divine action
and the human answer. Paul’s example is eloquent.
On the one hand, he describes himself as “blameless
[amemptos]” (Phil 3:6). While this appears to represent
a complete, perfect covenantal life, Paul acknowledges
this as “a righteousness of my own that comes from the
law” (Phil 3:9). Yet, he renounces his righteousness and
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regards “everything as loss because of the surpassing val-
ue of knowing Christ” (Phil 3:8). He further writes, “Not
that T have already obtained, or have already been per-
fected [teleioo]” (Phil 3:12, personal translation). Being
perfected refers to reaching his goal—that is, obtain-
ing the complete eschatological knowledge of Christ.”
He was willing to grow toward this goal: “I press on to
make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his
own” (Phil 3:12). Paul’s definition of perfection is con-
tinual growth in the experiential, personal knowledge
of Christ. Including himself among the mature [teleios],
Paul enjoins his audience to “be of the same mind” (Phil
3:15). His mission of proclamation, admonishment,
and teaching is to “present everyone mature [feleios] in
Christ” (Col 1:18; cf. 1 Thess 2:19-20; 5:23). Maturity is
thus future-oriented but also present. It entails belonging
to Christ and becoming more and more like Him in love,
“which binds everything together in perfect harmony
[teleiotes]” (Col 3:14). Such love is “a covenantal com-
mitment to one another of presence and advocacy in the
journey into Christoformity”»

The book of Hebrews reveals the same “already/not
yet” dynamic. By His blameless sacrifice, Christ “has
perfected [teleioo] for all time those who are sanctified”
(Heb 10:14). Christians are exhorted to remain faith-
ful and persevere” in their current relationship with
Christ. Through Christ, the functional facet of imago
Dei is restored in the believers, and they are able to “go
on toward perfection [teleiotes]” (Heb 6:1). Hence, the
believers are not yet perfect but in the process of becom-
ing mature.? The maturity of the teleioi (Heb 5:14) is not
just “an ideal or a distant goal but the norm expected of
a believer;” as Hebrews 11 indicates. Each person’s faith
reveals a mature relationship of complete obedience to
God (cf. Jas 2:22). The norm expected from past believers
is the same for the present believers. It is only through
His grace and mercy that “God had planned something
better for us so that only together with us would they be
made perfect [teleioo]” (Heb 11:40 NIV). Hence, the ful-
fillment of God’s eschatological perfection (either at the
first or the second coming of Christ) does not result from
human performance but is an expression of divine grace
(cf. Eph 5:26-27; Rev 19:8).

In the book of Revelation, the last generation, sym-
bolically represented by the 144,000, is described as
blameless (amodmos) in Revelation 14:5, similar to the
Lamb that they follow (cf. Heb 9:14; 1 Pet 1:19).* Just
as the Old Testament people who walked blamelessly
with God (Gen 6:9; 17:1), this group is loyal to Christ,
following Him everywhere (Rev 14:4). They washed their
clothes——a symbol of good deeds (Rev 19:8)—“in the
blood of the Lamb” (Rev 7:14) and are thus able to stand
before the throne of God (Rev 7:15). The realization of
the eschatological promise is facilitated through Christ’s
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sacrifice, not through human effort. This does not suggest
passivity among His followers; instead, they demonstrate
loyalty and safeguard their faithfulness to God, even in
the face of personal loss (Rev 7:14-17). Even if God may
lead the last generation “to places where nobody has gone
before’—thus entailing new experiences leading to a
growth in faith—the faith of the last generation has the
same substance as that of the previous generations.”!

In the New Testament, God’s perfection refers to the
manifestation of His divine lovingkindness toward His
people. In His life and death, Christ obeyed God through
faith, opening the way to perfection for every human
being. Perfection is thus a loving and faithful submission
to God as the main orientation of one’ life. Reflecting the
overarching principle of love which is God’s character (1
John 4:8, 16) and the basis of His law (Matt 22:37-40),
perfection is found in discipleship. Those who abide in
God love their fellow human beings. This reveals their
spiritual maturity. Such maturity is a continual growth in
the experiential, personal knowledge of Christ. It is char-
acterized by an “already/not yet” dynamic. This dynam-
ic has past, present, and future dimensions. Through
Christ’s sacrifice, all those who chose Him were made
perfect. The Scripture becomes an appeal for them to per-
severe in their faithful relationship with Christ, as matu-
rity is God’s standard for them. Finally, the fulfillment of
God’s eschatological perfection is not rooted in human
performance but is a manifestation of divine grace made
possible solely through Christ.

Adventist Identity and Perfection

Biblical perfection is part of the Adventist doctrinal
identity. Reflecting the biblical language, the Fundamen-
tal Beliefs of the Seventh-day Adventist Church provide
several examples.” While the formulation of these beliefs
accurately reflects the biblical text, there are various
discussions within Adventism regarding perfection and
perfectionism. For some, perfectionism is associated
with the so-called “last generation theology,* previous-
ly called “final-generation perfection”* The difference
between LGT and non-LGT proponents hinges on three
interrelated concepts: (1) the definition of sin (and, as a
corollary, the nature of Christ), (2) the definition of per-
fection, and (3) the role the last generation plays in the
great controversy between good and evil. While it is not
the purpose of this paper to go into greater details about
the perspectives on sin or the role of the last generation,
we nevertheless have to take a closer look at the defini-
tion of perfection in order to better understand the LGT
and non-LGT positions.
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Two Perspectives of Sin

LGT defines sin as actual, deliberate sin*—that is,
as sinful acts, as defined by God’s commandments. Sin
refers only to guilt-incurring acts resulting from personal
choice. “Sins of ignorance,” referring to transgressions
arising from a “lack of understanding or general religious
misunderstanding” that individuals are unaware of and,
therefore, cannot repent, along with the effects of sin—
“such as illness, physical or mental defects, and deteriora-
tion leading to death”—are covered by Christ’s atonement
and do not incur guilt or condemnation upon humans.*
Furthermore, LGT theologians distinguish between ten-
dencies to sin—“tendency is virtually equal to habit’—
and promptings to sin, “the temptation that arises out of
one’s deformed nature”” Both are held under control in
union with Christ.* Consequently, the focus is on human
nature’s functional and relational facets. Hence, when
humans stop committing ethically or morally wrong acts,
they reach the perfection required by God—the “sinless
perfection of the soul” Sinlessness refers here to char-
acter perfection, not to a physical state in which humans
cannot sin or absolute perfection.®

For non-LGT theologians, sin is a broken relation-
ship resulting from rebellion against God that leads to
sinful actions confining humanity in a sinful state charac-
terized by inclinations to evil (Matt 15:19; Rom 5:10; 7:20;
Col 1:21).#* Consequently, in addition to the functional
and relational damage created by sin, human nature is
structurally infected and affected by sin. In agreement
with LGT, non-LGT proponents indicate that “humans
are not culpable for this sinful tendency and propensity
to sin rooted in their nature,” but, in disagreement with
LGT, “this fact places them under condemnation and
alienation toward God (John 3:36; Eph. 2:1-3)” In the
growth process, believers discover the depths of their
self-confidence and spiritual inability, becoming increas-
ingly aware of their sinfulness yet learning “to grow in
wisdom, in refinement, in humility, and in Christlike-
ness” until the parousia.”* Only at the second coming of
Christ will human nature be transformed and the pres-
ence of sin be removed. Meanwhile, each generation,
including the last one, has a missiological role: proclaim-
ing—through words and actions reflective of God’s law
and hence His character—what Christ did and does to
save us and to prepare the world for the second coming.*

Two Perspectives on the Role of the Last Generation
Reflecting M. L. Andreasens understanding,” the
LGT proponents claim that the last generation reaches
“perfection in a fallen nature that is still able to sin” to
vindicate God’s character.* Several key ideas are central
to the LGT argument, mainly derived from selective cita-
tions of White’s writings.” One frequently referred pas-
sage occurs in Christ’s Object Lessons: “Christ is waiting
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with longing desire for the manifestation of Himself in
His church. When the character of Christ shall be per-
fectly reproduced in His people, then He will come to
claim them as His own* Based on this passage and its
context, Herbert E. Douglass developed the so-called
“harvest principle”: God delays the second coming of
Christ “until the gospel seed has produced a sizable and
significant group of mature Christians in the last gener-
ation”* If, on the one hand, “in a very basic sense, God
will not require more of the final generation than of any
other,” on the other hand, the last generation is called to
meet higher missiological and behavioral requirements
in accordance with the increased light and understanding
they have received, especially considering the impending
crisis they will confront.*® The demonstration of matu-
rity takes place after the close of probation when the
last generation will prove that they can live without sin
only by God’s enabling grace, thereby vindicating God
from Satan’s accusations that humans cannot keep God’s
law perfectly.

Another passage cited from White’s writings is from
The Great Controversy: the last generation will “stand in
the sight of a holy God without a mediator. Their robes
must be spotless, their characters must be purified from
sin by the blood of sprinkling. Through the grace of God
and their own diligent effort they must be conquerors in
the battle with evil.”” The proponents of LGT point to this
passage and others similar to it to support the idea that
God expects believers to “achieve harvest-ready character
perfection” that is sufficient “for translation, for standing
through the time of trouble, for being alive on the earth
when Jesus comes.”* When that time arrives, “God’s true
followers will not need a mediator for sin anymore.”**

Furthermore, LGT proponents indicate a third pas-
sage, from White’s Desire of Ages. She wrote, “The very
image of God is to be reproduced in humanity. The honor
of God, the honor of Christ, is involved in the perfection
of the character of His people” In an LGT reading,
the last generation will prove that humans “with fallen
human nature can live without sinning. This demonstra-
tion will complete the vindication of God’s character and
government and will settle the question of His justice and
mercy forever”” While this is described as a revelation
of what God “can do with formerly self-centered rebels,”
the sinless final generation’s demonstration will only
take place when humans “allow God to finish His work
in them

For non-LGT proponents, the perfect reflection of
Christ’s character in His followers indicates the person-
al “reproduction of Christ’s character in the believer,
that it may be reproduced in others,”® having—like the
LGT position—a missiological focus. Therefore, when
believers reflect the divine love in their characters, their
mission is successful, and God’s plan is fulfilled.® But this
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is not a requirement for a future final generation after
the close of probation. Instead, “perfect obedience must
be demonstrated before probation closes and the time
of trouble begins,” during the investigative judgment,
when God shows that His “living faithful are trusting and
obedient and therefore can be sealed or certified as safe
to save”s!

