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SEX AND THE CITY OF GOD: ONE FLESH, MYSTERY AND SEXUAL ETHICS 

In a March 9, 2005, article for The Boston Globe, entitled, “The Epidemic of 

Meaningless Teen Sex”, Harvard Medical School instructor Mark O’Connell laments,  

We built a world that bombards our teens with sex. [The entertainment media] 

saturate them with the message that great and frequent sex is key to status and 

satisfaction and that all things sexual are possible—indeed, expectable. The images 

convey a sexuality that is more virtual than real, more impersonal than personal, 

more available on demand than negotiated by consent. They emphasize superficial 

pleasure over the deeper and more enduring meanings of intimacy, tenderness, 

connection, and even procreation
1
. 

In the same year, J. Budziszewski wrote an article for Touchstone Magazine 

entitled, “Designed for Sex”. He, like O’Connell, laments the damage that his generation 

incurred on Western society: “My generation may have ordered the sexual revolution; 

theirs is paying the price.” Also, like O’Connell, he sees the main problem as a distortion 

or total ignorance of the meaning of sex:  

…we’re not designed for hooking up…we’re designed for our bodies and hearts to 

work together. We human beings really do have a design, and I mean that literally—

not just a biological design, but an emotional, intellectual, and spiritual design. The 

human design is the meaning of the ancient expression ‘human nature’. Some ways 

of living comport with our design. Others don’t
2
. 

                                                 

1
 Mark O’Connell, "The Epidemic of Meaningless Teen Sex," The Boston 

Globe, March 9 2005, sec. Op-Ed, 

http://www.boston.com/news/globe/editorial_opinion/oped/articles/2005/03/09/the_epide

mic_of_meaningless_teen_sex// (accessed November 2, 2007). 

2
 J. Budziszewski, "Designed for Sex," Touchstone Magazine, July/August, 

2005, http://www.touchstonemag.com/archives/article.php?id=18-06-022-f/ (accessed 

November 2, 2007). 
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To speak of meaning or design implies a designer
3
. Thus, one must consider 

what God intended when he created sex. This was startlingly absent from Mark 

Regnerus’ findings among religious teens in the book Forbidden Fruit: Sex and Religion 

in the Lives of American Teenagers. He wrote: 

…few adolescents, no matter how religious, articulate a deep, nuanced sexual ethic. 

Although many religious traditions and texts suggest that sex is part of the good 

created order, that its connection to the human life is not accidental, that sex outside 

the context of a committed relationship harms both participants, etc., the only 

message most religious youth are getting is, ‘Don’t do it until you’re married.’ And 

this message does not go far at all toward shaping sexual decision making
4
. 

The Church, then, needs a theology of sexuality. As Regnerus noted, “Don’t do 

it until you’re married” makes for a quick and easy sound byte, but it does not bring forth 

a transformative renewing of the mind (cf. Rom. 12:1-2). To that end, one must 

understand that God, as Creator, has designed the monogamous, heterosexual marriage 

union as the relational context for sex. If marriage is by definition a sexual union, then 

what is true about marriage could by implication also be true of sex.  

I. God Created Marriage as a Sexual Union 

God is clearly revealed as the Creator of both marriage and sex. In the 

beginning, having formed and filled the earth and the heavens, God created humans to 

rule over creation (Gen. 1:26)
5
. This creature, man, was chosen to bear God’s image, thus 

                                                 

3
 Cf. Joe Boot, Why I Still Believe (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2006), 104-

109. 

4
 Mark D. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit: Sex and Religion in the Lives of 

American Teenagers (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 207. 

5
 Scripture quotations are from the Holy Bible, English Standard Version, 

Wheaton: Crossway, 2001. 
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establishing a mediatory relationship—man was to bear God’s image in dominion over 

the earth. It is in this larger anthropological purpose that one must begin to view sex
6
. 

A. Marital Sex for Procreation 

Genesis makes clear that mediated rule was given within the context of human 

relationship. God, at creation, established gender, male and female, in mankind (Gen. 

1:27). Though there was equality in image-bearing (1:27), there was inequality in 

responsibility
7
. The man was responsible over keeping the earth (2:15) and naming the 

animals (2:19); the woman had the responsibility of supporting the man (2:18). As they 

complemented each other in function, God’s image would be revealed, and God’s rule 

would be mediated on earth. 

