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This journal provides a �eans for adva�cing scholarship withi� 
higher educatio� i� the historical, instructional, a�d practical areas 
of biblical soul care i� a� academic forum.  We ai� to facilitate 
profitable i�teractio� a�ong scholars through articles, critical 
book reviews, a�d reader responses. We sta�d o� the shoulders of 
ge�erations of �e� a�d wo�e� whose commit�e�t to the Word 
of God a�d care of souls has laid the grou�dwork for a resurge�ce 
of biblical soul care. The Journal of Biblical Soul Care reflects our 
dedicatio� to the sufficie�t Word of God a�d its ability to speak 
i�to the co�plexities of huma� nature a�d experie�ce.  

—I� Truth a�d Love, 
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Editorial
BI BL IC A L  C O U N S E L I N G  T RE N D S :

Com�o� Grace, the Body, a�d Special Revelatio� 
Dr. Greg E. Gifford1

First of all, welco�e to the Fall 2023 volu�e of The Journal for Biblical 
Soul Care ( JBSC)! I� the Lord s̓ ki�d�ess, the JBSC has �ow crossed the five-
year threshold of publication. I� 2017, I surveyed the la�dscape of biblical 
counseling a�d fou�d that there were �o areas of academic co�versatio� for 
biblical counseling. The Biblical Counseling Coalitio� (BCC) was the closest 
area for iron-sharpening-iro� co�versations, at a closed-door retreat held 
o�ce per year. However, eve� the BCC did �ot publish a journal fro� their 
co�versations. Further�ore, the Journal of Biblical Counseling—the tre�dsetter 
i� biblical counseling literature—had take� a practitio�er tur� a�d focused 
�ostly o� �ethodology. This was the pro�pting I �eeded to help initiate the 
JBSC.

The JBSC has a way to go, which �ust be admitted. We have fou�d 
authors, part�ered with ACBC, acquired a� editorial staff, a�d published 
co�ti�uously for five years, yes, but we have yet to receive o�e response to the 
academic articles published. This should �ot be—especially a�ongst a biblical 
counseling la�dscape that is changing so rapidly. I ack�owledge that to cra� a 
response takes significa�t a�ou�ts of ti�e, but also a level of critical thought 
a�d engage�e�t. Ma�y biblical counseling leaders are limited i� their ability 
to write, but I wo�der is there �ot a�y disagree�e�t?

At this poi�t i� biblical counseling history, we are seeing tribes develop, 

1 Greg E. Gifford is ge�eral editor of the Journal of Biblical Soul Care a�d Associate Professor of 
Biblical Counseling a�d Chair of the School of Biblical Studies at The Master s̓ University i� 
Sa�ta Clarita, CA. He ca� be reached at ggifford@masters.edu.
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tribes that are rallying arou�d sufficie�cy of Scripture, ge�eral a�d special 
revelation, com�o� grace, the role of the body, a�d a few other doctrinal 
issues. “Iʼ� of Paul, Iʼ� of Apollos,” we could say. For exa�ple, o�e perspective 
a�ong biblical counselors would propose that biblical counseling �ust reject 
all secular observational data, while a�other perspective would look for 
“com�o� grace” good i� the secular fi�dings of u�believers. The latter is a� 
exa�ple of biblical counselors that are claiming to be �ore “holistic.” The 
holistic biblical counselor is o�e tribe forming a�ongst us.

A�other rallying poi�t is that of the role of specified k�owledge whe� 
counseling. This tribe rallies arou�d terms like “trauma infor�ed” or 
“addictions specialist” whe� looking for a biblical counselor. So�e see the 
sufficie�cy of Scripture o� the chopping block or, the argu�e�t goes, that if 
we overly specialize biblical counseling the� do we really believe it is the Bible 
that is sufficie�t? Or do we need specialty training a�d badging plus the Bible? 
Specialized k�owledge is a�other tribe forming a�ongst us.

Due to the developing tribes, I have a questio� to the tribes of our ti�e: will 
the biblical counseling movement identify astute theologians who are the gatekeepers 
of doctrinal fidelity and allow for experienced practitioners to work with those 
theologians? Let �e explain.

I live i� betwee� two worlds �yself. I teach at a� elite institutio� i� biblical 
counseling, yet I also pastor i� a local church. I hear academic colleagues tell �e 
of what the Bible says, to which I agree with �o doubt, but also wo�der if they 
have ever counseled. Or how long has it bee� si�ce they were i� the tre�ches of a 
difficult counseling case? Garriso� (or academic) life is clean-a�d-tidy, but the 
fro�t li�es of counseling are �ot. While we would �ever deviate to pragmatic, 
“whatever works” counseling, there are obvious ti�es whe� a� academic 
does �ot seemingly k�ow what it is like i� the real tre�ches of counseling. A 
co�plex divorce counseling case be�efits fro� wise experie�ce to navigate. 
My co�cer� is the practitio�er may dismiss the �ecessity of doctrinal experts 
a�d believe that their practice is what matters �ost. A “s�obbery” that says, 
“You do �ot k�ow what it is like i� the counseling room.” The troubles of our 
curre�t climate are that we ca� te�d to have astute theologians tell us what 
is, yet the theologia� lacks significa�t counseling experie�ce. Or, co�versely, 
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astute practitio�ers teach o� biblical counseling topics, but they themselves 
see� to lack significa�t theological training. Does experie�ce change the 
Bible? No. It does, however, help you to lear� what is biblically appropriate 
for the counseling situation—whether this perso� is fai�thearted or unruly, 
for insta�ce (1 Thessalonians 5:14). Will the biblical counseling �ove�e�t 
beco�e expert counselors who submit to expert theologians? This is the 
questio� of our day.

The flashpoi�ts of this tribalis� are com�o� grace, the role of the body, 
“trauma-infor�ed counseling,” a�d other significa�t doctri�es. Instead of 
certai� organizations balking at co�promise by others, I suggest we ide�tify 
two categories i� biblical counseling: theologia� a�d practitio�er. We �eed 
to ensure our practice is rightly built upo� the theological �ethod a�d sou�d 
exegesis. Yet, we �eed practitio�ers to help theologians u�dersta�d what it 
is like i� the tre�ches of counseling, which should allow the theologia� to 
exposit the right passage for the situation. Without these, our �ove�e�t will 
fracture to tribalis� a�d lobbing accusations of doctrinal co�promise or 
�ethodological ig�ora�ce. The ti�e has co�e for a category of theological 
trai�er a�d practitio�er expert.

What does this have to do with the JBSC? This journal is committed to 
upstrea� co�versations that will be�efit downstrea� practice. It is �y ai� to 
guide us to the deeper co�versations of what �ust be �e�tio�ed i� garriso� 
for the sake of biblical fidelity first, the� faithful practice seco�d. The authors 
of this editio� are adva�cing the co�versatio� i� ways I think you will fi�d 
�eaningful. Loga� Williams is going to make a case that a biblical counselor has 
particular responsibilities i� escalating cases to church discipli�e. Not all cases 
lead to church discipli�e, but so�e do—a�d should. Fra�ci�e Ta� critiques 
Bessel va� der Kolk s̓ perspective of the “traumatized body,” which has bee� a 
topic of �o small discussion. Hannah Miller shows the co�taminating effects 
of allowing sexual si� to per�eate a local church, as fou�d i� 1 Cori�thians 5. 
Lastly, Jonatha� Hol�es makes a case for spiritual maturity as a preve�tative 
step for sexual im�orality, using 1 Cori�thians 3-6.

Each of these articles adva�ce a co�versatio� withi� biblical counseling. 
As the reader, you �ust recko� with the views of va� Der Kolk or u�dersta�d 
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the i�porta�ce of church discipli�e a�d instructio� i� sexual ethics for the 
local church. Whe� does a counselor go to the elders? These are the upstrea� 
articles that will adva�ce faithful practice downstream, which is the ai� of the 
JBSC. For these reasons, I com�e�d these articles to you.

Moreover, I com�e�d to you a visio� of the future of biblical counseling 
where faithful doctri�e a�d faithful practice are united. We �ust engage i� 
rigorous study of the Scripture so as to faithfully engage i� rigorous counseling. 
Without the JBSC, or its equivale�t, our �ove�e�t will be greatly stu�ted. 
These academic co�versations are a �ecessary place to sharpe� what we k�ow 
i� God s̓ sufficie�t word a�d what we do i� the counseling room.

May God s̓ kindness lead us to excellence in biblical counseling for His glory! 
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IF  H E  D OE S  N OT  L I S T E N :
Escalating Biblical Counseling to Church Discipli�e

Logan Williams1

INTRODUCTION

Church discipli�e has largely departed fro� the �oder� A�erica� 
Protesta�t church. I� a 2017 Lifeway Research study surveying 1,000 
evangelical pastors fro� a variety of de�ominations, 55% of respo�de�ts 
i�dicated that “a �e�ber has �ot bee� formally discipli�ed si�ce I ca�e as 
pastor �or prior as far as I k�ow.”2 These tre�ds are �ot particularly �ew; 
i� 1983, Jay Adams la�e�ted i� a� address that “Church discipli�e a�ong 
A�erica� congregations al�ost does �ot exist.” 3 Detractors fro� church 
discipli�e, whether actively attacking the practice or sile�tly failing to practice 
it, questio� its value i� the church today, its align�e�t with the various 
structures a�d �ethods of church growth, a�d its consiste�cy with the �ercy 
which is to be offered i� Christ.4 Yet, these detractors miss out o� the clearest 
reaso� for its application: “Jesus comma�ded it.”5

1 Loga� Williams is a� Associate Pastor at Faith Bible Church i� Sharpbsurg, GA a�d is 
co�pleting his PhD i� Biblical Counseling at Midwester� Baptist Theological Seminary. Please 
co�tact jbsc@biblicalcounseling.co� with questions for the author.
2 “Churches Rarely Reprima�d Me�bers, New Survey Shows,” LifeWay Research (blog), April 
5, 2018, https://lifewayresearch.com/2018/04/05/churches-rarely-reprima�d-�e�bers-�ew-
survey-shows/. A� additional 21% respo�ded that it had bee� three or �ore years si�ce the last 
case of discipli�e had happe�ed.
3 Jay E Adams, “Discipling, Counseling a�d Church Discipli�e,” Journal of Pastoral Practice 7, �o. 
3 (1984): 15. The address here described was delivered to the National Associatio� of Nouthetic 
Counselors (�ow the Associatio� of Certified Biblical Counselors). 
4 Joh� S. Ham�ett a�d Be�jami� L. Merkle, eds., Those Who Must Give an Account: A Study of 
Church Membership and Church Discipline (B&H Academic, 2012), chap. 6.
5 Ham�ett a�d Merkle, chap. 6. Adams: “All the reservations, objections, a�d hesitations that 
people have about discipli�e are irreleva�t. Jesus does �ot leave the matter up to us; He tells us 
what to do.” Jay E. Adams, Handbook of Church Discipline: A Right and Privilege of Every Church 
Member (Zo�dervan, 2016), 48. E�phasis original. 
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Jay Adams ide�tified a� unshakable con�ectio� betwee� biblical counseling 
a�d the re�ewed practice of church discipli�e: “Counseling a�d church 
discipli�e are i�extricably i�tertwi�ed; �either ca� be carried o� effectively a�d 
biblically without the other.”6 Adams �oted elsewhere that where o�e fou�d 
church discipli�e, he was likely to fi�d so�eo�e i� the church participating 
i� the revival of biblical counseling.7 Yet, pursuing church discipli�e correctly 
requires a right u�dersta�ding of the people a�d situations wherei� discipli�e 
should take place. This essay will argue that biblical counselors have a duty 
to escalate counseling cases through the process of church discipli�e. This 
duty is limited first by salvation/�e�bership status of the counselee (the 
subject of counseling) a�d seco�d, the details of the si� being counseled (the 
counseling situatio�). Further�ore, fulfilling this duty will also �ecessarily 
i�volve breaching strict confide�tiality as the process of discipli�e is pursued. 