Regarding the second quotation of Ellen G. White
from The Great Controversy, the non-LGT proponents
indicate that in the same book, White states, “it is needful
for them [the last generation] to be placed in the furnace
of fire; their earthliness must be consumed, that the image
of Christ may be perfectly reflected”> The fact that there
is “earthliness” lingering in the last generation points to
a “process of development after the close of probation.”s
Consequently, one cannot describe the last generation’s
perfection as the culmination of a growth process before
the time of trouble; rather, the focus is on the growth pro-
cess itself, that continues even after the close of probation.
In agreement with the LGT perspective, representatives
who do not hold to LGT consider that, fundamentally,
the faith of the last generation is of the same nature as the
faith exhibited by previous generations. While receiving
the empowering of the Holy Spirit through the latter rain,
the last generation “will witness one last manifestation of
satanic evil, especially as a cruel and unjust death decree
spreads around the world”*

Nevertheless, even though there is a consensus
that the last generation is destined to confront a unique
crisis while being empowered by the Holy Spirit, non-
LGT theologians vehemently reject that only the last
generation cosmically vindicates God’s character. Only
“Christ's death vindicated God’s character and refuted
Satan’s claims”* In their view, for White, the vindication
of God’s honor—in close relation to the divine law—“has
always been the responsibility of God’s servants on earth,”
not just of the last generation.* As Gane points out, “God
vindicates Himself by what He does for us, in us, and
through us”? Vindicating God is not a prerogative of the
last generation but a privilege of all generations.

Two Perspectives on Perfection

The two views of sin and the role of the last gen-
eration find their denouement in the two views of
perfection. Last generation theologians reject as mis-
representation the perfectionistic tag.® Instead, many
theologians associated with LGT describe perfection as
relative and dynamic. Herbert E. Douglass writes that
perfection refers to “the dynamic life pattern of a person
who reflects the life of Jesus” and not to perfectionism,
which is “an absolute point beyond which there can be
no further development”® C. Mervyn Maxwell accepts
the expression “sinless perfection” but redefines it not as
“absolute perfection” but as “true sinless perfection, true
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perfection of character”” This refers to perfection “that
triumphs over every sinful prompting of human nature
and dynamically emulates the virtues of Jesus Christ”
For Maxwell, character development entails “choices that
involve obedience,” leading to a “well-informed, well-ma-
tured spirituality that far transcends even the beautiful
spirituality of the best of the Millerite Adventists.””

More recently, Larry Kirkpatrick distinguishes
between “two different kinds of perfection: character sur-
render and character maturity” The latter “is attained and
maintained throughout our Christian lives if we persist in
character surrender””” He also distinguishes between per-
fection—which “is an unbroken exercise of faith which
keeps the soul pure from every stain of sin or disloyalty
to God,” thus referring to “the dynamic, growing lifestyle
of the person who reflects the life of Jesus”—and perfec-
tionism, understood as “an absolute point beyond which
there can be no further development.””*

Those who reject LGT also define perfection as
dynamic and relative. Edward Heppenstall agrees that
perfection is attainable” and describes it as “the perfect-
ing of a right relationship to God, full commitment, a
mature and unshakable allegiance to Jesus Christ,” argu-
ing that “the word perfect does not envision sinlessness
within the use of the word itself”’* Hence, for Heppen-
stall, “it is spiritual maturity and stability that is possible
in this life, not sinless perfection”” The dynamic that
Heppenstall describes is complex. As Christians mature,
they discover the depths of their sinful natures, with
“hidden motives and self-centered intentions” Yet, this
“dissatisfaction with our moral and spiritual state at any
point along the way” results from “stronger aspirations
and more spiritual desires” For Heppenstall, “this is the
Bible position on Christian growth until Christ returns””

Hans K. LaRondelle defines human perfection as a
daily “religious-moral walk” with God that “is manifested
in wholehearted, holy love for all fellowmen” As such,
humans do not have perfection in themselves. Rath-
er, “the true Christian feels increasingly imperfect and
unworthy while beholding more and more of Christs
all-sufficient glory and mercy”; as a result, “where Christ
reproduces His own image in the soul” there humans
walk “in true perfection” with God and other humans.*
Hence, perfection focuses not on human nature but on
humanity’s “perfect relationship with God” and other
humans in the present and future.*

Evaluating the LGT’s View of Perfection

All the above definitions have several elements in
common and are also reflected in the biblical canon.
First, they all assume that God’s plan is connected some-
how to perfection. Second, they describe perfection as a
dynamic growth process—character perfection—exclu-
sive of nature perfection, recognizing that God does not
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remove sinful tendencies and propensities. Third, they
emphasize the divine perfection model, as Christ illus-
trated. Fourth, they agree that perfection is mediated by
Christ and also involves human volition. Yet, there are at
least two significant differences.®

First, for LGT representatives mentioned above,
one’s relationship with sin is profiled in the foreground,
while in the background is one’s relationship with Christ.
Whereas the high regard for the divine law is commend-
able, the significance attributed to human obedience in
vindicating God’s character resulted in a concentration
on overcoming sin that influenced LGT’s perspective
on perfection. As one representative notes, “through the
same divine power used by Jesus while on earth, human
beings in this life can live without sinning”* Although
recognizing that Christian perfection is not “a static per-
fectionism” but a “dynamic relationship with God that
will never cease developing its likeness to Jesus,” LGT
ambiguously presents the reaching of “a point in the
growth pattern when the Christian has conquered every
known sin; his behavior is predictably loving, unselfish,
and Christlike”* Statements like this create the impres-
sion that, at least for some LGT supporters, perfection
is a punctual state and focuses on human performance.
However, such an approach alters the biblical testimony
regarding perfection as an ongoing process that profiles
divine involvement rather than human achievement in
the foreground. While the LGT’s stress on obedience par-
tially mirrors the biblical emphasis, the scriptural spot-
light remains on divine action rather than human effort.

The New Testament emphasizes an “already/not yet”
dynamic. Given the focus on the last generation, LGT
practically depicts perfection as an “already;” overlooking
the “not yet” facet. As a result, by making one’s relation-
ship with sin prominent, LGT tends to be one-sided in
its approach to perfection. Those rejecting LGT have
one’s relationship with Christ in the foreground and the
relationship with sin in the background. They consistent-
ly define perfection as a continuous state, centering on
Christ’s performance. While we can attain character per-
fection, “that is, a mature disposition of unselfish love for
God and others,” argues Peckham, “genuine obedience
and the overcoming of sinful actions can be accomplished
only by a work of God in us that we embrace by faith”®
Such faithfulness is best described as loyalty to Christ. As
Gane puts it, “all I need to do is follow Him where He
wants to take me, including to perfection of character”s

Second, the goal of perfection for LGT is the vindi-
cation of God’s character. In agreement with other LGT
proponents, Dennis Priebe contends that the last genera-
tion, reflecting the image of Christ fully, “will be the won-
der of the whole universe. Through them Satan will be
forever defeated, and every question that could be raised
against the law of God, such as whether humanity could
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keep it, will be forever answered.”¥” This approach is right-
ly criticized as perfectionist by other Adventist authors.*
They echo the biblical focus on God’s faithfulness in
His relationship with humans. Where humans fail, God
does not. In addition, the scriptural evidence reveals that
God is the active agent in vindicating His character. In
the New Testament, the primary focus is on highlighting
Christ’s performance. However, when the attention shifts
to human perfection in relation to divine vindication,
it tends to diminish the significance of Christ’s perfor-
mance. The Bible, emphasizing human loyalty to God
across past, present, and future rather than mere human
achievement, does not align with the emphasis on the
role of the last generation in vindicating God’s character.
The latter entails a double standard: one for the last gen-
eration—whose performance will supersede all previous
efforts—and one for all previous ages.* Yet, the Bible has
only one standard and repeatedly urges perfection, not
in the distant future but today. As such, God’s current
standard is not different from the past one. And for all
generations, this standard is fulfilled only in Christ and
through Christ’s mediation.

Conclusion

Within the spectrum of Adventist views on perfec-
tion, this paper indicates that any claim should corre-
spond to what the Bible states about the concept. After
analyzing the concept in the Old Testament and the New
Testament, several aspects of perfection emerged. First,
God defines perfection. In the Old Testament, His cov-
enantal faithfulness is the model to mirror. In the New
Testament, Christ models perfection through loving
and faithful submission to God’s plan. Second, perfec-
tion is a dynamic growth process in love and steadfast
submission to God as one’s primary orientation. Third,
perfection is God’s plan of restoring the imago Dei in
humanity through Christ. He restores our relationship
with God through His faithfulness, transforms our inner
orientation toward God, and enables us to act lovingly
toward others. Fourth, being a result of God’s action, per-
fection does not result from human performance. Fifth,
perfection is mediated by Christ. Sixth, perfection has
an “already/not yet” character, encompassing the past,
the present, and the future. As such, it is open to further
developments and discoveries without being constrained
to a fixed set of behavioral rules.