From the beginning, God established heterosexual sex in marriage to be one of 

the means by which he would extend his mediated rule over the earth. God blessed that 

the man and woman would “be fruitful and multiply, fill the earth and subdue it and have 

dominion” (1:28). Thus, sex was designed for procreation, to create more people who 

bear God’s image, and to extend God’s mediated rule over all the earth. 

                                                 

6
 Heimbach lists seven characteristics of marital sex-- it is personal (relational), 

exclusive (unique), intimate (profound), fruitful (productive), selfless (sacrificial), 

complex (multidimensional) and complementary (unite corresponding difference), in 

Daniel R. Heimbach, True Sexual Morality: Recovering Biblical Standards for a Culture 

in Crisis (Wheaton: Crossway, 2004), 153-174. 

7
 Waltke suggests, “…the man has governmental authority, but both sexes are 

mutually dependent on each other,” in Bruce K. Waltke, Genesis: a Commentary (Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan, 2001), 88; Merrill notes, "Woman is to be such a helper, one suitable 

to man, that is, one who complements him so that together they are what neither one 

alone can be," in Eugene H. Merrill, Everlasting Dominion: a Theology of the Old 

Testament (Nashville: B & H Academic, 2006), 177. 
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B. Marital Sex for Intimacy 

Marriage is also a sexual union for the purpose of intimacy. This was also 

evident from the beginning. God revealed that man’s aloneness was not good (Gen. 

2:18)
8
. After naming the animals, the man recognized his need for a “helper” (2:20). 

Once he recognized this, God put him in a sleep and fashioned a helper from his side 

(2:21-22). When the man saw the woman, he proclaimed his union with her—“This at 

last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh”—and his distinction from her—“she shall 

be called Woman because she was taken from Man” (2:23). 

Because of this created union, where the man was joined to the woman who 

literally was a part of him but a different person than him, “a man shall leave his father 

and mother and hold fast to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh” (2:24). “Hold 

fast” and “one flesh” are both terms of intimacy
9
. Heimbach notes, “Sex must be intimate 

because God made sex to join souls and not merely to join bodies. It unites a husband and 

wife at the deepest level of being, spiritually as well as physically”
10

. 

This intimacy is also seen in Pauline literature. He commanded husbands and 

wives in the Corinthian church to give to their spouses their conjugal rights (1 Cor. 7:3). 

The reasoning behind such a command is that in marriage, one’s body is not his or her 

own, but instead it belongs to the other spouse (7:4). In other words, marriage is so 

intimate a relationship that even the bodies transfer ownership. Thus, Paul commands, 

                                                 

8
 That this is "aloneness" and not "loneliness" is evident from the fact that God 

had to reveal Adam's status to him. Had he been lonely, Adam would not have to realize 

it; he would have already known it. 

9
 Heimbach, 161. 

10
 Ibid., 161 
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“Do not deprive one another” (7:5), for sex is a regular display of the oneness in 

marriage. Morris writes: 

Paul is saying that neither wives nor husbands have the right to use their bodies 

completely as they will. They have obligations to one another. Two things are 

noteworthy: the putting of the sexes on an absolute equality in this matter, and the 

indispensability of the sex act in marriage. Paul will have no truck with a view of 

marriage that leaves the sex act in the sole control of the male, nor with a view of 

marriage that sees sex as defiling
11

. 

C. Marital Sex for Sanctification 

When sin entered the world, marital intimacy was immediately corrupted (Gen. 

3:7). Instead of enjoying God’s design for marital sex, humans instead opted for 

immorality, adultery, and any other perversions conceivable. Whatever one’s 

understanding of “the sons of the gods” (6:1-2), it is obvious that it was a corruption of 

God’s design for sex (6:3).   

God designed marital sex to protect spouses from such perversions. Husbands 

are to drink water from their own cisterns, not to let their springs overflow in the streets 

(Prov. 5:15-16). Garrett notes, “The analogy implies that husband and wife fill and 

refresh each other, the one like a flowing stream and the other like a peaceful well. 