I� brief, the subjects of counseling who ca� be discipli�ed i�clude �e�bers 
of local churches a�d �ust exclude �on-�e�bers a�d u�believers who can�ot 
be the subjects of discipli�e, though they may both experie�ce be�efits fro� 
counseling a�d evangelism. The situations i� which counseling will lead to 
discipli�e i�volve a church �e�ber i� clear, ongoing, unrepe�ta�t si� a�d who 
refuses to engage i� ongoing counseling care a�d correction. A�d finally, while 
Scripture does give directio� regarding the co�cept of limited k�owledge of 
transgressions, Scripture s̓ co�cept of confide�tiality is substa�tially differe�t 
tha� that of curre�t professional a�d legal definitions, allowing for i�creased 
aware�ess of si� a�ong others as �ecessary. To argue for these poi�ts, the 
paper will begi� with a step-wise u�dersta�ding of church discipli�e, followed 
by adva�cing the three poi�ts above, a�d will co�clude with a� illustrative 
case study. 

A brief study of �o�e�clature will be helpful here before proceeding. I� 
�oder� writing, the ter� church discipli�e is freque�tly used to describe 
the final step of the process of restorative a�d purgative discipli�e described 
by Jesus i� Matthew 18:15-18.8 I� this step, the unrepe�ta�t brother has 

6 Adams, Handbook of Church Discipline, 11.
7 Adams, “Discipling, Counseling a�d Church Discipli�e,” 15–16.
8 As will be discussed later i� the paper, this is �ot �early a full descriptio� of the full process i� 
view i� Matthew 18:15-18 which i�cludes a �u�ber of confro�tations which may or may �ot 
e�d i� repe�ta�ce a�d restoration. Jay Adams s̓ Ha�dbook of Church Discipli�e is a� extre�ely 
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his si� prese�ted before the congregatio� a�d upo� final unrepe�ta�ce is 
declared a “ge�tile a�d tax collector.”9 What makes this particular usage 
helpful, especially i� cases of data gathering such as the Lifeway study above, 
is that the final phase is the only phase of the process which ca� be realistically 
�easured. Records ca� be kept of church decisions to exclude so�eo�e fro� 
�e�bership, a�d those records ca� clearly chart the progress of the practice.10 
What makes this use of �o�e�clature unhelpful is that it ig�ores the fuller 
picture offered by Matthew 18. 

A STEP�WISE UNDERSTANDING OF CHURCH DISCIPLINE

A biblical u�dersta�ding of church discipli�e dema�ds a broader definitio� 
tha� the o�e curre�tly used or �easured. It dema�ds a definitio� which 
i�cludes the various ele�e�ts listed i� Matthew 18:15-18: 

If your brother sins against you, go a�d tell hi� his fault, betwee� 
you a�d hi� alo�e. If he listens to you, you have gai�ed your 
brother. But if he does �ot listen, take o�e or two others along 
with you, that every charge may be established by the evide�ce of 
two or three wit�esses. If he refuses to liste� to them, tell it to the 
church. A�d if he refuses to liste� eve� to the church, let hi� be to 
you as a Ge�tile a�d a tax collector. Truly, I say to you, whatever 
you bi�d o� earth shall be bou�d i� heaven, a�d whatever you 
loose o� earth shall be loosed i� heaven.11

helpful resource for laying out the various ele�e�ts of this process. Adams, Ha�dbook of 
Church Discipli�e. I� this case, the com�o� use of church discipli�e would only refer to step 
5 of 5 i� Adams s̓ paradigm. 
9 Matthew 18:18. All Scripture quoted i� the English Sta�dard Versio� unless otherwise �oted.
10 Gregory Wills, who wrote the historical chapter for the Ham�ett a�d Merkle book quoted 
above, also wrote a� excelle�t book o� this specific topic, tracking the use a�d eve�tual disuse 
of various �odes of discipli�e i� Baptists i� the A�erica� south fro� the early-ni�etee�th 
through early-twe�tieth ce�turies. Gregory A. Wills, Democratic Religion: Freedom, Authority, 
and Church Discipline in the Baptist South 1785-1900 (New York; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
USA, 2003).
11 1 Cori�thians 5 also describes a� aspect of church discipli�e where flagra�t, well-k�ow� si� 
is �oved im�ediately fro� aware�ess to expulsive discipli�e. This is a� i�porta�t aspect of 
discipli�e, but �ot o�e u�der review here as there is �o particular roo� i� this insta�ce for a 
counselor to be i�volved i� the process before the declaratio� of expulsion. This is �ot to say 
that a faithful counselor would or could �ot be i�volved a�er the declaratio� is made a�d i� a� 
effort to see restoratio� occur i� the offe�der. 
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I� the first confro�tation, the o�e sin�ed against is tasked with addressing 
the si� a�d exposing it “for what it is.”12 The call here is for repe�ta�ce.13 
Upo� repe�ta�ce, the process is co�plete, a�d full a�d total restoratio� ca� 
be expected. But if repe�ta�ce is �ot secured or the offe�der refuses to hear 
fro� the offe�ded, a further group of wit�esses is i�cluded.14 While these 
wit�esses may have visually wit�essed the original offense, it is �either i�plied 
�or �ecessary that such be the case.15 The sta�ding of these wit�esses withi� 

12 Adams divides this passage a�d the process it creates i�to five steps: “1) Self-Discipli�e, 2) 
O�e-on-O�e, 3) O�e or Two Others, 4) The Church, 5) The World.” Adams, Handbook of 
Church Discipline, 30. I� his chapter o� “Self-Discipli�e,” Adams helpfully deli�eates a precursor 
to the �ore formal considerations of church discipli�e — self-discipli�e. I� this step, the 
believer is conscious of his ow� si� a�d actively working to repe�t fro� it. This actio� take� 
o� the part of the believer preve�ts the process fro� �oving i�to the confro�tatio� �ecessary 
i� the remai�der of the process. Self-discipli�e also carries throughout the process as the 
repe�ta�t believer �ust exercise such discipli�e over themselves eve� as they are confro�ted 
fro� the outside about their sin. Ted Kitchens also helpfully �otes at this poi�t: “Jesus desired 
self-discipli�e fro� His followers (Matt. 5:22-23; Mark 7:14-23), but whe� self-discipli�e fails, 
the� the Christia� com�unity is responsible to exercise discipli�e lovingly.” Ted G Kitchens, 
“Peri�eters of Corrective Church Discipli�e,” Bibliotheca Sacra 148, �o. 590 (April 1991): 212. 
Ham�ett a�d Merkle, Those Who Must Give an Account, chap. 5.
13 Repe�ta�ce as a biblical �otio� consists of a turning of heart fro� si� to Christ which leads to 
a changed life. See Matthew 11:28-29, Luke 24:46-47, Acts 2:37-38, 3:19, 17:30, 20:21, Romans 
2:4, 2 Cori�thians 7:10, Hebrews 6:1. Repe�ta�ce is �ot co�plete a�d final upo� the first turning 
but �ust persist through ongoing life a�d striving. I� this way, the confro�ted believer is called 
to forsake his si� a�d, with the e�courage�e�t a�d care of the body of Christ (e.g. Heb. 3:13), 
make efforts to �ortify it (put it to death – Romans 8:13). See treat�e�ts such as Spurgeon̓s 
Catechism, Q. 70, Joh� Owe�s̓ three treatises o� sin, helpfully collected i� Kelly M. Kapic a�d 
Justi� Taylor, Overcoming Sin and Temptation, Redesig� editio� (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2015). 
Additional Purita� works such as Thomas Watson, Doctrine of Repentance (Edi�burgh; Carlisle, 
PA: Ban�er of Truth, 1988); Thomas Boston, True Repentance: The Necessity of Repentance, vol. 
VI, The Whole Works of the Late Revere�d Thomas Bosto� of Etrick (GLH Publishing, 2015); 
“A Discourse of Mortificatio� by Stephe� Char�ock,” accessed Nove�ber 16, 2019, https://
www.the-highway.com/�ortification_Char�ock.html. As well as �oder� works: Way�e 
Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine (Zo�derva� Academic, 2009), 
chap. 35; Jay E. Adams, How to Help People Change: The Four-Step Biblical Process, The Jay Adams 
Library (Gra�d Rapids, MI: Ministry Resources Library, 1986); Kris Lu�dgaard, The Enemy 
Within: Straight Talk About the Power and Defeat of Sin (P&R Publishing, 1998).
14 The paper will further defi�e this refusal, its exte�t a�d duration, as it addresses refusal withi� 
the counseling process below. 
15 Ham�ett a�d Merkle, Those Who Must Give an Account, chap. 5. If visual wit�esses to the 
offense the only proper subject of this phase, the �u�ber who could participate i� such a� 
activity would be greatly diminished a�d the spirit of this comma�d would certainly preclude 
the later activity of sharing with the e�tire church. That said, these wit�esses ought to have a 
positive sta�ding i� the church a�d be k�ow� for their sobriety a�d fair�ess. It could be said 
here that a� u�derstood ele�e�t u�derlying Matthew s̓ text is that there is a possibility that 
the wit�esses would deduce that the clai� made by the offe�ded was �ot valid o� Scriptural 
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the body is also �ot defi�ed. It would be reasonable to believe that a wise a�d 
sober-mi�ded church �e�ber would be well-suited to this task, but it would 
also be reasonable at this poi�t for the offe�ded to request the aid of a pastor 
or lay counselor i� the church.

 
Upo� refusal of this seco�d group, the matter is to be brought to the 

church.16 As the church body is infor�ed, they are challenged to confro�t 
the offe�ding �e�ber a�d call hi� to repe�ta�ce. At his refusal of “eve� 
the church,” he is declared by the church body to �o longer be considered 
a believer i� Jesus Christ.  The church �e�bersʼ actions toward this �ewly 
re�oved perso� �ust i�dicate deep co�cer� a�d care for the lost�ess of his 
soul a�d a� ear�est plea for true faith i� Christ that causes o�e to flee fro� sin.

Having laid out a basic paradig� for church discipli�e, this essay will focus 
o� the applicatio� of counseling which leads to church discipli�e by first 
addressing the proper subjects of discipli�e a�d the� the situations which will 
require exercise of discipli�e. 