Examining the current discussions in Adventism
benefits from the insights provided by this multifaceted
perspective. In this article, LGT is highlighted due to
its widespread impact. While there are some areas of
agreement between those who support LGT and those
who have a different understanding, we noted two sig-
nificant differences between LGT and the biblically
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based depiction of perfection. First, by making one’s
conquering of sin prominent in the last generation, some
LGT representatives depict perfection as a punctual, an
eschatological “already;” that is relatively more static
than dynamic. Second, LGT portrays the human perfor-
mance of the last generation as a means of vindicating
God’s character to hasten the second coming of Christ.
As previously indicated, these two aspects do not clearly
reflect the biblical testimony, profiling human perfection-
ism instead of Christian perfection. Moreover, such an
approach does not reflect the “already/not yet” dynamic
that focuses on the continual dependence on Christ for
continual character growth. As the psalmist writes, “I
have seen a limit to all perfection, but your command-
ment is exceedingly broad” (Ps 119:96). Truly, in the light
of God’s law, one discerns a depth of perfection that shat-
ters human perfectionism.

Dan-Adrian Petre, PhD

Assistant Professor of Systematic
Theology and Adventist Studies
Editor-in-Chief, TheoRhéma
Adventus University of Cernica,
Romania
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SCRIPTURE APPLIED

Lessons from Matthew 25
Clinton Wahlen

his chapter culminates Jesus’ final discourse (Matt o The decisive difference was the preparation made by
the wise for the unexpected. The foolish five, on the

other hand, did not anticipate such a long delay and

23-25) and consists of three parables: The Ten Vir-
gins (25:1-13), The Talents (25:14-30), and The

Sheep and the Goats (25:31-46), each of which concludes
with a final judgment scene. The first parable focuses on
the difference between wise and foolish followers of Jesus,
the second on how they handle the items with which they
have been entrusted, and the third deals with disinterest-
ed acts of mercy and benevolence to the poor, needy, and
lonely among them.

1.

Interpretation of Matthew 25

Verses 1-13, Parable of the Ten Virgins

The parable is comprised of three scenes: (1) ten girls
who wait for the bridegroom fall asleep (Matt 25:1-
5); (2) the bridegroom’s arrival with the wise going
into the wedding feast and the foolish being shut out
(vv. 6-10); (3) the foolish girls’ plea for entrance is
refused (vv. 11-13).

In a typical Jewish wedding, the bridegroom would
leave his home (cf. Gen 2:24) and be joined to the
bride at her home, followed by a celebratory proces-
sion to the wedding feast at the grooms home. The
parable focuses on the wait to join this procession.
Uncharacteristically, the verb of comparison is in the
future tense (“shall be likened”), probably to under-
score the prophetic nature of this parable as it con-
cerns the judgment in connection with the second
advent (cf. Matt 7:24, 26).

Wisdom is a prized virtue in Scripture (Prov 3:15).
An important characteristic of wisdom is prepared-
ness and planning ahead so as to maximize positive
outcomes (Prov 6:8; 20:18; 21:31; 24:27; 30:25; cf.
Luke 14:28-32). The wise virgins were not only pre-
pared but ready for the bridegroom’s arrival; their
preparation resulted in readiness for the wedding
feast. Similarly, at “the time of the end,” the wise are
identified as those who understand the prophecies,
recognize their fulfillment, and act accordingly by
allowing their characters to be refined and purified
(Dan 12:10; Mal 3:2-3).

The ten girls had much in common: all were virgins,
all had oil lamps that were burning and giving off
light, and all became drowsy and fell asleep. Appar-
ently, none expected such a long wait. All awoke
at the call to meet the bridegroom and trimmed
their lamps.
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realized too late that their oil supply was insufficient.
“The ten maidens have one task and one only, to be
ready with lamps burning brightly when the bride-
groom appears” and Matthew 5:16 illuminates “what
is meant by keeping the lamp burning brightly”™

The foolish are not hypocrites (cf. Matt 24:51) but are
like the stony ground hearers whose experience is
superficial and “endures only for a while” (13:20-21).
The time of the bridegroom’s arrival is only approx-
imately described (“in the middle of the night”),
pointing to the uncertainty of precise time of the
second advent, which Jesus frequently emphasizes
(Matt 24:36, 42, 44, 50; Acts 1:7). Thus, the admo-
nition is given to “watch” and be always ready (Matt
25:13; Mark 13:35-37; cf. 1 Thess 5:6, 8).

The finality of the judgment is underscored with the
words, “the door was shut” (Matt 25:10), which no
amount of pleading will alter (vv. 11-12).

The address, “Lord, Lord,” recalls Jesus’ warning that
doing the will of the Father is an essential element
of readiness for entrance into the kingdom of heaven
(Matt 7:21; cf. Luke 6:46).

While we should avoid allegorization of the parable,
many of Jesus’ parables have allegorical elements.
The bridegroom clearly symbolizes Jesus (Matt 9:15;
cf. John 3:29), whose coming seems to be delayed.
The wise and the foolish virgins, then, represent
those who believe the truth received from Jesus (2
Cor 11:2; Eph 4:21) and who await His return (cf.
Rev 7:1-4; 14:4).

2. Verses 14-30, Parable of the Talents

o The idea of an absentee householder who entrusts

his goods to stewards while away was fairly common
in the Roman world. They would have been expected
to improve the means given and thus prove them-
selves worthy stewards of their master’s wealth.

A talent of silver weighed about seventy-five pounds
and was worth six thousand denarii* — almost twen-
ty years of earnings for an ordinary laborer; they
were given quite large sums. The different amounts
of money were distributed to each “according to his
own ability” (Matt 25:15). Clearly the master knew
his servants well.
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The two servants given the most both doubled
their master’s money, a 100% return on the initial
investment. Although in burying the master’s mon-
ey the third servant utilized a common practice for
safeguarding wealth (cf. Matt 13:44; Josh 7:21), as
pointed out, even lending it to bankers (or mon-
eychangers) could have garnered 20% interest,
since they would have in turn lent it out at an even
higher rate.

The master returned only “after a long time,” which
again emphasizes the element of waiting and appar-
ent delay, and the calling each to account alludes to
the investigative judgment in which the actions of
the Lord’s professed servants are assessed.

Although the two faithful servants were given dif-
ferent amounts based on their different abilities and
had different results, their reward was exactly the
same (Matt 25:21, 23). This illustrates we are not
saved by works even though we are judged according
to them (2 Cor 5:10; Rev 22:12).

The reward (entering into “the joy of your lord”)
applies the parable to the life to come, but the king-
dom of heaven also promises joy in the present
(Matt 13:44).

The wicked servant attacks his lord’s character even
though from the parable it seems to have been com-
pletely exemplary. The master did “sow” by giving
the man a talent to invest. Actually, the words of this
servant are more a reflection of his own character;
he had good reason to be afraid but that fear was not
translated into worthwhile action.

The servant is also called “lazy” because he did noth-
ing useful with what he was given.

Since everyone is unique, with individualized gifts
and talents, and opportunities for service vary from
one individual to the next, it is impossible that out-
comes would be identical, which is probably why
such a conception is never envisaged in Scripture.*

3. Verses 31-46, Parable of the Sheep and the Goats

o This third and final parable in Matthew consists of
three scenes: (1) the Son of Man’s separation of peo-
ple into two groups; (2) the reward given to “the
sheep” and their dialogue with the King about their
acts of mercy; (3) the reward given to “the goats” and
their dialogue with the King about what they failed
to do.

Jesus calls the sheep “blessed of My Father,” those
who will “inherit the kingdom” (Matt 25:34). Sheep
as a symbol of Israel (Matt 9:36; 10:6; 15:24; John
10:2-4; cf. Ezek 34:11-17) and of the followers of
Jesus (Matt 10:16; 26:31; John 10:15-16, 27; 21:16—
17; cf. Zech 13:7) is fairly common. The right hand
was a place of favor and privilege (Matt 20:21; 22:44;
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cf. 1 Kgs 2:19; Ps 16:11; 110:1, 5). So the sheep repre-
sent the saved of all ages.

Jesus calls the goats “cursed” (Matt 25:41), whom
He sets on His left side, which is clearly the side of
shame and disapproval. Taking into consideration
the parable’s larger context, the goats represent the
professed followers of Jesus who are lost.

Jesus (“the Son of Man”), for the first time, speaks
explicitly of Himself as “the King” (vv. 34, 40), though
it was implied in earlier future-oriented parables
(Matt 18:23; 22:2, 7, 11, 13). “At the completion of
the work of investigative judgment, begun in 1844 . .
. Jesus will receive ‘His kingdom’ (GC 426, 613, 614;
EW 55, 280). The final coronation and enthronement
of Christ as King of the universe takes place at the
close of the millennium, before all men—those who
are subjects of His glorious kingdom and those who
have refused allegiance to Him*

All of Jesus” parables have some element of surprise,
but in this parable everyone is surprised. The acts of
kindness and mercy which the blessed gave to “the
least of these My brethren” were credited as if they
were done to Jesus. Such is the closeness with which
He identifies Himself with His people (cf. Matt
10:40-42). These deeds of mercy are reminiscent of
Old Testament descriptions of the righteous (Ezek
18:5-9; Isa 58:6-7).¢ This parable encourages a min-
istry of kindness to meet the needs of those around
us. Paul says, “Therefore, as we have opportunity, let
us do good to all, especially to those who are of the
household of faith” (Gal 6:10). Those represented by
the goats feel no such obligation and fail to realize
that ministering to others is ministering to Jesus.

An important element of this ministry is hospitality,
which was highly valued in both Jewish and Chris-
tian circles (e.g., Gen 18:1-16; 2 Kgs 4:8-11; Rom
12:13; Titus 1:8; Heb 13:2),” and is still important for
us today.