Sexual anarchy results when people cross over the bounds of fidelity”
12

. 

Paul also instructs people to get married “because of the temptation to sexual 

immorality” (1 Cor. 7:2). If they do not have self-control prior to marriage, they should 

consider marriage (7:8-9). Spouses should not deprive one another, “except perhaps by 

                                                 

11
 Leon Morris, 1 Corinthians, The Tyndale New Testament Commentaries, 

ed. Morris, Leon, no. 7 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2002), 103. 

12
 Duane A. Garrett, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs, The New 

American Commentary, ed. E. Ray Clendenen, no. 14 (Nashville: Broadman and 

Holman, 2001), 93. 
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agreement for a limited time, that you may devote yourselves to prayer”. This time for 

religious devotion must be limited, however, “so that Satan may not tempt you because of 

your lack of self-control” (7:5). 

In other words, Scripture understands the nature of sexual temptation. It is 

seductive and alluring (cf. Prov. 2:16, 5:3, 7:6-21). It exploits and feeds on discontent. 

The one who is wise must forsake those deceptive temptations and pursue the joy of 

sexual freedom in marriage
13

.  

D. Marital Sex for Affirmation 

God designed marital sex to bring mutual affirmation to the spouses. In the 

Song of Songs, the bride was uncertain of her beauty (1:5-6). Her husband affirms her 

beauty by expressing his attraction to her (1:9-10, 15); she responds to his affirmation by 

expressing her sexual desire for him (2:3-6). The bride also demonstrates that she has 

been affirmed by her statement, “I am my beloved’s” (6:3, 7:10). 

E. Marital Sex for Satisfaction 

God designed sex to bring pleasure to those within the marriage union. 

Solomon calls for his son to rejoice in his wife (Prov. 5:18). He is to be satisfied with her 

body (5:19). The bride in the Song of Songs, in an extremely intimate moment with her 

beloved, is so filled with desire for him that she exclaims, “I am sick with love” (Song 

                                                 

13
 "To attain sexual purity...we must starve our eyes of the bowls of sexual 

gratification that come from outside our marriage. When you starve your eyes and 

eliminate 'junk sex' from your life, you'll deeply crave 'real food'-- your wife. And no 

wonder. She's the only thing in your cupboard, and you're hungry!" Steven Arterburn, 

Fred Stoeker and Mike Yorkey, Every Man's Battle: Winning the War on Sexual 

Temptation One Victory at a Time (Colorado Springs: Waterbrook Press, 2000), 134. 
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2:5). As one who has experienced the deep pleasures of marital intimacy, she 

continuously urges the maidens not to “stir up love until it pleases”, an obvious reference 

to marital sex (cf. Song 2:7, 3:5, 8:4).  

II. God Created Marriage as the Sexual Union 

As noted above, God intended the union of Adam and Eve to provide the 

pattern for every subsequent intimate relationship
14

. “One flesh” was established as the 

aim of such intimate relationship (cf. Gen. 2:24). Such a goal, however, has been attacked 

since the Fall. In the Fall, man and woman hid themselves in shame from each other 

(Gen. 3:7; cf. 2:25). In judgment, God pronounced to the woman, “Your desire will be for 

your husband, and he shall rule over you” (3:16). This desire is not a longing for her 

husband, but rather a desire to be the husband. Instead of expressing union with his wife 

(“bone of my bones…flesh of my flesh”), the husband “will rule over” the wife. It is in 

the chaos of the marital breakdown and in the rebellion against God’s rule that sexual 

perversions arise. 

A. Extramarital Sex is an Abomination to God 

When God redeemed Israel from Egypt, he gave them a new status as his 

priestly nation (cf. Ex. 19:5-6). To fulfill such a role, they had to “obey [his] voice and 

keep [his] commandments” (19:5). God intended for Israel to display his holiness in 

every aspect of their lives (cf. Lev. 11:44). This included their sexuality. Israel was to 

                                                 

14
 As Köstenberger notes, marriage as God designed had six characteristics: 

monogamy (“a man…his wife”); durability and fidelity (“hold fast”); heterosexuality, 

fertility and complementarity (“a man…his wife…become one flesh”), in Andreas J. 