ASSESSING THE SUBJECTS FOR COUNSELING 
THAT LEADS TO DISCIPLINE

Operating freque�tly withi� the church or lay counseling ce�ters, biblical 
counselors freque�tly e�cou�ter a wide variety of counselees. O�e of the 
fou�dational churches i� the biblical counseling �ove�e�t, Faith Church 
i� Lafayette, IN, has built its counseling ministry i� large part as a� outreach 
to its com�unity.17 This is a blessed opportunity a�d o�e that Faith Church 

grou�ds. This would terminate the process a�d could eve� result i� a call to the offe�ded to 
repe�t fro� such accusations which were unfou�ded. 
16 Adams here proposes a cautionary �ote: “I think it goes without saying that to tell it to 
the church is �ot to be do�e by a brother sta�ding up i� the middle of a worship service a�d 
declaring what has happe�ed.” Adams, Handbook of Church Discipline, 68. Such a practice would 
“violate the pri�ciples of good order set forth i� 1 Cori�thians 14.” This would the� require 
o�e of two approaches: either the believer waits to share his co�cer� u�til a gathering is called 
of only the �e�bers of the church (so�e churches have such gatherings as a �o�thly �e�ber s̓ 
�eeting) or, alternatively, the offe�ded ca� bring the co�cer� to the elders of the church who 
would the� be tasked with arranging such a ti�e as the church ca� be so gathered. 
17 Bob Kelle�e� a�d Paul Tripp, Biblical Counseling and the Church: God s̓ Care Through God s̓ 
People, ed. Kevi� Carso� (Zo�dervan, 2015), chap. 19.
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has see� great success i� over ti�e. However, practicing i� such a setting 
creates a questio� as to the proper subject of counseling which leads to church 
discipli�e. Faith Church, a�d a�y church with a counseling ministry ope� to 
the public, will e�cou�ter three categories of counselees: 1) u�believers, 2) 
�e�bers of the counseling church, a�d 3) Christians who fellowship with 
other churches.18 

U�believer

Whe� considering the practice of church discipli�e, the first category of 
counselee, na�ely u�believers, ca� be quickly excluded. The biblical counselor 
who engages with a professed u�believer has �o �eed to press toward a formal 
process of church discipli�e with o�e who has self-ide�tified as apart fro� 
Christ a�d His church. The u�believer has �ot willingly submitted himself to 
the life a�d authority of the church. Said a�other way, re�oval fro� church 
life ca� only retur� o�e to their un-churched state. The church has �othing 
to take fro� a� u�believer, rather it holds out the offer of the Gospel. Thus 
a biblical counselor may (�ust) certainly instruct a�d evangelize a self-
professed u�believer, but the matter of church discipli�e is settled fro� the 
start. U�believers can�ot be church discipli�ed.19

Me�ber

Co�trary to the u�believer, the seco�d category of counselee, the duly 
engaged �e�ber of the church, dema�ds a differe�t response. Me�bership 
i� the church is the basis of pursuing church discipli�e. It is the believer s̓ 
volu�tary associatio� with this particular expressio� of the body of Christ that 
ide�tifies hi� as a ca�didate for discipli�e. The biblical counselor, operating 
withi� the local church, is u�der obligatio� to fulfill the duties of discipli�e 
whe� �ecessary with a �e�ber of the church.

18 It may be �ecessary i� practice to add a fourth category: professing Christians who regularly 
fellowship with the counselor s̓ church but have yet to make the commit�e�t to �e�bership. 
The decisio� may �eed to be made i� those cases to co�tact whatever church the professing 
Christia� previously fellowshipped with or, lacking such, to consider the� a� u�believer due to 
their failure to fellowship with a church. The counselor may i� practice direct the� to pursue 
�e�bership as a fu�ctio� of his counseling. 
19 Conse�t a�d disclosure will be discussed further later i� the paper. Regardless of whether 
the counselee is a pote�tial subject for discipli�e, the churchs̓ i�take docu�e�ts should make 
abu�da�tly clear the circumsta�ces u�der which confide�tiality would be breached.
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Believing Non-Me�ber

The third category of counselee, believing �on-�e�ber, provides �ore 
difficulty. I� this category, the counselor is �eeting with so�eo�e who is a 
professed believer, but �ot a �e�ber at the church overseeing the counseling.20 
Either this happens because a local church has a� established counseling 
ministry a�d so�eo�e has co�e i� fro� the outside, or this could happe� i� 
settings such as a� i�depe�de�t counseling ce�ter that operates apart fro� a 
local church.21 I� either case, where si� is i�volved a�d church discipli�e may 
�eed to be pursued, the counselor has a� obligatio� to i�volve a�d address the 
counselee s̓ ho�e church.22 This is a� act of covena�t respect to the leaders of 
the ho�e church, a�d such a policy should be clearly i� place whe� counselees 
fro� other churches are received i� a counseling ministry.23

20 Adams helpfully addresses several situations which may arise: The counselee may co�e 
fro� a� unfaithful church, o�e which denies the Scriptures a�d the Gospel, i� which case the 
counselor will i�te�tionally engage the counselee o� these specific poi�ts to either challenge 
their professio� of faith or to e�courage the� to re-u�dersta�d the status of their ho�e 
“church.” The other situation, where the counselee co�es fro� a faithful church, requires 
cautio� to pree�pt the possibility of “sheep stealing.” Adams offers the cautio� that the 
pastor of the ho�e church should be consulted a�d his conse�t secured before counseling is 
u�dertaken. If the primary reaso� for the counselee pursuing care outside of the ho�e church 
is the i�experie�ce of the ho�e church pastor i� such matters, a relationship of training ca� be 
created a�d edified through the ho�e church pastor participating i� the counseling process. 
Jay E. Adams, Shepherding God s̓ Flock: A Handbook on Pastoral Ministry, Counseling and Leadership 
(Gra�d Rapids, MI: Zo�dervan, 1986), 205–9.
21 Based o� the transce�de�t commit�e�t of believers to their local church, I would argue 
here that �e�bership should be considered in-play eve� i� a �on-church counseling ce�ter. 
Therefore, a counseling ce�ter counselor would have the sa�e obligations to pursue church 
discipli�e regardless of the setting of their counsel. If counselor A engages counselee B at a 
counseling ce�ter, he is still obligated to treat B as a fellow church �e�ber a�d pursue the 
si�plest expressio� of the church discipli�e process outli�ed throughout this paper. The setting 
is �ot e�ough to warra�t a shi� i� categories.
22 Robert Cheong discusses conflict a�ong believers: “If you are �ot part of the sa�e com�unity, 
the� each of you ca� either ask so�eo�e fro� your ow� com�unity or approach a respected 
third party group who� you both trust a�d k�ow will give wise counsel.” Robert K. Cheong 
a�d Stephe� Timmis, God Redeeming His Bride (Christia� Focus Publications, 2013), chap. 8. 
Ki�dle Locatio� 1849. While I would agree with his �ote here i� refere�ce to a ge�eral practice 
of believers addressing sin, the pseudo-authority i�vested i� counselors would push �e to 
ensure that the matter was brought directly to the pastoral leadership of the counselee s̓ church.
23 The analogy is crude, but this is the sa�e respect that o�e pare�t would show while te�porarily 
caring for a�other pare�t s̓ child. The counselee s̓ ho�e church may eve� k�owingly e�ploy the 
wisdo� of the other churchs̓ counselor, but this does �ot free the counselee fro� the ho�e 
churchs̓ authority.
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The biblical counselor �ust limit his atte�pts to escalate church discipli�e 
based o� the �e�bership status of the counselee.24 By rightly limiting the 
pursuit of discipli�e to professing Christians, both the counselor a�d church 
are preserved fro� seeking to judge outsiders (1 Cori�thians 5:12) a�d ca� 
focus their efforts o� calling brothers back fro� si� a�d, whe� �ecessary, 
“purging the evil perso� fro� a�ong you” (1 Cori�thians 5:13). 

ASSESSING THE SITUATIONS FOR 
COUNSELING THAT LEADS TO DISCIPLINE

What Si� is Worthy of Discipli�e

The ai� of this paper is to ide�tify a�d limit the subjects a�d situations a 
biblical counselor may e�cou�ter which would require escalating a counseling 
case to church discipli�e. As such the counselor would �eed to have so�e pre-
existing u�dersta�ding of which situations would require such escalation.25 
Ted Kitchens writes helpfully i� Peri�eters of Corrective Church Discipli�e 
that historically churches have sought to create sin-lists fro� various passages 
a�d outworkings of those passages of Scripture. Rather tha� atte�pt such a� 
exhaustive list, Kitchens creates four categories of si� described i� Scripture: 
1) Private a�d personal offenses that violate Christia� love, 2) divisive�ess 
a�d factions that destroy Christia� unity, 3) �oral a�d ethical deviations 

24 This is both a� argu�e�t fro� a�d a� argu�e�t for �eaningful church �e�bership as 
pro�oted by 9Marks Ministries. The church who either e�tirely abdicates the charge to accou�t 
for its sheep or is haphazard i� its applicatio� of doing so sets believers up to fail i� their fight 
against sin. Adams �oted i� his title that discipli�e is i� fact a “right a�d privilege of every 
church �e�ber.” For additional resources o� 9Marks s̓ prese�tations o� church �e�bership 
see Mark Dever, The Church: The Gospel Made Visible (B&H Academic, 2012); Mark Dever 
a�d Mark Dever, Nine Marks of a Healthy Church., Revised a�d expa�ded edition. (Crossway 
Books, 2000); Jonatha� Leeman, Church Discipline: How the Church Protects the Name of Jesus, 
1 editio� (Crossway, 2012); Jonatha� Leeman, The Rule of Love: How the Local Church Should 
Reflect God s̓ Love and Authority. (Crossway, 2018). As well as �u�erous articles a�d practical 
guides to �e�bership a�d i�ple�e�tatio� at 9Marks.org. 
25  Biblical counselors e�cou�ter a�y �u�ber of issues i� caring for church �e�bers a�d beyo�d: 
grief over loss, relationship struggles, career choices, doctrinal questions, ide�tity issues, a�d 
ma�y �ore. Certainly �ot all of these issues are directly con�ected to sinful�ess o� the part of 
the counselee a�d may si�ply be a� expressio� of the care de�onstrated i� 1 Thessalonians 
5:14: “…e�courage the fai�thearted, help the weak, be patie�t with the� all.”
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that break Christia� sta�dards, a�d 4) teaching false doctri�e.26 Kitchens s̓ 
effort is to provide a co�prehensive rubric for evaluating possible si� areas 
without atte�pting to create a list which ca� quickly lose applicability.27 
Kitchens collates the various declarations against si� i� the New Testa�e�t 
u�der these headings a�d argues that a�y si� outwardly practiced is worthy of 
confro�tatio� as comma�ded by Christ.28 “The New Testa�e�t teaches that 
�o si� is tolerable to those who� Christ has redee�ed. No Christia� should 
be allowed to e�brace unrepe�ted si� a�d �ove i� a�d out of the church at 
will.”29 This is �ot to say that seemingly mi�or sins should be elevated to the 
rapid-response i�dicated i� 1 Cori�thians 5, but rather that a believer who 
holds o�to sin, si� of a�y ki�d, a�d refuses to repe�t is liable for discipli�e.30 