The fiery punishment allotted to the lost was never
meant for human beings; it was “prepared for the
devil and his angels” (Matt 25:41). God desires all to
be saved and does not will any to be lost (1 Tim 2:4;
2 Pet 3:9).

The fire is called “everlasting” (Matt 25:41) because
its effect is eternal, not because it is burning forev-
er and ever. Sodom and Gomorrah are said to have
suffered “the vengeance of eternal fire” (Jude 7) but
obviously the fire is not still burning.® It is also called
“unquenchable” (Matt 3:12; cf. Isa 34:10; Jer 17:27)
because it will continue its work until the wicked are
complete burned up, leaving them “neither root nor
branch” (Mal 4:1). All these images emphasize the
totality and finality of sin’s ultimate destruction.
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Application of the Chapter

Some important lessons we may glean from Matthew
25 include:

L. Planning ahead will make a difference not only in
this life but also in the life to come.” We are to live
each day, not merely for the present, but with eter-
nity in view.

2. The foolish five, thinking the oil they had was
enough, relied on what they considered minimal-
ly necessary, whereas the wise planned also for
the unexpected.

3. Preparation and readiness are related, the first being
a necessary prerequisite for the second.

4. All three parables teach that so-called “little things”
actually matter a lot; how one relates to them can
be a barometer of one’s character because they are
often undervalued.

5. The parable of the talents teaches that diligence is
a virtue (cf. Rom 12:11; Gal 6:9). It is commended
in Scripture as an important expression of wisdom
(Prov 4:23; 6:6-8; 10:4; 12:24, 27; 13:4; 14:23; 21:5),
while slothfulness is unsparingly condemned (Prov
18:9; 21:25).

6. Those who follow Jesus will want to serve Him
faithfully with every gift and talent entrusted to
them. There is no limitation from God’s side, only
our willingness to be used by Him to accomplish
heaven’s purposes.”
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7. Unfortunately, all who are lost will discover too late
their misplaced priorities, whether it was wealth
wasted on selfish pursuits and pleasures or failure to
use their talents for the kingdom of heaven. It would
be well for each one of us to consider from time to
time how our life might be measured by the impar-
tial heavenly Judge so as to make life course adjust-
ments now, while we still have the opportunity to do
so (2 Cor 13:5).

8.In the end, the parable of the sheep and the goats
emphasizes the importance of “disinterested benev-
olence’—that is, finding joy and contentment in
giving of ourselves to help others without expecting
anything in return. Jesus is the “perfect pattern. His
life was characterized by disinterested benevolence™
This quality will also characterize His “sheep,” who
follow Him and are guided by the Holy Spirit to
relieve the poor and needy among us.

Clinton Wahlen
Associate Director of the
Biblical Research Institute

’See also Christine D. Pohl, Making Room: Recovering Hospitality as a
Christian Tradition (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1999), 16-51.

8Both passages have the same expression in Greek (pyr aionion), but the
passage in Matthew has the article because it is referring to the final, ultimate
destruction of the wicked.

°Ellen G. White, Review and Herald, September 20, 1882, para. 9, states that
“the advancement made here will be ours when we enter upon the future life”
1%See Ellen G. White, Christ’s Object Lessons (Washington D.C.: Review and
Herald, 1900), 333-353, for its very practical application of this parable with
regard to the talents of the mind, speech, influence, time, health, money,
and kindly impulses and affections.

"Ellen G. White, Testimonies for the Church (Boise, ID: Pacific Press,
1947), 4:218.
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Adventists, in fourteen chapters, plus an introduction,

presents the case for affirming LGBTQ people with-
in the Seventh-day Adventist Church. Johnston takes the
reader through her own personal journey, going from
being a conservative Adventist pastor to becoming an
LGBTQ-affirming, queer, former pastor. She recounts
how, at age 30, while at seminary and studying for the
ministry, she “fell in love with a woman” and struggled
with how to relate to such strong feelings (p. 2). Through-
out the book, she includes insights into her personal
struggles as she comes to terms with who she believes
God has created her to be. At appropriate junctures,
Johnston also shares the stories of other LGBTQ persons.
In this respect, the book is helpful in providing insight
into the thinking of people that have often been mischar-
acterized and misunderstood. Another positive feature of
the book is Johnston’s attempt to be fair in her description
of both sides of this debate, labeling her view “affirming
theology” and the official position of the church “accept-
ed theology” (pp. 12-13). While mostly adhering to this
practice, she also refers to the latter as “traditional theol-
ogy” (p. 27).

Each chapter begins in a very disarming way with
quotations that affirm the Adventist position, some of
which Johnston has formulated and which she now

The new book by Alicia Johnston, The Bible ¢ LGBTQ
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takes issue with, along with a brief summary of what she
used to believe on the topic. To her credit, she diligently
attempts to be fair by including support for the church’s
position from a variety of publications and statements
by Adventist theologians. Johnston then explains why
she no longer agrees with it. The approach is appealing
and effective, drawing readers into a conversation that
the author hopes will change their minds about what
the Bible actually says about homosexuality and trans-
genderism. Her argumentation is detailed and draws on
recent theological, historical, and psychological research
to present a biblical and theological case affirming the
LGBTQ lifestyle. Despite the author’s generally irenic
tone, the book brooks no compromise. Anything short
of full LGBTQ inclusion is repeatedly labeled harmful
and dangerous. Johnston hopes for the day when those
openly practicing the LGBTQ lifestyle can be welcomed
as church members and fully integrated into church life,
some even becoming “leaders and pastors” (p. 198).
Although the first chapter (“Is the Bible Clear?”)
would seem to be where the main treatment of herme-
neutics might be found, most of it deals with trying to
persuade readers that the church hasn’t really given the
topic a fair hearing and sharing the author’s own expe-
rience in coming to terms with a different way of inter-
preting the Bible. Johnston claims simply to be applying
more consistently the hermeneutical principles she
learned during her MDiv studies at the Seventh-day
Adventist Theological Seminary at Andrews University:
“In my conversion to affirming theology, every principle
of interpretation I used was one I learned in seminary”
(p. 24). Nevertheless, each chapter, in its consideration of
key passages, attempts to dismantle the Adventist Bible-
based method of interpretation. Rather than review the
book chapter by chapter, we will identify some of its main
arguments and focus attention on the most important
issues. In the process, we will look more closely at what
the Bible actually teaches, because the book itself, despite
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how it may appear to some readers, is less helpful in
that respect.

Is Marriage Biblical or Cultural?

Johnston devotes a sizeable portion of the book to
the Genesis creation account, its interpretation by Jesus
in Matthew 19, and the concept of marriage more gener-
ally (pp. 35-135). She clearly recognizes her case stands
or falls based on how we understand these crucial Bible
chapters. But, rather than a careful study of them, John-
ston takes a more combative approach, as if Adam were
the model for all time: “All men were not required to live
under the stars or work the land like Adam. So, can we be
sure that all men are commanded to marry like Adam?
We are inconsistent if some aspects of Adam’s life become
rules and others don’t” (p. 39). Rather than inconsistency,
Johnston seems not to appreciate fully the message of the
creation account as a whole, based on how it unfolds.

Looking at the biblical account of Adam and Eve,
Genesis 2 elaborates on the relatively brief description
of human beings, both male and female, being created in
God’s image (Gen 1:26-29)." This order is then followed
in chapter 2: man is created first, then woman (Gen
2:7-17, 18-22; cf. 1 Tim 2:13). Interestingly, twice it is
said that the woman was to be “comparable” to the man
(Gen 2:18, 20), one “who corresponds to him” (NET).
The Hebrew word is kenegdo, which combines two ideas:
like (ke) and opposite (neged). The same two ideas are
mentioned by Adam in verse 23: “This is now bone of my
bones And flesh of my flesh [like him in being human];
She shall be called Woman, Because she was taken out of
Man [opposite in sex/gender]”* Immediately after Adam
speaks, the account goes on to say, “Therefore a man
shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his
wife, and they shall become one flesh” (Gen 2:24).* This
verse looks ahead, way beyond Eden, because Adam and
Eve had not yet become parents. Its general terminology
and outlook provide a definition of what marriage is to
be going forward: a man leaves “his father and mother”
(heterosexual, monogamous marriage) and is “joined to
his wife” (another heterosexual, monogamous marriage).
“This is . . . a comment of the narrator, applying the prin-
ciples of the first marriage to every marriage It is not
just a narrative description, but a definitive prescription
for marriage.

So, although the text seems clear enough, Jesus has
also given us a detailed interpretation of the passage in
Matthew 19. Johnston tries to make this passage all about
divorce (p. 92) because that is what the Pharisees asked
Jesus about (Matt 19:3). But Jesus only addresses the issue
of divorce when pressed for an answer (Matt 19:7-9). He
does not answer the question initially because He first
wants to clear up their misunderstanding about marriage:
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And He answered and said to them, “Have you not
read that He who made them at the beginning ‘made
them male and female, [Gen 1:27] and said, ‘For this rea-
son a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined
to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh’ [Gen 2:24]?
(Matt 19:4-5)

Jesus indicates marriage is between only “two,
excluding polygamy, and that it was not the narrator or
even Moses but God Himself who defined marriage with
the words of Genesis 2:24. This interpretation explains
why Jesus went on to say, “Therefore what God has joined
together, let not man separate” (Matt 19:6, emphasis sup-
plied). Christian weddings ask God’s blessing on the mar-
riage. But how can He bless a marriage that goes directly
against His divine directions for marriage in Scripture?
By combining Genesis 1:27 and 2:24 and attributing
them to the Creator, Jesus shows that marriage, from the
beginning, was designed by God to be monogamous,
heterosexual, and permanent because He is the one who
joins man and woman together in marriage.