Köstenberger and David W. Jones, God, Marriage and Family: Rebuilding the Biblical 

Foundation (Wheaton: Crossway, 2004), 42. 
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display the goodness of God’s design for marital sex. Thus, any expression of sex outside 

of God’s design was to be punished. 

The Mosaic law addressed sexual perversions in Lev. 18:1-30, 20:10-21 and 

Deut. 22:13-30. In the law God prohibited the following sexual relationships: 1) Incest 

(Lev. 18:6-18, 20:11-12, 17, 19-21; Deut. 22:29); 2) A man with a woman during her 

menstruating period (Lev. 18:19; 20:18); 3) Adultery (Lev. 18:20; 20:10; Deut. 22:22); 4) 

Homosexuality (Lev. 18:22; Lev. 20:13); 5) Bestiality (Lev. 18:23; Lev. 20:15-16); 6) 

Temple prostitution (Lev. 18:21); 7) A man with a woman and her mother (Lev. 20:14); 

8) A woman with a man before marriage (Deut. 22:13-21); 9) A man with another’s 

betrothed virgin (Deut. 22:23-27); and 10) A man forcing himself on a non-betrothed 

virgin (Deut. 22:29). Such practices were considered abominable to God. They 

represented the worst of the Egyptian and Canaanite lifestyles (cf. Lev. 18:1-5). Thus, 

since those who practiced such things were not exercising holiness unto God, their 

punishment was frequently either banishment from the Israelite community or death 

(Num. 25; cf. 1 Cor. 10:8). 

God’s stance against sexual perversions did not change as his purposes 

progressed through history. Paul urged the Thessalonian community to abstain from 

sexual immorality because it was the will of God (1 Thess. 4:3). Those who disregard his 

commands “disregard not man but God, who gives his Holy Spirit to you” (4:8). Paul 

also rebuked the Corinthians for boasting about a man who was sexually involved with 

his father’s wife (1 Cor. 5). Instead of boasting about him, they should have “delivered 

this man to Satan” (5:5). 
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B. Extramarital Sex Characterizes One as Outside the Kingdom 

God’s plan in history is to restore his rule over creation as mediated through 

man. In anticipation of its fulfillment, God revealed that his rule would involve an 

eschatological kingdom. Such a kingdom would restore Edenic blessing on the earth as 

the Evil One is finally conquered. Both Jesus and Paul identified those in sexual 

immorality as outside of this kingdom and its blessings. 

In his Sermon on the Mount, Jesus revealed the righteousness of kingdom 

citizens (Matt. 5:20). In this context, Jesus stated that a man who has even lusted after a 

woman not his wife has committed adultery in his heart (5:27-28). Thus, Jesus urged men 

to take drastic measures for the sake of sexual purity, lest they face the fires of hell (5:29-

30). Instead of receiving a share in the kingdom, they will receive the wrath of God. 

Paul’s many “vice lists” usually mention sexual immorality first (cf. Rom. 

1:28-32
15

; 1 Cor. 5:9-13, 6:9-11; Gal. 5:19-21; Eph. 5:3-6; Col. 3:5-8; 1 Tim. 1:8-11). In 

these lists, Paul makes clear that those who practice such things are not a part of God’s 

kingdom. Again, as Jesus taught that God’s wrath comes upon those who do not battle 

sexual lusts, Paul also taught that “the wrath of God comes upon [those who practice 

sexual immorality]” (Rom. 1:32; Eph. 5:6)
16

.  

                                                 

15
 Though sexual immorality is not mentioned in this list, it is mentioned 

earlier in 1:24-27. 

16
 Judith and Jack Balswick disagree: "Even though we hold to the model of a 

heterosexual, lifelong, monogamous union, our compassion brings us to support all 

persons as they move in the direction of God's ideal for their lives." There are several 

reasons to reject such a position: 1) it suggests that "the model" is good, but not 

necessarily authoritative; 2) it suggests that "God's ideal" and "the model" may be two 

different things, and 3) it suggests that supporting those who do not live consistently with 

"the model" in their relationships is an example of "compassion" instead of calling it an 

acceptance of sin. Judith K. Balswick and Jack O, Authentic Human Sexuality: an 
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The author of Hebrews also warned of the dangers of extramarital sex (Heb. 