I� light of the above, biblical counselors who seek to evaluate a case for 
possible escalatio� should look for clear biblical sin. Kitchens s̓ categories could 
be helpful, but consiste�cy dema�ds that the leadership of the church establish 

26 Kitchens, “Peri�eters of Corrective Church Discipli�e,” 211–12. The Purita� Joh� Owe� saw 
a similar categorizatio� of issues i� his chapter o� Church Discipli�e. Joh� Owen, The True 
Nature of a Gospel Church and Its Government, Chapter X, On Excommunication. i� Joh� Owen, The 
Life and Works of John Owen, ed. Willia� Goold, n.d., vol. XVI, Pages 151-183. Stephe� Yuille, 
surveying Owen, �oted three categories: Moral, Doctrinal, a�d Behavioral. J Stephe� Yuille, 
“Joh� Owe� a�d the Third Mark of the Church,” Puritan Reformed Journal 2, �o. 1 ( Ja�uary 
2010): 217–18. Owe�s̓ chapter o� excom�unicatio� (Church discipli�e) is cited above.
27 As Kitchens �otes, i� the past, the church has sought to co�pile extensive lists co�taining 
every possible si� eligible for discipli�e. The Scripture co�tains lists of si� such as 1 Cori�thians 
6: 9-10, Galatians 5:19-21, a�d yet it also co�tains broad state�e�ts that could re�der a�y 
�u�ber of actions or attitudes as sinful (e.g. Romans 14:23b: “for whatever does �ot proceed 
fro� faith is si�”). Therefore lists that seek to e�capsulate every possible �ode of si� are o� 
the whole unhelpfule. Historically, the lists �ot only i�cluded the sins but also the required 
restitution. Greg Wills helpfully describes the historical progressio� of discipli�e beginning 
with the church fathers. The �otio� of certai� sins requiring �ore substa�tial restoratio� is 
clearly see� i� Gregory of Nyssa who prescribed 27 years of penite�ce “for i�te�tional �urder 
a�d robbery, 18 for adultery, a�d ni�e for fornication, grave robbing, a�d apostasy that was 
coerced.” Ham�ett a�d Merkle, Those Who Must Give an Account, chaps. 5, Ki�dle Locatio� 
2769.
28 Kitchens, “Peri�eters of Corrective Church Discipli�e,” 212–13.
29 Kitchens, “Peri�eters of Corrective Church Discipli�e,” 213. 
30 Looking at Joh� Owe�s̓ work i� the 1600s offers a cautionary adde�du� to Kitchens s̓ 
state�e�t above. Owe� cautions: “No excom�unicatio� is to be allowed i� cases dubious a�d 
disputable, wherei� right a�d wrong are �ot easily determinable u�to all u�prejudiced persons 
that k�ow the will of God i� such things; �or is it to be admitted whe� the matter of fact sta�ds 
i� �eed of testi�o�y a�d is �ot proved by two wit�esses at the least.” Joh� Owen, The True 
Nature of a Gospel Church and Its Government, Chapter X, On Excommunication. i� Owen, The Life 
and Works of John Owen, vol. XVI, Pages 151-183. 
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a paradig� for the church as a whole. Which si� areas will be considered for 
discipli�e? What evide�ce a�d wit�esses will be required for each? Without 
such clarity fro� church leadership, the biblical counselor is set adri�.

If He Does Not Liste�

Having established the �ecessity of pursuing discipli�e i� the case of church 
�e�bers a�d provided a set of considerations for which sins �ecessitate 
discipli�e, the paper will �ow exami�e evide�ce of refusal which may lead a 
counselor to escalate to formal church discipli�e. 

Jay Adams laid out the fou�dational co�cept of biblical counseling: 
“Nouthetic confro�tation, i� its biblical usage, aims at straightening out 
the i�dividual by changing his patterns of behavior to confor� to biblical 
sta�dards.”31 Adams s̓ visio� of biblical counseling clearly had �uch to do 
with the confro�tatio� of si� i� the counselee.32 For the biblical counselor 
then, addressing si� is a �ormal a�d natural part of the counseling process. 
Counselees co�e to address private si� which has proved troubleso�e (e.g., a 
tee� struggling with por�ography who requests the help of his youth pastor). 
Counselees co�e upo� the fi�ding out of their secret si� (e.g., the sa�e tee� 
whose pare�ts fou�d out). So�eti�es counselees co�e to address a� issue of 
si� betwee� them.33 I� this way, the counselor may fi�d himself engaged i� 
the process of Matthew 18 church discipli�e at a variety of poi�ts: He may 
be assisting a believer i� self-discipli�e, he may be confro�ting si� as the first 
party of Matthew 18:15, or he may be brought along as o�e of the wit�esses of 
the “o�e or two others” of verse 16.34

While these differe�t scenarios may create a differe�t applicatio� of 
Scriptural truth, the �ecessity to observe the patter� of Matthew 18 remains. 
31 Jay E. Adams, Competent to Counsel (Gra�d Rapids, MI: Zo�dervan, 1986), 46.
32 Use of the word “si�” �ore tha� 400 ti�es i� Competent to Counsel, a book just over 260 pages, 
would i�dicate the sa�e. 
33 The curre�t sta�dard for material relating to peacemaking is Ke� Sa�de, The Peacemaker, 3rd 
ed. (Ada, MI: Baker Books, 2004).
34 Adams s̓ u�dersta�ding of “tell it to the church” begins with consulting the church elders who 
may the� approach the accused before bringing it to the church. This could also be a�other 
poi�t at which a counselor was e�ployed (especially if the elders are well-versed i� biblical 
care) to better address the si� area the accused is struggling with. Adams, Handbook of Church 
Discipline, 70.
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The wise counselor the� will look for the defining mark i� a counselee 
which triggers escalation: “if he will �ot listen.” Assuming that the counselor 
is addressing a clear case of ongoing sin, readily described by a passage of 
Scripture or a widely accepted a�d reasonable applicatio� of a passage of 
Scripture, the counselor is ma�dated to escalate i�to the �ext phase of church 
discipli�e whe� the counselee refuses to listen.

O�e reasonable mark of refusal to liste� would be the u�ti�ely terminatio� 
of ongoing counseling by the counselee. A typical in-office biblical counselor 
will establish a course of care which may have a defi�ed e�d date or specific 
markers of success which are set out early i� the process.35 The counselee will 
k�ow he is u�der the care of the counselor, a�d the relationship will be defi�ed 
as such. A self-professed believer, engaged i� counseling, retains a �easure of 
what might be called “listening-credibility” as long as he co�ti�ues to �eet 
with a�d engage the counselor. 

A�other possible ele�e�t which could be brought to bear o� the decisio� to 
escalate is the willing�ess of the counselee to co�plete the ho�ework assig�ed 
by the counselor.36 Adams argues for a te�porary suspensio� of counseling i� 
so�e cases where ho�ework is �ot co�pleted: “There may co�e a ti�e whe� 
assign�e�ts are so o�e� �eglected, two, three, or four weeks i� a row i� spite 
of all atte�pts to u�dersta�d why a�d to �otivate the counselee, so that the 
counselor �ust dismiss the counselee u�til he is prepared to work.”37 However, 
eve� the failure of the counselee to co�plete the work ca� be a� informative 
aspect that assists the wise counselor i� furthering his care. The counselor may 
fi�d that the counselee has failed to u�dersta�d the assign�e�t – i� which case 
training is i� order, or they may have lost hope for change or succu�bed to 
fear – i� which case e�courage�e�t is �eeded.38 If these hi�dra�ces a�d others 
35 O�e such �odel Robert Kelle�e� terms “Spiritual Treat�e�t Planning.” Robert W. Kelle�e� 
a�d Bria� Cro�, Gospel Conversations: How to Care Like Christ (Gra�d Rapids, MI: Zo�dervan, 
2015), 212ff.
36Ho�ework has a long history i� the biblical counseling �ove�e�t. Adams pro�oted 
it i� ma�y of his works i�cluding several chapters i� Jay E. Adams, The Christian Counselor s̓ 
Manual: The Practice of Nouthetic Counseling (Zo�dervan, 2010), chap. 27,28, a�d 29. Various 
writers have also produced ma�uals to provide ho�ework related to specific issues com�o� to 
biblical counselors such as Way�e A. Mack, A Homework Manual for Biblical Living: Personal and 
Interpersonal Problems, First editio� (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 1979).
37Adams, The Christian Counselor s̓ Manual, 314.
38 Ibid., 314–15.



16 The Journal of Biblical Soul Care

such as practical co�cerns have bee� addressed, the counselor may �eed to 
consider if failure to co�ply with reasonable ho�ework should be considered 
as evide�ce of a failure to listen, pro�pting escalation. 

Failure to Liste� vs. Failure to Repe�t

I� the situations above, the counselee has effectively refused to liste� to the 
counselor a�d therefore escalatio� is i� order. Applied u�critically, a counselor 
could take the sa�e approach to a counselee who receives counsel but still 
co�ti�ues i� sin. Such a counselor might assu�e that, o�ce the co�victing 
words regarding the si� have bee� spoken, a�y further falls i�to the sa�e si� 
warra�t escalation. However, i� the counseling ministry, failure to repe�t may 
�ot �ecessarily equate to refusal to listen. 

So�e cautionary �otes should be observed regarding a� ongoing patter� 
of sin. Real striving, real progress, a�d i�te�tionality should be prese�t i� the 
counselee, but to dema�d perfection, especially i� areas of “pesky” sins, would 
see� to be beyo�d the real� of reasonable consideratio� for church discipli�e. 
Said a�other way, the counselor ca� look for directio� rather tha� perfection. 
Matthew 18:15-18 directly precedes verses 21-22 where Peter asks just how 
ma�y ti�es the brother ca� si� a�d yet be forgiven. Jesus s̓ answer, whether 
translated 77 or 70 ti�es 7, i�dicates a� overabu�da�ce of forgive�ess. O�e 
mark the wise counselor could look for is the eager�ess a�d ear�est�ess with 
which the counselee pursues restoration. Paul represe�ts such eager�ess i� 2 
Cori�thians 7:10-11 as evide�ce of “godly grief.”39 Thus the wise counselor 
will seek to guide a�d instruct the o�e who stu�bles toward fuller a�d fuller 
repe�ta�ce, u�dersta�ding that freque�t forgive�ess will be �ecessary as a 
counselee grows i� Christlike�ess. 

39 “For godly grief produces a repe�ta�ce that leads to salvatio� without regret, whereas 
worldly grief produces death. For see what ear�est�ess this godly grief has produced i� you, 
but also what eager�ess to clear yourselves, what i�dignation, what fear, what longing, what 
zeal, what punish�e�t! At every poi�t you have proved yourselves in�oce�t i� the matter.” 
2 Cori�thians 7:10-11. I would argue here that while counselors can�ot fully k�ow the heart 
of the o�e confessing sin, this mark alo�e should carry �uch weight i� helping the counselor 
determi�e the si�cerity of the repe�ta�ce being offered. That si�cerity should be prioritized 
whe� considering escalation.
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Patie�ce i� Escalatio�

O�e com�o� thread throughout �ultiple authors addressing this topic 
is the �ecessity for patie�ce to be carried out i� the process of escalation. 
Each phase of the Matthew 18 process is to be give� ti�e a�d persiste�ce. 
Adams writes hu�orously about a� argu�e�t betwee� brothers: “they are 
both huffing but o�e of the� is puffing as well.”40 Whe� the offe�ded brother 
returns to resolve the situation, he has resolved his huffing, but still perceives 
puffing o� the part of the offe�der. Appare�tly �either huff �or puff are the 
proper settings for resolving conflict. 