Johnston asserts that the phrase “one flesh” means
kinship (pp. 108-109), but Jesus™ interpretation of the
passage makes it clear the phrase refers to the union
(physically, mentally, and spiritually) of the man and the
woman in marriage: “So then, they are no longer two but
one flesh. Therefore what God has joined together, let not
man separate” (Matt 19:6). Johnston conflates the phrase
“bone and flesh” with “one flesh,”” but they are not the
same. “One flesh” is never used of kinship in Scripture.
Instead, wherever the phrase appears it always refers to
union in marriage—specifically, a heterosexual union,
and the implied covenant that that union involves (Gen
2:24; Matt 19:5-6; Mark 10:8; 1 Cor 6:16; Eph 5:31).
Regarding 1 Corinthians 6:16 specifically, one commen-
tator has observed, “The assumption is that every sexual
act between a man and woman, whether licit or not, fus-
es the partners together into one flesh. There is no such
thing as casual sex that has no enduring consequences,
even when the partners have no intention of forming a
mutual attachment”

Rather than a biblical definition of marriage, John-
ston offers a cultural one (pp. 118-119). But while mar-
riage involves a civil aspect, the biblical concept of mar-
riage is quite independent of prevailing practices in the
surrounding culture. Society’s values frequently conflict
with biblical values and, although marriage has tended
for thousands of years to be a glorious exception to that
tendency, that is increasingly no longer the case. Repeat-
edly Johnston refers to Adam and Eve as the model for
marriage (pp. 116, 120, 121) and even admits they “are the
typical, normative example of marriage” (p. 123). Then
she expands the definition of marriage based on how it
has functioned as a social institution (pp. 118-119). She
also argues that, within Scripture, it has matured beyond

REFLECTIONS #84 | OCTOBER - DECEMBER | 2023


http://www.adventistbiblicalresearch.org

Book Review

what we see in Eden so that marriage has an “adaptive
quality;” allowing room for “exceptions” while retaining
“its core meaning” (pp. 123-124). Thus, she attempts to
make room for same-gender marriage.

While it is true, as we have observed, that the Bible
looks well beyond Eden in defining marriage, it also
defines it as monogamous, heterosexual, and permanent.’
There are at least three essential reasons Scripture gives
for this: (1) procreation (Gen 1:27-28)—giving birth to
children who are brought up by their father and moth-
er “in the training and admonition of the Lord” (Exod
20:12; Eph 6:4); (2) symbolizing God’s relationship to
His people (Isa 54:5; Eph 5:22-33), thus communicating
through this union “God’s story of creation and redemp-
tion”;"" (3) companionship, which is how husband and
wife, bound to each other in a “one flesh” union (Gen
2:24; Eph 5:28-33), model love to their children and
to the wider community (1 Cor 13; 1 Thess 2:7; 1 John
4:7-8). These aspects are not (adequately) taken into con-
sideration by Johnston.

Johnston also takes aim at gender roles, apparently
suggesting that alleged exceptions in Scripture should
disprove the rule (pp. 124-126). She rightly points out
that during most of church history, gender roles mistak-
enly assumed the inferiority of women (pp. 126-127),
2 but connects this with the patriarchy she sees in the
household codes of Peter and Paul (pp. 128-130): “Ample
evidence indicates that these household codes speak to
a specific cultural context that is vastly different than
our own. They were doing what was right for their time
and place”” She further argues, based on the instructions
given to slaves and masters, “the same passages that told
wives to submit to their husbands told enslaved people to
submit to those who enslaved them” (p. 130). While the
apostolic church couldn’t abolish Roman law permitting
people to have slaves, they did apply principles based on
the teachings of Jesus to these household relationships
so that they were completely transformed, including
husband-wife and master-slave relations. Hence Paul
tells wives to “submit to your own husbands, as to the
Lord,” but he also says, “Husbands, love your wives, just
as Christ also loved the church and gave Himself for her”
(Eph 5:22, 25). He told Philemon to treat Onesimus, “no
longer as a slave but more than a slave—a beloved broth-
er” (Phlm 16).” Within the church, members were to live
according to biblical principles, and not merely in accor-
dance with what may have been acceptable for the larger
society and culture.

Are Biblical Laws Flexible?

In several more chapters, Johnston takes aim at the
Adventist understanding of the law (pp. 137-224). In
this she relies heavily on what Roy Gane calls “judicial
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deliberation” (pp. 144-147)," though she acknowledg-
es (correctly), “as a defender of the accepted theology,
I'm sure he won't agree with the use 'm making of his
approach” (p. 144).® She quotes twice in successive
pages Gane’s assertion that, “while the letter of the law
was important, it was to be sensitively and contextually
applied in light of the spirit of the law as a whole, rec-
ognizing that no law code can explicitly account for all
the complexities of human life”’* Johnston interprets this
to mean that “the laws are not to be applied inflexibly
but flexibly. When problems arise, they are to be seen ‘as
starting points for deliberation™ (p. 146).” Thus, because
“transgender people often suffer terribly if they don’t
transition,” she claims that, “even if the plain meaning
of the text forbids gender transition, deliberation leads
us to different conclusions. For the sake of justice and
love, it shouldn’t be applied that way to transgender peo-
ple” (p. 146). She adds, “Gane takes a very high view of
Scripture. . . . The difference in conclusions isn’t because
I'm approaching the text in a liberal way, and Gane is
approaching it in a conservative way. The problem is
that conservatives haven't been consistent on this topic”
(p. 147). Actually, Johnston has not read Gane carefully
on this issue. Gane only suggests flexibility is necessary
in cases not covered by existing law. Otherwise, the law
“stipulates obligatory norms, which carry penalties for
violation to be carried out by the human community
under the theocracy and/or by YHWH himself”** Those
obligatory norms include prohibitions against same-sex
relations: “homosexual activity is included in Lev. 18
and 20 among categorically forbidden sexual behaviors”*
Judicial deliberation regarding a sexual offense would
only be concerned with whether or not the violation
occurred but would not involve any variation in the
prescribed penalty.®

Jesus’ Attitude Toward the Law

Johnston thinks Jesus was applying to new situations
the principles of the law since He “was willing to modify
the legal code (Matt. 5:38-48) while maintaining ada-
mantly that He was not changing one iota of the law” (p.
148). She adds, “The Levitical law of an eye for an eye was
not meant to be the final word. It improved the situation
from what it had been, but it was not yet what it could be.
Jesus saw what it could be. Jesus was teaching the ideal.
Jesus was moving in a redemptive direction” (p. 150).*
Johnston understands Jesus’ application of the Torah’s
moral principles, including the Ten Commandments, as
a progressive step in this “redemptive direction” But it
was more than that. Jesus fulfilled the purpose of the law
(cf. Matt 5:17) by establishing a universal messianic (i.e.,
new covenant) ethical framework. Thus He revealed the
law’s deeper intent (Isa 42:21; cf. Ps 119:96) and that obe-
dience extends to motives and thoughts of the heart (cf.
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Heb 4:12). Jesus did not abrogate Israel’s laws, as Gane
points out: “When Jesus ruled out application of the lex
talionis to personal vengeance (Matt. 5:38-39), he did not
revoke it as a judicial penalty administered by a court, as
it is in OT law”* Rather, He showed His followers their
personal application.

Another example of redemptive movement given by
Johnston is in connection with divorce. “Jesus modified
divorce laws, making them stricter than Moses had. By
doing this, Jesus moved the needle in a redemptive direc-
tion” But Jesus was not modifying divorce law (see Deut
24:1); He was explaining the grounds for divorce (cf.
Deut 5:32), defining the “uncleanness” (or “indecency;,’
ESV) mentioned in that passage as “sexual immorality”
(Gk. porneia), which was a widely debated issue in first
century Israel.

Transgenderism

Other applications in a modern setting are question-
able, such as Deuteronomy 22:5, “A woman shall not wear
anything that pertains to a man, nor shall a man put on
a woman’s garment, for all who do so are an abomination
to the LORD your God.” She argues, “This verse could
refer to half a dozen different scenarios that have nothing
to do with gender identity” (p. 143). Later, she specifies
some of these: it could have referred to “pagan rituals” or
related to the same taboo that prohibited “using different
seeds in the same vineyard, plowing by joining different
animals together, and mixing fabrics” (p. 146, citing Deut
22:9-11). But there is no reason to think this law against
cross-dressing is connected with pagan rituals since noth-
ing else in the chapter suggests this.* Nor does it seem to
have any connection to the other prohibitions Johnston
mentions.* The mixing of seed, animals, or fabric have
nothing to do with gender or gender confusion. So, as
many commentators conclude, the most likely reason for
the prohibition of crossdressing is that “this injunction
seeks to preserve the order built into creation, specifically
the fundamental distinction between male and female.
For a person to wear anything associated with the oppo-
site gender confuses one’s sexual identity and blurs estab-
lished boundaries”* Gane adds, “The biblical value is for
men and women to wear apparel that pertains to their
respective genders, apparently to avoid gender-identity
confusion”” Although biblical writers likely could not
imagine the outward transformation of gender made
possible today by pharmaceutical, surgical, and related
interventions, the prohibition in principle undoubtedly
applies to this more serious, and often permanent, twen-
ty-first century blurring of gender distinctions as well.