13:4). He commands that marriage be honored among all, specifically in the area of 

sexual holiness
17

. Keeping the marriage bed undefiled is structurally placed in parallel 

with the sexually immoral and adulterous. The warning is clear: if one does not honor 

marriage by staying pure before marriage and staying pure in marriage, he/she will face 

the judgment of God. 

C. Only Marital Sex Is Praised 

The Scriptures consistently denounce any form of sexual activity that does not 

submit to the design God set forth in creation. Conversely, the Scriptures consistently 

praise marital sex. From the beginning, God called the marital union good (cf. Gen. 

1:31). This continues throughout progressive revelation. The Mosaic law commanded 

newlywed men to enjoy their wives during their first year of marriage as opposed to 

entering into military battles (Deut. 24:5). Solomon praises marital sex as wise as he calls 

for his son to rejoice in the wife of his youth (Prov. 5:18-19). 

The Song of Songs is an entire lyric dedicated to uplifting the glory of marital 

sex
18

. Its explicit language is intended to show the unashamed nature of sex in marriage 

(cf. Gen. 2:25). As noted above, the refrain, “Do not awaken love until it pleases” implies 

that one way of lovemaking is not fully satisfying, while another form of lovemaking 

“pleases”. Again, marital love is seen as what brings most pleasure, and thus, it receives 

________________________ 

Integrated Christian Approach (Downers Grove: Inter-Varsity Press, 1999), 102. 

17
 “The marriage bed” is a metonymy for sexuality. 

18
 Tremper Longman III, Song of Songs, The New International Commentary 

of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001), 58-67. 
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praise. 

III. Marriage, Sex, “One Flesh” and musthvrion 

Thus far it has been argued that marriage was not only created by God as a 

sexual union, but it was intended by God to be the exclusive sexual union. One must then 

ask why God created sex that way. Why are all other sexual relationships considered a 

distortion of God’s design? To put it another way, what is so special about marriage? 

A. “One Flesh” 

The answer to these questions may be found in the nature of “one flesh”. As 

mentioned above, God designed marriage to be a “one flesh” relationship. This is 

clarified by the clauses in Genesis 2:24. First, A man must first leave his father and 

mother
19

. This relationship is not an adoption of a new child by the parents; it is the 

beginning of a new family unit. Ortlund writes,  

This requirement elevates the marital union above all other personal loyalties, under 

God. If, in marrying, a man withdraws his primary allegiance from his parents and 

redirects it to his wife so that they enter into a ‘one flesh’ existence, how much more 

does this distinguish marriage from all other relationships as well! Marriage is so 

profound a union that not only may one put one’s wife ahead of all others, one must 

do so
20

. 

Second, he must hold fast to his wife. Again, Ortlund understands three things 

in the act: first, the man physically joins with his wife in sex; second, the man 

                                                 

19
 It is also worth noting that the man is taking the initiative in marriage. He is 

the one who leaves father and mother, and he is the one who joins to his wife. By 

implication, if Gen. 2:24 is not a sociological commentary but an actual statement of 

standard, then God intends men to lead the marriage even from its inception. 

20
 Raymond C. Ortlund, God's Unfaithful Wife (Downers Grove: Inter-Varsity 

Press, 1996), 21. 
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emotionally joins with his wife so that he is committed to her; and third, the man socially 

joins with his wife so that he is set apart from all other women to be exclusively hers
21

. 

Third, he and his wife become “one flesh”. This relationship alludes to the 

original union of Adam and Eve, as she who was taken from Man was joined to him. As a 

man leaves his parents and joins to his wife, they are mysteriously united by and before 

God, and are thus bound together. Lawrence writes, “Before two individuals marry, they 

are not related; they are not one flesh. But in marriage, those two individuals voluntarily 

become related in a union so close, intimate and permanent, that the only language for it 

is the language of the family, the language of flesh and blood
22

.” 