Robert Cheong helpfully presses towards such patie�ce by laying the 
grou�dwork for a “rede�ptive pla�” to be i�ple�e�ted i� the rescue process.41 
Such plans look for opportunities to share grace a�d celebrate those seeds of 
repe�ta�ce which ca� be see� i� the life of the straying believer. Perhaps the 
erring brother has yet to u�dersta�d fro� Scripture where his si� is co�dem�ed. 
Perhaps, as is certainly i�creasingly com�on, he has bee� i�doctrinated with 
a worldly diag�osis of �e�tal ill�ess which, i� his mi�d, releases hi� fro� all 
sinful liability. Such things �ust be sought out a�d worked through before the 
process ca� reasonably �ove forward. 

The wise counselor will seek to rightly limit a�d clarify the cases which 
are dee�ed worthy of escalation. These situations will be marked by clear, 
biblically docu�e�ted sins, a refusal o� the part of the counselee to listen, a�d 
a patie�t coming alongside by the counselor who looks for signs of repe�ta�ce. 
Such a definition, adopted u�der the authority of the local church, will allow 
the counselor the freedo� a�d confide�ce to address si� i� a counselee with 
the full range of tools Christ i�te�ded.

CONFIDENTIALITY AND COUNSELING ESCALATION

Having discussed the marks of a case which warra�ts escalation, the paper 
�ow �oves to a discussio� of a �ecessary conseque�ce of escalation: breach of 
confide�tiality. O�e defining differe�ce betwee� the majority of practitio�ers 

40 Adams, “Discipling, Counseling a�d Church Discipli�e,” 22.
41 Cheong a�d Timmis, God Redeeming His Bride, chap. Chapter 9. Ki�dle Locatio� 2020.
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of biblical counseling a�d those who operate fro� a� i�tegrated approach i� 
a licensed setting is the allegia�ce to professional codes established by secular 
organizations, such as the APA s̓ code of ethics.42 Such codes may co�tai� 
helpful applications of collected wisdom, a�d yet they can�ot be utilized to 
u�dercut the authority of God s̓ Word i� the local church a�d the counseling 
task. 

Writing i� the Journal of Pastoral Practice (later the Journal of Biblical 
Counseling), Larry Spalink described a practice of strict confide�tiality, 
rooted i� Roma� Catholic confessionals, dating back to Augusti�e.43 This 
confide�tiality, Spalink argues, was built o� a com�o� sense assu�ption: if 
the o�e who receives the confessio� ever shares the co�te�t of the confession, 
�o o�e will make use of confessio� again. Thus, the possibility of a confessio� 
which would later be repeated re�ders unlikely, if �ot i�possible, a�y future 
confessions. The confide�tiality created by this set of assu�ptions could be 
ter�ed absolute confide�tiality, a�d its i�ple�e�tatio� would utterly bar a 
biblical counselor fro� participating i� church discipli�e.44

Propo�e�ts of the i�tegratio� of Christianity a�d �oder� psychology 
such as Clyde Narra�ore were adama�t about the value of confide�tiality i� 
counseling, eve� stating that confide�tiality was “the first a�d �ost i�porta�t 
ele�e�t i� professional ethics.”45 This prizing of confide�tiality ca� eve� 
exte�d to i�peding the responsibility of the counselor i� church discipli�e. 
Walter Becker, writing o� the ethics of counselors i� the church, advises 
against breaking confide�tiality i� the process of church discipli�e.46 Thus 
42 Available onli�e at A�erica� Psychological Association, “Ethical Pri�ciples of Psychologists 
a�d Code of Co�duct,” https://www.apa.org, Ju�e 1, 2003, https://www.apa.org/ethics/code/.
43 Larry Spalink, “Confide�tiality a�d Biblical Counseling: Warning: This Office Bugged By the 
Holy Spirit,” Journal of Pastoral Practice 3, �o. 3 (1979): 57. Spalink �otes that ma�y U.S. states 
uphold such a protectio� against divulging confide�tial informatio� revealed to a clergyman. 
Ibid., 59.
44 There is �ua�ce betwee� the practice of the Catholic priest a�d that put forward by the APAs̓ 
ethics code. The Catholic priest is responsible to protect the “seal” of the confessional eve� if 
i�te�t to commit cri�e is i�dicated. Counseling professionals are �ot eve� legally, better yet 
ethically, provided such all-e�co�passing restrictions. Ibid., 58.
45 Clyde M. Narra�ore, The Psychology of Counseling ; Professional Techniques for Pastors, Teachers. 
(Zo�derva� Pub. House, 1960), 24. Also cited i� Spalink, “Confide�tiality a�d Biblical 
Counseling: Warning: This Office Bugged By the Holy Spirit,” 56.
46 Walter W Becker, “The Paraprofessional Counselor i� the Church: Legal a�d Ethical 
Considerations,” Journal of Psychology and Christianity 6, �o. 2 (1987): 78–82. Quoted i� 
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for the i�tegrated practitio�er, professional ethics ca� supercede biblical 
responsibilities. This �ust �ot be so.

Writing about Christia� (i�tegrated) counseling ethics, Ra�dolph Sa�ders 
offers a helpful a�d cautionary case i� poi�t.47 I� the scenario, the counselee 
Brad is engaged i� a� affair a�d co�es relucta�tly seeking counsel fro� a 
therapist upo� the pleading of his son. At the seco�d �eeting, without a�y 
consultatio� with Brad, Brad s̓ pastor has bee� i�vited to the sessio� a�d all 
the details of the affair have bee� shared with him.48 Brad is caught unaware 
a�d u�prepared for what he has walked i�to. The counselor had �ot infor�ed 
Brad before the counseling that such disclosure was possible, �either had 
the counselor infor�ed Brad during the �eeting that disclosure would be 
�ecessary to fulfill Christia� duty. Was there clear si�? Certainly. Was patie�ce 
applied? No�e. Was Brad listening to the counselor? He was �ot give� a 
cha�ce. The counselor, i� seeking maybe eve� to apply Matthew 18, has 
actually shortcut the process a�d made things �uch �ore difficult for a�d 
already sin-stricke� situation. This applicatio� of the process of discipli�e fails 
several of the tests already described i� this paper. The counselor has failed to 
rightly apply the ki�d of confide�tiality that Scripture prescribes.

Positively, Scripture does dema�d a level of confide�tiality, though without 
using that term. Freque�tly throughout the Proverbs the gossip or whisperer 
is see� as �egative character who causes all man�er of troubles.49 Biblical 
counselors �ust avoid the si� of gossip a�d mai�tai� confide�ces with ut�ost 
care. Moreover, confining the �u�ber of those k�owledgeable about the 
situatio� is built i�to Matthew 18. At the beginning of the process only 
the offe�der a�d offe�ded are aware of the offense. The prese�ce of such 
a� escalating �u�ber of those made aware clearly i�dicates that apart fro� 
escalatio� the �u�ber would remai� small. 

Ra�dolph K. Sa�ders, Christian Counseling Ethics: A Handbook for Psychologists, Therapists and 
Pastors, vol. Seco�d edition, Christia� Associatio� for Psychological Studies Books (Dow�ers 
Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2013), 383–84.
47 Sa�ders, Christian Counseling Ethics: A Handbook for Psychologists, Therapists and Pastors, Seco�d 
edition: 34–36.
48 Ibid.
49 Proverbs 16:28, 18:8, 26:20, 26:22
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So, biblical counselors ca� affir� a� overall patter� of “counseling 
confide�ces” as Adams calls them.50 It is also reasonable to argue that the 
counselor should explai� the confide�ces which will be kept a�d which might 
�eed to be broke� i� certai� cases. The counselor would do well to clearly 
articulate these i� a� i�take docu�e�t which would be explai�ed clearly 
before the first sessio� of care. Preserving confide�ce a�d informing counselees 
is the patter� put forth by the sta�dards of co�duct of organizations such as 
ACBC.51

Though Scripture does i�deed limit the sharing of information, whe� it 
co�es to addressing sin, Scripture also dema�ds a� i�creasingly expa�ded 
circle of k�owledge. The biblical counselor can�ot hide behi�d professional 
sta�dards of confide�tiality whe� biblical fidelity is at stake. O� the o�e 
ha�d, the Bible clearly requires submissio� to govern�e�tal authorities 
(Romans 13), ma�y of which have clear require�e�ts for the reporting of 
abuse, especially i� the case of mi�ors. O� the other ha�d, the authority of 
Christ, �ediated through the local church dema�ds following through with 
the require�e�ts of “reporting” for the purpose of escalating the counseling 
co�versatio� towards formal church discipli�e. 

CASE STUDY

Steve a�d Susa� had rece�tly beco�e �ore active i� the ministries of the 
church.52 Not long a�er this �ewfou�d i�terest i� ministry, church leadership 
was made aware that Steve had approached two female church �e�bers with 
inappropriate com�e�ts a�d sexually suggestive remarks. Church leadership 
received their co�cerns a�d respo�ded im�ediately, sensitively i�vestigating 
the claims a�d considering what additional resources were �eeded: counsel 
for the �e�bers who ca�e forward, co�tacting law enforce�e�t etc.53 Steve 
50 Adams, Shepherding God s̓ Flock, 83. Quoted also i� Spalink, “Confide�tiality a�d Biblical 
Counseling: Warning: This Office Bugged By the Holy Spirit.”
51 “Sta�dards of Co�duct,” Association of Certified Biblical Counselors (blog), accessed July 30, 
2020, https://biblicalcounseling.com/certification/sta�dards-of-co�duct/.
52 Na�es a�d situatio� �odified to preserve confide�tiality. 
53 Measures were put i� place by the leadership to im�ediately bar Steve fro� a�y church 
activities for the safety of the wo�e� who had accused Steve. These �easures were �ot take� as 
a declaratio� of Steve s̓ status i� the faith or a� i�dicatio� that Steve could �ot retur� at a future 
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was co�tacted a�d asked to provide a� explanation; he obliged. He assured the 
leadership that these were the only two wo�e� who� he had spoke� to i� this 
way, a�d that he was miserably sorry for the way he had acted. 

Steve bega� �eeting with the church s̓ biblical counselor. Steve was 
cooperative with the counselor a�d �et �ultiple ti�es a week to engage i� 
the process. However, as the counseling we�t o� over a period of weeks, �ore 
victims ca�e forward. Fro� the initial counseling sessions, Steve was give� 
freque�t opportunities to na�e a�y other victims, a�d, yet, he co�ti�ued to 
hide the truth. The counselor a�d church leadership pleaded with Steve to 
confess his si� fully rather tha� co�ti�uing to be outed as �ew victims ca�e 
forward. He would �ot. Seeing Steve s̓ co�ti�ued resista�ce, church leadership 
made the decisio� to pursue formal church discipli�e, escalating the situatio� 
fro� the counseling roo� to the full �eeting of the church �e�bership. 