What may be most surprising about Johnston’s con-
tention in this regard is her criticism of Gane for assum-
ing “the only valid anatomy is genitalia, not neurology”
(p. 146). Seventh-day Adventists have always emphasized

WWW.ADVENTISTBIBLICALRESEARCH.ORG

the wholistic nature of human beings. We don’t believe in
a mind-body dualism.” The “Statement on Transgende-
rism,” voted by the 2017 Spring Meeting of the General
Conference, affirms:

From a biblical perspective, the human being is
a psychosomatic unity. . . . The Bible does not
endorse dualism in the sense of a separation
between one’s body and one’s sense of sexuality. .
.. According to Scripture, our gender identity, as
designed by God, is determined by our biologi-
cal sex at birth (Gen 1:27; 5:1-2; Ps 139:13-14;
Mark 10:6).%

Biblically speaking, we cannot separate gender iden-
tity from our biological sex at birth as if it were a mallea-
ble part of human nature determined only by our mind
(neurologically) and completely independent of our
body. At the same time, it is important to point out that
all human beings are affected by sin. No one is exempt
from its effects, and it affects each individual in unique
ways. As pointed out in the same document,

The fact that some individuals claim a gender
identity incompatible with their biological sex
reveals a serious dichotomy. This brokenness or
distress, whether felt or not, is an expression of
the damaging effects of sin on humans and may
have a variety of causes. Although gender dys-
phoria is not intrinsically sinful, it may result in
sinful choices.*

Creation Laws and Restorative Laws

In discussing the verses in Leviticus relevant to
LGBTQ issues (Lev 18:22; 20:13), Johnston appeals to
the distinction between “creation laws” and “restorative
laws”: “Restorative laws bring improvement; creation
laws reflect God’s moral intention and the ultimate goal
of restoration” (p. 151)." In the former category, she
seems to place “polygamy, slavery, and the legal depen-
dence of women,” but adds, “it's not always easy to tell the
difference between creation law and redemptive law” (p.
156). She believes the laws in these passages are restor-
ative because “no direct references to creation” and “no
allusions or quotes from Genesis 1 and 2” appear (p. 156).
Regarding Leviticus 18, Johnston counts twenty laws,
fifteen of which are against incest. She counts them as
restorative rather than creation laws because: (1) they do
not “return the Israelite man to an exclusive relationship
with one wife,” but allow sex with slaves, concubines, for-
eigners, and sex workers; (2) they do not prohibit polyg-
amy but only set boundaries on it; (3) “more broadly,
they were restrictions on the absolute power a patriarch
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exercised over those in his household”; 4) the procreation
commanded Adam and Eve in the creation account (Gen
1:28) would have been impossible under these laws (p.
157). Of the five remaining laws, Johnston relates them to
procreation (bestiality as not procreative and child sacri-
fice to Molech as destroying the progeny of procreation).
She also argues that making these laws universal would
prohibit sexual relations during a woman’s menstruation
and any form of contraception (p. 158).

Regarding the laws against incest, Johnston over-
looks that Paul relies on this legislation to unsparingly
condemn the perpetrator in Corinth who has sexual rela-
tions with his father’s wife (1 Cor 5:1; cf. Lev 18:8) as well
as homosexual relations (Rom 1:26-27; 1 Cor 6:9-10).»
We would not consider incest, bestiality, or child sacrifice
as morally acceptable, so why would we exclude same-
sex relations from this list of prohibitions? Furthermore,
same-sex relations are condemned in the strongest
possible terms as an “abomination” (fo ‘€bah) and the
severest possible penalty is applied—being “cut off” from
the people of God (Lev 18:22, 29). It is also one of the
few crimes for which Israel’s judicial system required the
death penalty (Lev 20:13). Johnston’s complaint that there
is no mention of creation in these verses is an argument
from silence. Same-sex relations are categorically forbid-
den everywhere they are mentioned. Furthermore, from
the unequivocal condemnation of same-sex relations in
both the Old and New Testaments, there should be no
doubt about the universal nature of this biblical prohibi-
tion. With regard to polygamy, it is hardly commended
and, in fact, Mosaic regulations “mitigate some of its evil
effects” (Exod 21:10-11; Lev 18:18; Deut 21:15-17).** In
addition, according to Jesus, marriage was designed as a
monogamous union (“the two shall become one flesh,”
Matt 19:5).

The Jerusalem Council

A related argument made by Johnston involves the
significance of the Jerusalem Council’s decision regard-
ing the inclusion of Gentiles in Acts 15. She draws three
parallels between Gentile believers and LGBTQ persons:
(1) Gentiles were not excluded from fellowship simply
because they were uncircumcised—to the contrary, they
were affirmed. Similarly, the church should affirm the
gender, sexual orientation, and relationships of LGBTQ
people. “Behavior and identity can't always be neatly sep-
arated” (p. 181). (2) Gentiles were generally looked upon
as outsiders, sinners, and separated from God. Similarly,
whether “subtle or overt,” there is an “othering” of LGBTQ
persons, resulting in their being treated differently from
other church members (pp. 181-183). (3) The theological
position of the Jerusalem church that excluded Gentiles
from fellowship “was grounded in Scripture and was the
only viewpoint God’s people held for thousands of years”
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(p. 183). According to Johnston, only after the prejudice
against including Gentiles was removed did the theology
of Romans, Galatians, and Hebrews come about (p. 183).
Similarly, Adventists need to learn how “to see gay, bisex-
ual, and transgender people not as outsiders but as part of
us,” in order to see the Scriptures clearly, not only intel-
lectually but through Spirit-led “love and compassion”
(p. 184).

Pushing this line of argument further (pp. 184-193),
Johnston suggests the church places a burden on LGBTQ
people that is too heavy to bear (cf. Matt 23:4; Acts 15:10).
“It matters whether theology is bearable” (p. 189). LGBTQ
people whose faith leads them to reject that lifestyle bear
the cross of celibacy, according to Johnston’s perception
of what the church expects, but it is not for everyone. It
is “for those to whom ‘it has been given’ [Matt 19:11]” (p.
95). Thus, as she sees it, some are able to become inspir-
ing examples to heterosexual church members, who need
bear no such cross because they can marry, have chil-
dren, and enjoy the approbation of the church (and, by
implication, God); “the vast majority of the church that is
straight and cisgender gets all the inspiration and none of
the sacrifice” (p. 191). For many LGBTQ people, celibacy
is a burden “packaged” as a cross: “Celibacy is no easier
and no more possible for LGBTQ people than heterosex-
ual people” (p. 192).

Johnston’s argument about celibacy ignores that
this is not exclusively an LGBTQ issue. What about
the many celibate heterosexual people, who for various
reasons do not or cannot marry? What does Johnston’s
view communicate to the many singles in our church
to whom the gift of marriage has not yet “been given™?
What message does this language communicate not just
to LGBTQ people but to the whole church? Paul says the
one “who does not marry . . . does better” (1 Cor 7:38)
and widows will be “happier” if they do not remarry (v.
40). One reason for this is that the church is a spiritual
family with God as our Heavenly Father and Jesus as
our Elder Brother (Matt 12:50). Johnston’s argument is
similar to the question asked of a former gay-identifying
Adventist, “If we tell people they must leave LGBTQ+,
won't that mean they will have to live alone for the rest of
their lives and feel depressed?” His answer? “I can assure
you I have never been happier than in the last six years
since becoming a Christian and leaving homosexuality
behind. God is all I need, and my future is in His hands.
He has given me many wonderful Christian friends and
church family. I look forward to spending eternity with
them”* By the same token, the church has the privilege
(and responsibility) to be that family for those struggling
with LGBTQ feelings.*

Johnston argues that just as “circumcision had no
redemptive purpose,’ to oppose same-sex marriage is
to require “suffering with no purpose. . . . There is no
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real-world impact other than preserving the status quo
and keeping most gay, bisexual, and transgender people
out of churches” (p. 194). Disclosing her own inner tur-
moil, Johnston asserts, “My desires for women were not
craven compulsions for sexual encounters. I wanted a life
partner. . .. Why is this kind of love wicked? Why is it evil
when two women choose to be life partners, but good if
a woman and a man make the same choice?” (p. 195).
Ultimately, Johnston came to see the LGBTQ debate as a
power issue. Like Jesus and the apostles in their openness
to Gentiles, she argues, “We need to tear down barriers
that keep people from the gospel for no good reason,
those that create division and harm among us” (p. 197).
Johnston argues we need to change our beliefs “because
they inform our actions” and hinder our ability to love
(pp. 197-198). Alternatively, “we must learn to love
despite our beliefs” even though “thats not as it should
be. Our Christianity should make us love better” (p. 199).

In reply to Johnston, love does not encourage the
affirmation of sinful practices (which are harmful to
those practicing them whether they realize it or not).
In fact, the opposite is true. Love, biblically defined,
demands that we not affirm sinful practices because they
always harm people God loves, which is why they are for-
bidden. As Paul says, “love is the fulfillment of the law”
(Rom 13:10); it does not contravene it.

Johnston’s contention regarding the Jerusalem
Council does not withstand scrutiny. The Jerusalem
decree (Acts 15:29) is based on the prohibitions in Levit-
icus 17 and 18 for the uncircumcised resident alien (Heb.
ger) and are even given in the same order.”” Her argument
also seems to rely on a particular interpretation of what
the apostles actually decided. Some interpret the decree
as bifurcating the early church: Jewish Christians could
continue to circumcise their children and live as Jews, but
Gentiles didn't need to be circumcised and needed only
to observe the four requirements the Council laid down.
Similarly today, argues Johnston, cisgender people can
continue to live a heterosexual lifestyle while LGBTQ
people within the church can be allowed to live and enjoy
committed marriage relationships in accordance with
their orientation. But there are several problems with this
argument. First, many understand the Jerusalem Council
decree as setting the same standards for everyone, elimi-
nating the requirement of circumcision for all believers,
whether Jew or Gentile (Gal 3:28; Col 3:11). But even if
there were separate standards for believers, one of the
four requirements of the Council was to “abstain from . ..
sexual immorality” (Acts 15:20, 29), which would include
the laws against same-sex relations (Lev 18:22; 20:13).
This standard of sexual propriety is upheld throughout
the New Testament, beginning with Jesus (Matt 15:19). In
fact, the evidence is overwhelming (1 Cor 5:11; 6:9, 18;
7:2;10:8; 2 Cor 12:21; Gal 5:19; Eph 5:3, 5; Col 3:5; 1 Thess
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4:3; 1 Tim 1:9-10; Heb 13:4; Rev 21:8; 22:15). “Whenever
same-sex sexual relationships are mentioned in Scripture,
they are always prohibited”* Second, God has never
promised marriage and sexual fulfillment to all believers.
“Imbibing certain cultural beliefs—sex is a need, and I'll
be miserable if I don’t get married—will make singleness
or any sort of ‘no’ to sexual desires seem impossible.