Sex is designed to be the “one-flesh” act that physically unites the husband and 

wife in the “one-flesh” relationship. This is clear from Paul’s admonition in 1 Cor. 6:12-

20. Paul assumed that the Corinthians understood the nature of sex in uniting two 

persons: “Do you not know that he who is joined to a prostitute becomes one body with 

her? For, as it is written, ‘The two will become one flesh’” (1 Cor. 6:16). Sexual 

intercourse with a prostitute was incomprehensible for Paul because of the bonding 

nature of sex. Such a bond may not seem evident as the participants go their separate 

ways, but the “one flesh” union is the very nature of sex
23

. 

                                                 

21
 Ortlund, 22. 

22
 Lawrence also writes, "To be one flesh does not mean to become one 

person...a husband now relates to his wife as if she were a part of his own body, caring 

for her and protecting her just as he cares for and protects himself," Michael Lawrence, 

"Sex and the Single Man," in Sex and the Supremacy of Christ, ed. Piper, John and Justin 

Taylor (Wheaton: Crossway, 2005), 137. 

23
 "The assumption is that every sexual act between a man and woman, 

whether licit or not, fuses 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 
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When people engage in sexual activity outside of marriage, then, they are 

communicating a lie. They are proclaiming in their actions that they are one flesh, though 

they do not intend to join into a permanent one flesh union. The irony is that sex does 

unite them in a mysterious way, so that they do not ever fully separate, nor do they ever 

fully escape the consequences
24

.  

Marital sex, however, proclaims the truth about the spouses’ relationship. They 

have committed themselves to each other by forsaking all others for each other in a 

permanent marriage union. Marital sex, then, is both consistent with the one-flesh union 

of marriage and the one-flesh nature of sex itself. 

B. musthvrion in Eph. 5:31-32 

Another important component to the discussion of “one flesh” is the “mystery” 

(musthvrion) in Ephesians 5:31-32. Several questions arise: 1) how specifically did 

Paul use Gen. 2:24; 2) to what is Paul referring with the term “mystery”; and 3) in what 

way does Paul speak with reference to Christ and the Church?  

Before looking at “mystery” in Eph. 5:32, it may be helpful to see Paul’s 

development of the term in the entire Ephesian letter. Paul first uses the term in reference 

to God’s plan to unite all things in Christ in the fullness of time (1:9-10). He again uses 

the term in chapter 3 in reference to the stewardship God had given to him, to reveal that 

Gentiles were equal with the Jews in the inheritance, Church body and promises in Christ 

________________________ 

forming a mutual attachment," David E. Garland, 1 Corinthians, Baker Exegetical 

Commentary on the New Testament, ed. Robert W. Yarbrough and Robert H. Stein 

(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2003), 234. 

24
 cf. J. Bidziszewski, The Revenge of Conscience: Politics and the Fall of 

Man (Dallas: Spence Publishing, 1999), 27-33. 
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(3:1-6). Paul notes that this mystery was “hidden for ages in God” (3:9). Paul then 

concludes the letter seeking prayer “that words may be given to me in opening my mouth 

boldly to proclaim the mystery of the gospel” (6:19). Thus, Paul uses “mystery” to refer 

to the Gospel message that in God’s plan to unite all things in Christ, Jews and Gentiles 

are united into Christ’s body, the church, to receive all that God has for the Church in 

Christ. This will provide the framework for understanding Paul’s use in 5:31-32. 

Some suggest that Paul uses Gen. 2:24 allegorically. The mystery refers to the 

“hidden meaning” in Gen. 2:24 that speaks of Christ and the Church
25

. However, Paul 

was usually obvious when he spoke allegorically
26

. With no specific referents in the text, 

allegorical use is unlikely. 

Others suggest that Paul is speaking Christologically
27

. In this view the 

mystery is the union of Christ with his Church. Though this union is obviously part of the 

“mystery”, it is incomplete. This union is not new revelation in Pauline literature, nor in 

New Testament theology (cf. John 17:20-23; Rom. 6:1-11; 1 Cor. 6:15-17; Gal. 2:20-20). 

But Paul refers to “mystery” as something hidden which God had revealed for him to 

proclaim. It also does not account for the comparative terms between Christ’s union with 

the Church and the husband’s union with his wife
28

.  

                                                 

25
 F.F Bruce, The Epistles to the Colossians, to Philemon and to the Ephesians, 

The New International Commentary on the New Testament, ed. F.F. Bruce (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994), 392-395. 