CONCLUSION

Steve was the right subject for counseling which led to discipli�e. Steve s̓ 
ongoing �e�bership at the counselor s̓ local church put hi� directly i� the 
authority sphere of the church. He was i� the right situatio� for counseling 
to escalate to discipli�e. Steve s̓ repeated atte�pts to evade his counselor s̓ 
questions a�d hide his si� de�onstrated �ot only a refusal to repe�t but a refusal 
to engage i� �eaningful change. A�d while the informatio� surrou�ding his 
situatio� was ha�dled as discretely as possible throughout the counseling 
process, the scriptural ma�date for pursuing church discipli�e eve�tually 
called for Steve s̓ si� to be described to the church body. 

This paper has sought to rightly limit counseling which escalates to 
church discipli�e by ide�tifying the proper subjects a�d situations. The 
wise counselor, a�d the wise church who engages i� i�te�tional counseling 
ministry, will engage this topic thoroughly a�d clearly both to ensure biblical 
discipli�e is taking place a�d to limit the excesses of discipli�e practiced 
without discern�e�t. The counseling task is o�e of restoratio� a�d care 

poi�t, but rather to create a� opportunity for u�dersta�ding the situatio� a�d protectio� for 
those who had made the accusations.
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a�d though o�e� viewed �egatively a�d judg�e�tally, so too is the task of 
church discipli�e. The wise counselor will apply God s̓ sta�dards above ma� s̓ 
sta�dards a�d provide church �e�bers with the full �easure of privilege 
which is theirs i� Christ – i�cluding the privilege of church discipli�e rightly 
applied.
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A  C RI T IC A L  EVA LUAT ION  OF  BE S S E L  VA N 
DE R  KOL K ʼS  T H E  B ODY  K E EPS  T H E  S COR E

Francine Tan1

WHAT COUNTS AS TRAUMA?

I� 1987, Dutch psychiatrist Bessel va� der Kolk argued that “psychological 
trauma affects the e�tire huma� organism—body, mi�d, a�d brain,” eve� 
though he a�d his colleagues prese�ted “reports that are a�ecdotal [a�d] 
there are al�ost �o co�trolled studies” i� their support for this hypothesis i� 
Psychological Trauma.2 I� his rece�t best-seller The Body Keeps the Score, 
he co�ti�ues to pro�ote this sa�e hypothesis that “the �e�ory of trauma 
is e�coded i� the viscera, i� heart-breaking a�d gut-wre�ching e�otions, 
i� autoim�u�e disorders a�d skeletal/�uscular problems” using three �ew 
bra�ches of scie�ce: �euroscie�ce, develop�e�tal psychopathology, a�d 
i�terpersonal �eurobiology.3 However, his hypothesis 36 years ago is still just 
that—a hypothesis.

1 Fra�ci�e Ta� is a� ACBC-certified counselor fro� Malaysia a�d is curre�tly pursuing her 
PhD i� Biblical Counseling at Midwester� Baptist Theological Seminary. Please co�tact jbsc@
biblicalcounseling.co� with questions for the author. 
2 Bessel A. va� der Kolk, ed., Psychological Trauma (Washington, DC: A�erica� Psychiatric 
Press, 1987), 78. Va� der Kolk is a clinician, researcher, a�d teacher i� the area of posttraumatic 
stress. His work i�tegrates develop�e�tal, �eurobiological, psychodynamic, a�d i�terpersonal 
aspects of the i�pact of trauma a�d its treat�e�t. He is considered o�e of the leading voices 
o� this topic with over 150 peer-reviewed journal articles as well as the author of Psychological 
Trauma, Traumatic Stress, a�d The Body Keeps the Score. He is the fou�der a�d �edical director of 
the Trauma Ce�ter i� Brookli�e, Massachusetts. He is also a professor of psychiatry at Bosto� 
University School of Medici�e a�d director of the National Co�plex Trauma Treat�e�t 
Network a�d the past Preside�t of the I�ternational Society for Traumatic Stress Studies.
3 Bessel A. va� der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind and Body in the Healing of 
Trauma (New York, NY: Pengui� Books, 2015), 88. No evide�ce was discussed to support 
the �echanis� of this clai� a�d va� der Kolk proceeds to expose the �on-scie�tific basis of 
his claim, whe� he says, “Somatic sy�ptoms for which �o clear physical basis ca� be fou�d i� 
traumatized childre� a�d adults” (99).
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Va� der Kolk describes trauma as so�ething “u�bearable a�d i�tolerable,” 
a�d it i�cludes both direct experie�ces of traumatic eve�ts a�d a� 
i�com�unicable in�er chaos i� a� i�dividual s̓ �e�tal state.4 The language 
of trauma per�eates everyday speech a�d is prese�t i� everything fro� 
educational systems to public health policies.5 According to the Oxford 
English Dictionary, the word “trauma” was first used to describe a� acute 
physical wou�d i� the field of �edici�e i� the 17th ce�tury before the 
e�erge�ce of the effects of accide�ts (railway spi�e) a�d war trauma (soldier s̓ 
heart) i� Anglo-Saxo� literature i� the mid-19th ce�tury.6 Today, trauma is 

4 Va� der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score, 1. Va� der Kolk does �ot provide a definitio� of trauma, 
he describes it i� terms of signs a�d sy�ptoms, but there is �o clear definitio� of what it is. 
This book has bee� refere�ced �early six thousa�d ti�es withi� trauma literature as well as 
clinicians, �on-profit organizations, advocacy groups, policy makers a�d so o� natio�wide. It 
has beco�e the Gra�d Unifying Theory that trauma is the root of all behavioral, i�terpersonal, 
health, a�d social problems. 
5 The �otio� of trauma is expa�ded fro� the catastrophic eve�ts of adulthood to the everyday 
i�teractions a�d has esse�tially beco�e the “lingua fra�ca of suffering,” but the supposed 
prevale�ce a�d severity of i�dividuals being diag�osed with PTSD are questionable. For 
exa�ple, by Septe�ber 11, 2001, posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) beca�e a widely 
accepted cultural phe�o�e�o� that al�ost im�ediately a�er the towers fell, a� estimated ni�e 
thousa�d trauma counselors flooded lower Manhatta� i� order to address what was expected to 
be a tidal wave of post-traumatic stress. The Federal E�erge�cy Manage�e�t Age�cy spe�t 155 
millio� dollars to make psychological counseling available for the quarter of a millio� people 
who would �eed help dealing with their trauma, but to the shock of ma�y, a �ere three hu�dred 
people tur�ed up. See Figure 1 o� page 52 a�d David J. Morris, The Evil Hours: A Biography of 
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (Boston, MA: Houghto� Miffli� Harcourt, 2015). 
6 Whe� the i�dustrial revolutio� was well u�der way a�d serious i�dustrial accide�ts were 
becoming �ore freque�t, that refere�ces to physical trauma started to appear i� the middle of 
the 19th ce�tury. Physicians treating the survivors of those accide�ts occasionally �oted odd 
behaviors or �ysterious, u�explainable sy�ptoms, but it was believed that such sy�ptoms 
were due to a� u�derlying physical cause, eve� if the physical cause had �ot yet bee� detected. 
A Danish physician, Joh� Eric Erichse� called it “railway spi�e,” because rail travelers who 
had experie�ced eve� mi�or accide�ts were reporting to their doctors strange a�d oddly 
psychological sy�ptoms, i�cluding �e�ory difficulties, lack of appetite, nightmares, a�d 
anxiety. Erichse� explai�ed that these patie�ts were suffering fro� microlesions of the spi�e, 
which was causing e�otional havoc i� their lives, a�d it could be a striking coi�cide�ce, but 
liability insura�ce was created during the sa�e period. So�e of these survivors of “railway 
spi�e” made their way to �eurologist Herman� Oppenhei�s̓ office i� Berlin. Oppenhei� 
ca�e to believe that these strange sy�ptoms were due to �ore tha� physical trauma, a�d that 
they are attributed to a� u�derlying psychological problem. I� 1889, his book titled “The 
Traumatic Neuroses” beca�e the first �edical use of the ter� “trauma” to describe a purely 
psychological response. The literature o� the develop�e�t of trauma has always bee� a search 
to answer the question—is trauma physical or �on-physical? Does trauma affect the brai� or 
the mi�d or both? For a� overview of the historical develop�e�t of trauma, see Table 1 i� 
Appe�dix (pp. 53-4), which de�onstrates the parallel threads that influe�ce co�te�porary 
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si�ulta�eously believed to be a universal disorder based o� �eurobiological 
evide�ce as well as a� a�orphous a�d im�easurable diag�osis that is based 
o� a� i�dividual s̓ subjective experie�ce, perception, a�d feelings.7 By using 
the validity of a truly traumatic experie�ce for rape victims, priso�ers of war, 
holocaust survivors a�d the like, this expansio� of a catch-all definitio� of 