Often, the problem comes down to our understand-
ing of “love” Although contemporary culture almost
makes love synonymous with sex, the Bible speaks about
love in much broader terms and only very rarely in terms
of sexual relations, though it does describe that too. From
Genesis to Revelation, it describes godly love as centered
around giving rather than getting, treating others as we
would want to be treated, loving the right and hating the
wrong, unquenchable, unwavering, undying. Most of all,
the Bible describes God loving humanity with an ever-
lasting love, unwilling that any should perish, and desir-
ing that everyone come to know the truth.«

Is Homosexuality Condemned by Paul?

Several chapters of the book address passages in the
Pauline Epistles that throughout church history have been
understood as condemning homosexuality. Johnston
begins by pointing out that the term “homosexuals” did
not appear in English Bibles until the Revised Standard
Version (RSV) employed it in 1946 to translate the word
arsenokoitai in 1 Corinthians 6:9 (pp. 228-229) and she
is unsure of what it means here (p. 231).* She asserts that
the related word preceding it (malakoi, “soft”) refers not
to sexual relations but, more broadly, to effeminate men
(pp. 236-237)* and attributes the language to Roman
same-sex eroticism, which she says was characterized
“by institutionalized dominance and power” and “rooted
in misogyny” (p. 240). Without question, relationships
based on sexual domination were common in Rome
but they were by no means the only ones. Some same-
sex relationships were mutual and consensual,® and Paul
would not distinguish these because Scripture does not
distinguish them, but rather categorically and unequivo-
cally condemns them (Lev 18:22; 20:13).

Regarding the meaning of these two Greek words
Paul uses, the word arsenokoitai literally means “bed-
ding [i.e., having sexual intercourse] with males” and is
so translated in most modern English translations of the
verse: “those who participate in homosexuality” (AMP),
“participants in same-sex intercourse” (CEB), “homosex-
uals” (ISV, JUB, LSB, MEV, NAS95, WEB), “sodomites”
(NCB, NKJV, NRSV, YLT), “practicing homosexuals”
(NET), “people who do sex sins with their own sex”
(NLV), “those who . . . practice homosexuality” (NLT).
Even the fourteenth-century Wycliffe translation is quaint
but clear: “they that do lechery with men?” Therefore, it is
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demonstrably not the case that understanding the verse
in reference to homosexual practice was introduced by
the RSV. There is a widespread consensus among inter-
preters that Paul (or, perhaps, a Hellenistic Jew) coined
the word arsenokoitai based on Leviticus 20:13 (LXX,
arsenos koiten).* The Hebrew text says quite directly, “If
a man lies with a male as he lies with a woman, both of
them have committed an abomination. They shall surely
be put to death. Their blood shall be upon them. Since
Paul had already used the exact language of this passage
in condemning the man who had sexual relations with
his father’s wife (1 Cor 5:1; cf. Lev 20:11),* it should be
no surprise that he employs terminology from two verses
later in that same passage. In addition, it is important to
point out that this term cannot be considered in isolation
since it is linked with the term preceding it—malakoi
(lit., “soft/effeminate men”). Taken together, arsenokoitai
and malakoi refer respectively to the active and passive
partners in a homosexual relationship.” Confirming
this observation is Paul’s references in the same verse to
“fornicators” and “adulterers,” both of which refer to con-
sensual, but sinful, heterosexual relationships. There is no
indication in this or other relevant passages (Rom 1:24-
27; 1 Tim 1:10) that the sexual relations referred to are
limited to those who are coerced.® Furthermore, if Paul
refers to both active and passive homosexual partners,
the text cannot be limited to coercion; such an argument
would make no sense.

The most extensive Pauline critique of same-sex rela-
tions appears in Romans 1:18-32. Johnston restricts the
lesson Gentiles were to understand from creation, sum-
marizing it as, “there is a God who made the world” (p.
251); their rejection of this fact resulted in “destructive
sexual behavior” (p. 252). She thereby eliminates consen-
sual, faithful same-sex relationships from consideration.
Paul’s reference to nature, according to Johnston, is an
appeal to “what makes sense,” especially as it pertains to
one’s “personal conviction” which can change over time
(pp. 259-260). Johnston attempts to illustrate this by
appealing to Paul’s argument from nature in 1 Corinthi-
ans 11 that women should wear head coverings (pp. 257-
259). Based on her understanding of the Roman concept
of masculinity and self-control, Johnston describes Paul’s
argument in Romans 1 as follows: “Natural’ sex is con-
trolled, follows rules of dominance and submission, and
is never mutual. ‘Unnatural’ sex is uncontrolled, burning
with lust, destructive, and mutual” (p. 274). In contrast to
“the mutuality of love” that exists today between same-
sex couples, what Paul condemns is the “mutual desire to
exploit one another” (p. 277). Thus, his underlying argu-
ment, she asserts, is a cultural one, “much like assuming
long hair was shameful on men because of what it sig-
nified. Paul moved with the cultural values in both cas-
es, making arguments based on the underlying moral
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reasoning. . . . But he didn’t describe gay people who were
asking for the blessing of marriage. He didn’t describe
mutual love, commitment, and sacrifice” (p. 278; cf. 286).

Regarding Paul’s reference to same-sex relations
between women, Johnston is aware that dominance and
exploitation seems to have been absent, so she suggests it
refers to “non-vaginal sex . . . fueled by destructive lust”
(p. 279). She then argues, “It would be strange for Paul
to describe women having unnatural sex and not at least
in part be referring to non-vaginal sexual practices with
men, practices intended to experience sexual pleasure
without risking pregnancy.” From this premise, Johnston
concludes that those who want a universal interpretation
of the passage should be consistent: “Married heterosex-
uals should never engage in sexual behavior that isn't
vaginal sex. . . . Consistency demands heterosexuals who
oppose same-sex marriage at least wrestle with the impli-
cation that birth control and non-vaginal sex is off-limits
for heterosexuals” (p. 279). But there is no hint that Paul
is referring to women having sex with men in Romans
1:26, non-vaginal or otherwise. Johnston is misinterpret-
ing what Paul means by women exchanging the “natural
use” or “natural relations” (ESV) “for what is against
nature,” as we shall see.

Johnston further argues that, in Romans 1, Paul
doesn’t just condemn same-sex practice but the evil
desires themselves resulting from idolatry, whereas in
Romans 2, “Paul describes ‘good’ Gentiles as having
pure desires and hearts (Rom. 2:12-16). . . . He doesn’t
describe people with desires that were no fault of their
own. . . . Paul also makes no separation between desire
and action” (p. 283). In other words, she argues, Romans
makes no distinction between same-sex orientation and
same-sex practice. Therefore, “there isn't any advice in
this passage about what Christians should do should they
find themselves doing their best to follow God, yet also
wanting a life partner of the same gender” (p. 284).

In response to this interpretation of Romans 1 and 2,
several observations are important. First, while it is true
that most Gentiles were ignorant of the Genesis creation
account, Paul’s argument in this passage is not based on
that but on what Gentiles should know—God’s existence
and power as manifest through what He has made and
how He has made it. But, rather than recognize this,
they have suppressed the truth and turned to idols (Rom
1:18-23), which ultimately leads to the moral breakdown
of society and of healthy human relations (Rom 1:24-32).
Having rejected the truth, God gives them up to impurity
(akatharsia) and lust (pathos), terms frequently used by
Paul of sexual sin (2 Cor 12:21; Gal 5:19; Eph 5:3; Col 3:5;
1 Thess 4:5, 7). Their rejection of the facts of creation
results in distorted views of sexuality (Rom 1:26-27).
Women “exchanged” or substituted® “natural relations
for those that are contrary to nature” (Rom 1:26, ESV),
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and men did “likewise,” by abandoning® “natural rela-
tions with women” (Rom 1:28, ESV). Paul reasons along
lines similar to that of many Greco-Roman writers: same-
sex sexual relationships are “against nature” (para physin)
because the complementary design of the male and the
female sex has fitted them biologically for each oth-
er.” There is no hint of domination or coercion in these
relations, contrary to what Johnston asserts. Quite the
opposite seems to be the case—they appear to be mutual,
consensual, and pleasurable.®

There is no need to resort to a cultural interpretation
of the passage, either in Romans 1 or in 1 Corinthians
11. Although in both passages Paul appeals to creation,
unlike the Gentiles referred to in Romans 1, the Corin-
thian believers are expected to be very familiar with the
creation account of Genesis 1 and 2. God created human
beings in His image to reflect His glory (Gen 1:26-28).
This first comes to fruition in the creation of the man
(Gen 2:7-17), while the creation of the woman “from
man” and “for the man” is his counterpart without which
God’s creation would not be complete (1 Cor 11:7-9; cf.
Gen 2:18-24). She is similar, yet different, a fact of cre-
ation that is to be symbolized in the way man and woman
relate to God in worship, with the woman’s longer hair
given her by God as a covering (1 Cor 11:15). Pauls
wording in this passage “underscores the underlying
principle that both men and women are to preserve the
male-female gender distinction by their outward appear-
ance and decorum in worship (cf. Deut 22:5)”% Paul’s
description of what is honorable or shameful is based on
how one relates to God and His creation, rather than to
what the culture may deem appropriate or inappropriate
(which clarifies the allusion to angelic worship in 1 Cor
11:10; cf. Isa 6:2-3). Thus, both Romans 1 and 1 Corin-
thians 11 revolve around how people relate to God and
His creation, which is revealed by whether their actions
are in harmony with His will. Johnston’s cultural reading
of both passages, while convenient for dismissing their
universal application, misunderstands what they have in
common and why they differ.