26
 Andreas J. Köstenberger, Studies in John and Gender (New York: Peter 

Lang, 2001), 197-198. 

27
 Ibid., 199-200. 

28
 Peter T. O'Brien, The Epistle to the Ephesians, The Pillar New Testament 

Commentary, ed. D.A. Carson (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 432. 
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Others suggest that Paul is using Gen. 2:24 typologically
29

. Paul would then be 

using “mystery” to refer to the Adamic pattern of marriage as a typology of Christ’s 

union with the church. To be sure, Paul does refer to Adam as a type of Christ elsewhere 

(cf. Rom. 5:12-21). Paul, however, does not refer to Adam in Eph. 5:31-32, nor does he 

speak of the original marriage in 5:22-33, which constitutes the larger literary unit.  

The typological view correctly understands that “mystery” must refer to the 

relationship between the Christ/church union and the husband/wife union. This is 

consistent with Paul’s message in 5:22-33 that the roles within the one-flesh marriage 

union (husband-head/wife-body) must be consistent with the Christ-Church union 

(Christ-head/Church-body). The typological view might be missing an important 

component, however. Gen. 2:24 was originally written to demonstrate that the marriage 

union was established on the basis of the Adam-Eve union. In Ephesians, Paul is 

establishing a way of life that is consistent with the eternal plan of God for Christ and the 

Church—believing Jews and Gentiles who have been joined together in Christ. He uses 

Gen. 2:24 “in reference to Christ and the Church” (Eph. 5:32). The mystery, then, is that 

the union of Christ to the Church is the new standard for understanding the function of 

“one flesh” union of marriage. As the Church submits to Christ, so also must wives are to 

submit to their husbands (5:22-24). As Christ loves the Church and tends for her as his 

body, so also must husbands love their wives and tend for them as their own bodies
30

. 

                                                 

29
 Peter T. O'Brien, 432-435. 

30
 Dawes, who takes "mystery" as a reference to both the Christ/Church and 

marriage unions, correctly understands that if one understands the goal of interpretation 

to be the discernment of the author's intended textual meaning, the usage of the 

Christ/Church and head/body analogies leads to an asymmetrical understanding of 

marital roles. Unfortunately, he not only rejects author's intent as the only goal of 
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This relationship between the unions has tremendous implications for 

understanding the importance of marital sex. Marital sex is a component of the marriage 

union which is based on the union of Christ to his Church. God may have not only 

created sex to signify the “one flesh” marriage union; he also created it to communicate 

the depth of Christ’s union with the Church
31

. As sex is brings husbands and wives in 

joyful union with each other as a sign of their committed love for each other, so also the 

Church can anticipate being united with Christ her Head in ever-increasing joy and 

intimacy for all eternity. Extramarital sex, then, is not only deceptive in its display of the 

one-flesh relationship, but it also is a distortion of the Gospel message that joyful 

reconciliation with God is found in Christ alone.  

IV. Conclusion 

It has been seen that one cannot construct a biblical sexual ethic without 

understanding the one-flesh nature of marriage and the one-flesh nature of sex. One must 

also understand the nature of one-flesh in the context of Christ’s union to the Church. 

Such an approach fills the gaps in the phrase, “Don’t do it until you’re married.” It 

upholds sex as God designed it—with a view towards his glory in all of life
32

. 

________________________ 

interpretation, but he also says, "...the intention of the author of Ephesians in vv.22-24 is 

effectively undermined by the (metaphorical) language he uses and by the logic of his 

own argumentation," in Gregory W. Dawes, The Body in Question: Metaphor and 

Meaning in the Interpretation of Ephesians 5:21-33 (Leiden: Brill, 1998), 195-199. 

31
 This is not intended to suggest that sex brings people closer to God in a 

pagan sense, nor is it intended that God is involved as a partner in the sex act, as in Greek 

mythology, cf. C.S Lewis, Till We Have Faces (Orlando: Harcourt, 1956); Heimbach, 51-

132. 

32
 This is consistent with Piper's main points in John Piper, "Sex and the 

Supremacy of Christ: Part One," in Sex and the Supremacy of Christ, 137. 
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