traumatology. Cf. George A. Bonan�o, The End of Trauma: How the New Science of Resilience 
Is Changing How We Think about PTSD, First editio� (New York: Basic Books, 2021); Carlos 
Bla�co, “Epidemiology of PTSD,” i� Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, ed. Da� J. Stein, Matthew J. 
Friedman, a�d Carlos Bla�co (Chichester, UK: Joh� Wiley & Sons, Ltd, 2011), 49–74, https://
doi.org/10.1002/9781119998471.ch2; Patrick Bracken, Celia Petty, a�d Save the Childre� 
Fu�d, eds., Rethinking the Trauma of War (Lo�do� New York: Free Associatio� Books, 1998); 
Roy R . Grinker a�d Joh� P. Spiegel, War Neuroses, American Military Experience (New York: 
Ar�o Press, 1979); Alla� V. Horwitz, PTSD: A Short History, Johns Hopkins Biographies of Disease 
(Balti�ore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2018).
7 For �ore o� the changing definitions of trauma, see the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 
Mental Disorders—Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) is first defi�ed i� the third editio� 
of the Diag�ostic Statistic Ma�ual (DSM-III) i� 1980 as “a perso� who has experie�ced a� 
eve�t outside the range of usual huma� experie�ces” that results i� i�trusive �e�ories, 
avoida�ce, �egative changes i� thinking a�d �ood, a�d changes i� physical a�d e�otional 
reactions. I� the spa� of three DSM editions fro� 1980 to 1994, the definitio� of PTSD we�t 
fro� direct experie�ces of a traumatic eve�t to only having to hear about a severe misfortu�e 
befalling a�other person. As a result, the expa�ded definitio� of PTSD �ow i�cludes vicarious 
traumatization, as de�onstrated by Isaac Galatzer-Levy a�d Richard Brya�t who used a 
bi�omial equatio� to elucidate possible sy�pto� co�binations i� the DSM-V a�d co�cluded 
that there are 636,120 ways to be diag�osed with PTSD. I� additio� to DSM s̓ official changing 
definitions, co�plex PTSD (C-PTSD) was proposed by psychiatrist Judith Herma� i� 1992 
to i�clude psychological trauma that is defi�ed as “a� affiliatio� of the powerless whereby the 
victi� is re�dered helpless by a� overwhelming force,” a�d this “overwhelming force” i�cludes 
problems i� e�otional regulation, self-image, a�d i�terpersonal conflicts. Although Herma� 
a�d her supporters lobbied the DSM committee to formally recognize C-PTSD, the effort 
was rejected for lack of evide�ce. About fi�ee� years passed, a�d as the fi�h editio� of the 
DSM was being asse�bled, supporters repackaged C-PTSD as a childhood disorder, a�d o�ce 
again, this effort was rejected for lack of evide�ce. Eve� though it has �o scie�tific validity, 
C-PTSD has �ow beco�e o�e of the �ost influe�tial �otions i� the field to the exte�t that the 
majority of practicing clinicians a�d releva�t national organizations recognize that C-PTSD 
is a real disorder. I� Judith Herma�s̓ admission, “despite [her] best efforts a�d those of her 
colleagues i� the trauma field, the A�erica� Psychiatric Associatio� chose �ot to designate 
C-PTSD as a disti�ct e�tity because the committee did �ot like the fact that the descriptio� 
of the co�ditio� i�cludes sy�ptoms that overlap with other diag�ostic categories without its 
ow� diag�ostic criterion.” See A�erica� Psychiatric Association, ed., Diagnostic and Statistical 
Manual of Mental Disorders: DSM-IV ; I�cludes ICD-9-CM Codes Effective 1. Oct. 96, 4. ed., 
7. pri�t (Washington, DC, 1998); American Psychiatric Association and American Psychiatric 
Association, eds., Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders: DSM-5, 5th ed (Washington, 
D.C: A�erica� Psychiatric Association, 2013); Michael S. Scheeringa, The Trouble with Trauma: 
The Search to Discover How Beliefs Become Facts (Las Vegas, NV: Ce�tral Recovery Press, 2021); 
Judith Lewis Herman, Trauma and Recovery, 2015 editio� (New York: Basic Books, 2015), 386.
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trauma actually minimizes a�d �egates the suffering of such i�dividuals.8 
While this is partly due to the ever-expa�ding definitio� of trauma a�d a 
culture of ubiquitous pathology that ve�erates personal narrative over 
objective truth, the natural ma� will always exchange the truth of God for the 
wisdo� of the age that gives explanatory power to the experie�ce of huma� 
suffering a�d si� (1 Cori�thians 1:18-31).9

For this reason, a critical evaluatio� of va� der Kolk s̓ hypothesis that 
the body keeps the score (hereinafter referred to as, “BKS”) will help the 
prese�t-day reader to u�dersta�d the philosophical presuppositions for his 
�on-scie�tific theory.10 “Co�te�porary scie�ce has, with �oder� tools a�d 
8 According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the word “trauma” was first used i� the 17th 
ce�tury to describe a� acute physical wou�d i� the field of �edici�e. Eve� refere�ces to physical 
trauma did �ot appear with a�y freque�cy u�til the mid-19th ce�tury, a�d by that ti�e, the 
i�dustrial revolutio� was i� full swing, a�d with it a marked i�crease i� the freque�cy of 
i�dustrial accide�ts causing serious i�jury. Physicians treating the survivors of those accide�ts 
occasionally �oted odd behaviors or �ysterious, u�explainable sy�ptoms, but it was believed 
that such sy�ptoms were due to a� u�derlying physical cause, eve� if the physical cause had �ot 
yet bee� detected. A Danish physician, Joh� Eric Erichse� called it “railway spi�e,” because rail 
travelers who had experie�ced eve� mi�or accide�ts were reporting to their doctors strange a�d 
oddly psychological sy�ptoms, i�cluding �e�ory difficulties, lack of appetite, nightmares, 
a�d anxiety. Erichse� explai�ed that these patie�ts were suffering fro� microlesions of the 
spi�e, which was causing e�otional havoc i� their lives, a�d it could be a striking coi�cide�ce, 
but liability insura�ce was created during the sa�e period. So�e of these survivors of “railway 
spi�e” made their way to �eurologist Herman� Oppenhei�s̓ office i� Berlin. Oppenhei� ca�e 
to believe that these strange sy�ptoms were due to �ore tha� physical trauma, a�d that they 
are attributed to a� u�derlying psychological problem. I� 1889, his book titled “The Traumatic 
Neuroses” beca�e the first �edical use of the ter� “trauma” to describe a purely psychological 
response. I� short, this begins the search for the question—is trauma physical or �on-physical? 
Does trauma affect the brai� or the mi�d or both? For �ore, see George A. Bonan�o, The End 
of Trauma: How the New Science of Resilience Is Changing How We Think about PTSD, First editio� 
(New York: Basic Books, 2021); Carlos Bla�co, “Epidemiology of PTSD,” i� Post-Traumatic 
Stress Disorder, ed. Da� J. Stein, Matthew J. Friedman, a�d Carlos Bla�co (Chichester, UK: 
Joh� Wiley & Sons, Ltd, 2011), 49–74, https://doi.org/10.1002/9781119998471.ch2; Patrick 
Bracken, Celia Petty, a�d Save the Childre� Fu�d, eds., Rethinking the Trauma of War (Lo�do� 
New York: Free Associatio� Books, 1998); Roy R . Grinker a�d Joh� P. Spiegel, War Neuroses, 
American Military Experience (New York: Ar�o Press, 1979); Alla� V. Horwitz, PTSD: A Short 
History, Johns Hopkins Biographies of Disease (Balti�ore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
2018).
9 Unless otherwise specified, all Bible refere�ces i� this paper are to the New A�erica� Sta�dard 
Bible, 1995 (NASB) (LaHabra, CA: The Lockma� Fou�dation, 1995).
10 Va� der Kolk clai�ed that Pierre Ja�et is the “real hero [a�d his] �ost i�porta�t teacher.” Va� 
der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score, 180–81. There is a �yriad of approaches i� trauma-infor�ed 
care (TIC), but the researcher will be examining the first order presuppositions of va� der 
Kolk s̓ theory (o�tological argu�e�ts) i� this paper, because the o�tological i�co�patibility 
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i� curre�t language, discovered ma�y of the ce�tral topics first spelled out 
for psychiatry by Ja�et,” he co�cedes, adding the �euroscie�ce research to 
the theoretical fou�datio� of 19th ce�tury Fre�ch psychiatrist Pierre Ja�et.11 
So the ai� of this essay is to de�onstrate that Bessel va� der Kolk s̓ theory 
that trauma is e�coded i� the brai� a�d body is based upo� the theories of 
traumatic stress a�d dissociatio� developed by the Ja�et rather tha� verified 
scie�tific fi�dings; therefore, pastors ought to expose this particular folly of 
scie�tis� with the superiority a�d sufficie�cy of the Word of God.

PIERRE JANETʼS THEORY OF PSYCHOLOGICAL TRAUMA

Pierre Ja�et (1859-1947) was a philosopher who beca�e a psychiatrist 
a�d a psychologist i� order to better u�dersta�d the nature of huma� 
conscious�ess. His quest for the nature of “self ” led hi� to Jean-Marti� 
Charcot s̓ clinical workhouse, La Salpêtrière Hospital i� Paris, with over 5000 
�e�tally ill patie�ts.12 These patie�ts were k�ow� to suffer fro� a co�ditio� 
of a secular worldview with a biblical worldview will subseque�tly infor� the i�co�patibility 
of i�tegrating secular �ethodology i� biblical counseling. See “Word of God a�d Counseling” 
by Doug Bookma� i� Heath La�bert, Sufficiency: Historical Essays on the Sufficiency of Scripture 
(Associatio� of Certified Biblical Counselors, 2016).
11 “Pierre Ja�et a�d the Breakdow� of Adaptatio� i� Psychological Trauma,” American Journal 
of Psychiatry 146, 12 (Dece�ber 1989): 1533, https://doi.org/10.1176/ajp.146.12.1530. Va� der 
Kolk ack�owledges that the goal of he a�d his colleaguesʼ work ( Judith Herma� a�d Herbert 
Rosenfeld) is to de�onstrate the theoretical validity of early psychiatrists who u�dersta�d 
psychological trauma to be the ultimate source of psychopathology. While Herma� revived 
Freud s̓ original, self-repudiated seductio� theory, arguing that repressed �e�ories of sexual 
abuse, o�e� i�cestuous abuse, caused traumatic sy�ptoms, va� der Kolk utilized �ore of 
Ja�et s̓ writings a�d clinical practice because Ja�et did �ot focus o� sexual traumas, but instead 
o�e� described sick�ess, accide�ts, a�d other com�o� experie�ces as the origi� of dissociated 
states.  More specifically, Ja�et s̓ theory that the natural psychological defense against traumas 
was for the mi�d to protect itself by blocking �e�ories of the trauma while retaining the� 
i� a hidde� part of the psyche that ca� be recovered through techniques such as hyp�osis. See 
Va� der Kolk, Psychological Trauma, 1; Herman, Trauma and Recovery; On�o Va� Der Hart a�d 
Rutger Horst, “The Dissociatio� Theory of Pierre Ja�et,” Journal of Traumatic Stress 2, 4 (1989).
12 Pierre Ja�et s̓ views are i�porta�t because they have bee� accepted by clinical practitio�ers 
a�d psychiatrists as a� alternative to Freud s̓ theory of repressio� i� the i�terpretatio� of certai� 
cases of shell shock, a�d �oder� trauma theorists i�cluding Bessel va� der Kolk who hailed 
Ja�et as a pio�eer i� traumatology, especially his writings o� the nature of trauma, �e�ory, 
a�d narration. Cf. Cathy Caruth, ed., Trauma: Explorations in Memory (Balti�ore, MD: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1995); On�o Hart, Paul Brown, a�d Bessel A. Kolk, “Pierre Ja�et s̓ 
Treat�e�t of Post-Traumatic Stress,” Journal of Traumatic Stress 2, 4 (October 1989): 379–95, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00974597; Va� Der Hart a�d Horst, “The Dissociatio� Theory of 
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called “hysteria,” which would be the prese�t-day equivale�t of “borderli�e 
personality disorder” (BPD).13 I� 1889, he published the first book-length 
scie�tific accou�t of traumatic stress: Liautomatisme psychologique.14 Sharing 
Charcot s̓ belief i� the hereditary nature of hysteria, Ja�et studied these 
patie�ts using his ter�ed �ethod “psychological analysis,”15 a�d categorized 