In fact, it is this consistent cultural reading through-
out the book that results in distorted interpretations of
the passages considered, which in turn lead to conclu-
sions that are unreliable, as illustrated by the last main
chapter of the book. Johnston asks an important question:
“How do we move forward to make consequential moral
decisions in areas not directly addressed in the Bible?”
(p. 290). Unfortunately, the answer she gives misses the
mark. Claiming the Bible is silent about same-sex mar-
riage and gender transitioning (p. 292; cf. 300), she argues
against “literalistic interpretations” that, historically, have
resulted in the church being on the wrong side “again and
again” and having to change its view “on many topics,’
including cosmology, gender roles, anti-Semitism, and
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slavery (pp. 293-294). This last issue, in particular, is
singled out as an example of “the trajectory approach to
Scripture. The Bible constantly moved away from slavery
and toward abolition” But, Johnston argues, “the expla-
nation I loved so much doesn’t hold up well to scrutiny”
(p. 295). With regard to slavery, “Israel was better in
some ways but worse in others” and “the New Testament
brought no improvement to the Hebrew Bible” In fact,
she argues, slavery “was even expanded. . . . Christians
enslaved one another in perpetuity” (p. 295). “Never was
slavery categorically immoral” (p. 298). Johnston argues
that it was only through the adoption of a broader her-
meneutic that Christians became abolitionists—based on
“universal human value and the Golden Rule” (p. 302, cf.
307), as well as “the highest Christian principle of love,”
citing Matthew 22:40 (p. 309). Love, she argues, doesn’t
compromise the law but clarifies it (p. 318). “Love is love”
(p. 319).

While it is widely agreed that the principles of
human value and dignity, the Golden Rule, and God’s
character of love are central to the message of the Bible,
the question, as Johnston has accurately articulated it,
is how to apply these principles “to make consequential
moral decisions in areas not directly addressed in the
Bible” (p. 290). Clearly, these values are exemplified in the
life of Jesus. He was criticized for welcoming “tax collec-
tors and sinners” and having table fellowship with them
(Luke 5:30). But, rather than defending them as innocent,
He described them as “sick” and in “need of a physician,”
saying, “I have not come to call the righteous, but sin-
ners, to repentance” (Luke 5:31-32). Jesus also faced the
accusers of the woman caught in adultery and defend-
ed her, but said to the woman, “Neither do I condemn
you; go and sin no more” (John 8:11). Jesus consistently
upheld the validity of the law and the inviolability of the
Scriptures. He never relativized them or modified them
but clarified them in order to show their continuing and
universal applicability. Johnston clearly wrestles with the
Bible text but the interpretative method she uses and the
conclusions she draws as a result ultimately undermine
its integrity, relativize its continuing authority, and rad-
ically alter its applicability to the present day. The book
illustrates well that, in order to find support in Scripture
for an LGBTQ lifestyle, major adjustments must be made
as to how we read the Bible.

The book closes with a rather selective historical
sketch of how the church has dealt with LGBTQ issues
(pp. 322-326) and the “institutional barriers” that prevent
Adventists, particularly those employed by the church,
from fully affirming LGBTQ persons (pp. 326-329). She
concludes with an appeal to various groups within the
church to fight for change, especially church members,
because “power ultimately comes from members who
change rules and change officers in their conference
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constituency meetings” (p. 330). She suggests church
members use her book’s thirteen chapters for Sabbath
School classes, ask their pastors to read it, share it with
friends and family, “ask LGBTQ people to share their
stories,” and utilize social media to “spread the word”
(pp. 330-331). She reassures readers, “No matter how
vocal you are, you're unlikely to lose church membership.
Recognize your freedom and be bold” (p. 331). To church
employees, including pastors and teachers, she encourag-
es them to “work as quiet allies.” Interestingly, she says, “I
used to feel conflicted about anyone who was affirming
[of LGBTQ people] and working for the Adventist system
despite seeing the harm done. How can they support a
system that causes so much pain” But she came to the
conclusion that “pastors, administrators, and university
professors” are helping make the church “much safer” (p.
332). Some pastors, she says, “just have to do that bap-
tism, perform that marriage, or speak out about affirming
theology so that it can’t be ignored” (p. 333). She con-
cludes the book the way she began, sharing more details
about her personal journey in hopes it will be of encour-
agement to other LGBTQ people and their families in the
church who struggle with what to do (pp. 333-338).

Summary

This book presents an unapologetic case for full
LGBTQ inclusion—not only as church members, but as
leaders and pastors. It labels the present Adventist posi-
tion harmful and dangerous. The book’s interpretation of
the Bible passages relies on a cultural hermeneutic that
prioritizes experience and scientific findings over Scrip-
ture. Genesis 2:24 defines what God designed marriage to
be: heterosexual, monogamous, and permanent (cf. Matt
19:4-6). The biblical references to “one flesh” mean more
than kinship; they always point to a heterosexual union
and the marriage covenant implied by that union. In
place of the biblical understanding of marriage which is
independent of time and culture, this book offers a purely
cultural definition. According to Scripture marriage has
three purposes: (1) procreation, (2) symbolizing God’s
relationship to His people, and (3) companionship. But
same-sex marriage at best can only fulfill one of the three.

Whenever the Old and New Testaments mention
same-sex relations, there is no hint that coercion is
involved; they are always unequivocally condemned.
In Leviticus, the immediate context also forbids incest,
bestiality, and child sacrifice (Lev 18:6-23), the universal
applicability of which is not in doubt, so why should its
prohibitions against same-sex relations be any different?
In fact, the severest possible penalty is applied to all these
offenses, and they are among the few crimes for which
the death penalty was required. Same-sex relations are
“against nature” because the complementary design of
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male and female has biologically fitted them for each
other. Although the book suggests Paul's condemnation
of homosexual practice should be read in connection
with the misogyny and sexual domination so common
in Rome, mutual and consensual same-sex relationships
were not uncommon; nor would Paul need to qualify his
condemnation of the practice because Scripture univo-
cally condemns them. Rather, Paul classes those involved
with same-sex relationships with those engaging in sinful
heterosexual relationships (1 Cor 6:10). Regarding trans-
genderism, the biblical prohibition of cross-dressing to
preserve gender distinction and prevent the blurring of
boundaries is also clear (Deut 22:5). According to Scrip-
ture, gender identity is the same as one’s biological sex
(Gen 1:27; 2:23-24). Gender dysphoria, while not in itself
sinful, is a manifestation of the effects of sin and may lead
to sinful choices. Love, biblically defined, cannot affirm
sinful practices because they are always harmful. That is
why they are forbidden. As Paul says, “love is the fulfill-
ment of the law” (Rom 13:10); it does not contravene it.

Concluding Remarks

The book is challenging because it takes positions at
odds with clear biblical statements and also with several
Adventist fundamental beliefs.”> Despite the positions
it takes, the books approach is surprisingly disarming,
because it appears Johnston has tried to be fair. This is,
no doubt, due to her having previously held the biblical
views with which she now disagrees. The main difference
between her views and the Adventist position appears
to be the result of employing a different hermeneutical
method and to what extent those methods are being
consistently and reliably employed. Her use of a cultural
hermeneutic and the notion of a trajectory that extends
beyond Scripture are methods that are out of harmony
with a strict, Bible-based approach.

Even if Johnston is correct in her claim to be apply-
ing more consistently the “redemptive-movement her-
meneutic,” the scriptural criteria this method employs,
as one researcher has trenchantly observed, “is only as
persuasive as the exegesis of all the other texts relating
to the issue debated” As we have seen in the course of
this review, at many points Johnston’s interpretations fail
to persuade, distorted as they are by her use of a cultural
hermeneutic. Consequently, many of the conclusions she
draws from the texts she examines are questionable, to
say the least, and often unreliable. An even more serious
problem with the method employed is its undermining
of the Bible’s continuing relevance and authority by rela-
tivizing its message at crucial points as culturally condi-
tioned and thereby excluding many passages of Scripture
from speaking to current issues.

One valuable contribution the book makes is
its transparency on many fronts, enabling readers to
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understand the struggles Johnston and others experience
on the path to “coming out” publicly as an LGBTQ per-
son.* It is important for all of us, however, to realize that
when we start our investigation with the moving expe-
riences of people and only then approach the Bible, it
will quickly lead to biblical reinterpretations in order to
legitimize such experiences. As Seventh-day Adventists
we need to start with a careful and faithful investigation
of the biblical text and from there shed light on how to
deal with such challenging questions.” Church members,
and particularly Adventist pastors and administrators,
need to be aware not only of the issues this book raises
but also should know its hermeneutical deficiencies and
should understand how to respond to hermeneutical
reinterpretations such as are presented in this book. It is
hoped that this review will contribute to a better under-
standing in that regard.

Clinton Wahlen
Associate Director of the
Biblical Research Institute
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The Origin of Life Videos

Long Story Short

Looking for some short, witty, family-friendly, science-based videos that reveal the hand of God? Look no further
than “Long Story Short” which is based on the recent findings in the origin of life field of research. Modern biochemical
research reveals impressive evidence about the technology inside all life that is out of this world! A handful of God-
fearing scientists have teamed up with amazing animators to simplify and illustrate these new findings. Freely available
on YouTube at https://www.youtube.com/@LongStoryShortVideos

Subscribe to the YouTube channel and feel free to share the link and the videos where appropriate. They are highly
recommended by the BRL
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