Pierre Ja�et.” For a� overview of the historical develop�e�t of trauma, see Table 1 i� Appe�dix 
(p. 57-58), which de�onstrates the parallel threads that influe�ce co�te�porary traumatology. 
13 Russell Meares, A Dissociation Model of Borderline Personality Disorder, 1st ed, Norton Series on 
Interpersonal Neurobiology (New York: W.W. Norton, 2012).
14 Pierre Ja�et (May 30, 1859 – February 24, 1947) was a well-k�ow� Fre�ch psychiatrist, 
physician, philosopher a�d psychotherapist who specialized i� the field of dissociatio� a�d 
traumatic �e�ory. Ja�et was bor� to a� upper middle-class family, a�d at twe�ty-two, he 
beca�e a professor of philosophy i� Le Havre, a�d he devoted his spare ti�e to volu�teer work 
with patie�ts at the hospital a�d to psychiatric research. Ja�et s̓ report (1882) of a� u�usual case 
of hyp�osis a�d clairvoya�ce gai�ed hi� the atte�tio� of �eurologist Jean-Marti� Charcot who 
was a Fre�ch �eurologist a�d professor of anatomical pathology. Charcot has bee� referred to 
as “the father of Fre�ch �eurology” for his work o� hysteria a�d hyp�osis. As a Ph.D. ca�didate 
at the University of Paris, Ja�et studied automatic acts, a�d i� his thesis (1889), which we�t 
i�to ma�y editions, he i�troduced but did �ot a�plify the co�cept of the u�conscious. This 
work enge�dered a later dispute with Sig�u�d Freud over priority. At Charcot s̓ i�vitation, 
Ja�et beca�e director of the psychological laboratory at the largest Paris �e�tal institution, 
the Salpêtrière Hospital (1889). There he co�pleted his work for his M.D., which he received 
for the thesis L̓ État �e�tal des hystériques (1892; The Me�tal State of Hystericals, 1901), i� 
which he atte�pted to classify forms of hysteria. He popularized the co�cept of dissociation, 
traumatic stress, hyp�osis, a�d other e�otional disorders i�volving anxiety, phobias, a�d other 
ab�ormal behaviors. Together with well-k�ow� psychotherapists such as Wilhel� Wu�dt a�d 
Willia� Ja�es, he is k�ow� as o�e of the fou�ders of co�te�porary psychiatry. See Giuseppe 
Craparo, Fra�cesco Cocco Ortu, a�d On�o va� der Hart, eds., Rediscovering Pierre Janet: Trauma, 
Dissociation, and a New Context for Psychoanalysis (New York: Routledge, 2019); “Pierre Ja�et 
a�d the Breakdow� of Adaptatio� i� Psychological Trauma”; Pierre Ja�et a�d Serge Nicolas, 
L̓automatisme psychologique: essai de psychologie experimentale sur les formes inferieures de l̓activite 
humaine (1889), Erw reprograph. Nachdr., Encyclopédie psychologique (Paris: L̓ Harmattan, 
2005). 
15 Ja�et a�d Nicolas, L̓automatisme psychologique, 484. Ja�et defi�es psychological analysis “as a� 
esse�tial �ethod for a psychology of the i�dividual that aims to seek out those characteristic 
behavioural patterns that distinguish o�e i�dividual fro� a�other,” which is differe�t fro� 
Freud s̓ “psychoanalysis” that is a set of theories a�d therapeutic techniques to deal with the 
u�conscious mi�d. Ja�et summarized i� three argu�e�ts the mai� differe�ces betwee� his 
“psychological analysis” a�d Freud s̓ “psychoanalysis”: 1) The �otio� of a narrowed field of 
conscious�ess as a direct a�d passive effect of the vehe�e�t e�otions experie�ced during 
a�d a�er a traumatizing eve�t is differe�t fro� Freud s̓ idea of a� active psychological defense 
�echanis� developed to banish fro� conscious�ess unacceptable �e�tal co�te�ts; 2) Ja�et s̓ 
view of the subconscious as a� expressio� of a co�plex hierarchy of �e�tal fu�ctions, whose 
lower level of automatic operations does �ot i�volve a�y type of conscious�ess, while the 
higher levels culminate with fully fledged reflective conscious�ess markedly diverges fro� 
Freud s̓ co�cept of the dynamic u�conscious as a product of defense �echanisms; a�d 3) Ja�et 
hypothesized that huma� behavior is drive� by a variety of psychobiological systems stemming 
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his observations i�to two sy�dro�es, na�ely, hysteria a�d psychasthenia.16 
He proposed that at the root of what we �ow call post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD) is the experie�ce of “vehe�e�t e�otions,” or i�tense 
e�otional arousal.17 He�ce, he sought to explore the psychological processes 
i�volved i� the transformatio� of traumatic experie�ces i�to psychopathology 
(study of �e�tal disorders). He explai�ed that a�er a perso� is traumatized, 
he automatically keeps repeating certai� actions, e�otions, a�d sensations 
related to the trauma.18 

According to Ja�et, psychological trauma is a life experie�ce that causes 
a powerful e�otional shock that separates fro� conscious aware�ess a�d 
volu�tary co�trol, leading to frag�e�tatio� of uni�tegrated �e�ories 
manifesting as pathological automatisms, or i� today s̓ language, the body 

fro� both evolutionary processes a�d i�dividual develop�e�t, thus rejecting what he called 
“Freud s̓ pansexualis�” as a case of unrestrai�ed ge�eralizatio� of hysteria. Ja�et accused Freud 
of using co�cepts that he himself had i�troduced without quoting the source: “they [i.e., 
the Freudians] used the ter� ʻpsychoanalysisʼ for what I had called ʻpsychological analysis ,̓ 
they described as a c̒o�plexʼ what I had ter�ed a ʻpsychological syste�.̓ . . , they regarded 
as ʻdisplace�e�tʼ what I had associated with c̒onstrictio� of conscious�ess…” I� short, Ja�et 
disputes the view that all �e�tally ill persons are i�paired by sexual trauma a�d the e�phasis 
o� dreams i� treat�e�t is give� too �uch warra�t. For �ore, see Henri F. Elle�berger, The 
Discovery of the Unconscious: The History and Evolution of Dynamic Psychiatry (New York: Basic 
Books, 1970); Paul Brow� a�d On�o Va� Der Hart, “Me�ories of Sexual Abuse: Ja�et s̓ Critique 
of Freud, a Bala�ced Approach,” Psychological Reports 82, 3 ( Ju�e 1998): 1027–43, https://doi.
org/10.2466/pr0.1998.82.3.1027; Karl-Ernst Bühler a�d Gerhard Heim, “Ge�eral I�troductio� 
to the Psychotherapy of Pierre Ja�et,” American Journal of Psychotherapy 55, 1 ( Ja�uary 2001): 
74–91, https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.psychotherapy.2001.55.1.74.
16 See Figure 2 o� page 55. Hysteria refers to ill�esses that i�pair the personality a�d cause 
the appeara�ce of subconscious co�cepts due to insufficie�t �e�tal tensio� (or a weake�ed 
�e�tal state), because the primary �ode of adaptio� is the dissociatio� of feelings or �e�ories 
related to frightening experie�ces, which results i� a narrowing of conscious�ess. I� co�trast, 
psychasthenia refers to ideas that do �ot beco�e part of the subconscious a�d the sy�dro�es do 
�ot i�pair the personality because a� i�dividual has a decreased capacity for creative adaptio� 
to reality a�d the mi�d is deflected i�to various phobias, anxiety, or obsessional disorders. 
Outside the psychoanalytic field, a growing �u�ber of theoretical a�d clinical perspectives are 
explicitly based o� Ja�et s̓ dissociatio� theory. See these three studies: 1) The polyvagal theory 
by Stephe� Porges; 2) Loss of de�drites i� the prefro�tal cortex; a�d 3) Studies of the brai�s̓ 
bioelectrical activity i� pathological co�ditions. Craparo, Cocco Ortu, a�d Hart, Rediscovering 
Pierre Janet, 99; Stephe� W. Porges, The Polyvagal Theory: Neurophysiological Foundations of 
Emotions, Attachment, Communication, and Self-Regulation, 1st ed, The Norton Series on Interpersonal 
Neurobiology (New York: W. W. Norton, 2011).
17 Va� der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score, 182–83.
18 Ibid.
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keeps the score.19 While Ja�et s̓ co�ceptio� of dissociative disorders is part of 
a larger discussion, this paper will focus o� two mai� ideas, na�ely, traumatic 
stress a�d dissociation. 

First, Ja�et proposed a traumatic stress �odel of dissociative disorders. 
While he did �e�tio� how congenital te�de�cy (predispositio�), physical 
ill�ess, a�d exhaustio� may result i� hysterical sy�ptoms, he primarily 
e�phasized the role of vehe�e�t e�otions like terror i� response to traumatic 
eve�ts.20 This initial e�otional reactio� to the traumatic eve�t (“vehe�e�t 
e�otio�”) accou�ted for subseque�t sy�ptoms: “Traumas produce their 
disi�tegrating effects i� proportio� to their i�tensity, duratio� a�d repetition.”21 
19 This e�otio� preserves the experie�ce of the trauma. Ja�et e�phasized the �eed to 
distinguish the e�otional shock fro� the se�ti�e�t or feeling that serves to regulate behavior. 
E�otional shock is a� affective reactio� that always reoccurs i� the sa�e way a�d is chronic. 
I� this respect, e�otions are the cause of the psychological trauma because they preve�t ill-
prepared i�dividuals fro� adapting successfully to specific situations. These i�dividuals are 
exposed to feelings of fear, rage, or sorrow, or to feelings of i�co�plete�ess a�d disturbed 
cognitive processes that may ge�erate fixed ideas—a ki�d of distorted experie�ce, �e�ory, 
imagination, or appraisal of the traumatic eve�t. Ja�et proposed that i�dividuals may possess 
a susceptibility or a predispositio� for a type of reactio� that manifests itself as a trauma 
a�d leads to the progressive loss of psychological e�ergy. See Gerhard Hei� a�d Karl-Ernst 
Bühler, “Psychological Trauma a�d Fixed Ideas i� Pierre Ja�et s̓ Co�ceptio� of Dissociative 
Disorders,” American Journal of Psychotherapy 60, 2 (April 2006): 112, https://doi.org/10.1176/
appi.psychotherapy.2006.60.2.111; Pierre Ja�et, The Major Symptoms of Hysteria: Fi�een Lectures 
Given in the Medical School of Harvard University (New York: Haf�er Publishing Co�pa�y, 1965).
20 He focused o� the subjective eve�ts of these eve�ts rather tha� o� their objective aspects. This 
�eans that it is not the nature of the eve�t (i.e.: its severity) that causes dissociatio� a�d hysteria, 
it is the e�otions that are evoked by the eve�t. He observed that certai� patie�ts respo�ded 
with extre�e fear or anger to situations which were trivial for �ost people a�d he made a 
careful disti�ctio� betwee� feelings, which he saw as regulators of behavior, a�d e�otions 
as extre�e fear a�d anger whe� the subject is �ot able to adapt. These vehe�e�t e�otions 
the� exert a disi�tegrative effect o� the mi�d (sufficie�t force to cause hysteria). He wrote, “I 
was led to recognize i� ma�y subjects the role of o�e or several eve�ts i� their past life. These 
eve�ts, which were acco�panied by a vehe�e�t e�otio� a�d a destructio� of the psychological 
system, had le� traces.” Ja�et, The Major Symptoms of Hysteria: Fi�een Lectures Given in the Medical 
School of Harvard University; Va� Der Hart a�d Horst, “The Dissociatio� Theory of Pierre 
Ja�et.” Similarly, va� der Kolk �otes that stress �ever lies with the stressful eve�ts, it lies i� o�e s̓ 
reactio� to them, a�d patie�ts who are chronically hyper-aroused will have trouble regulating 
their e�otions a�d behavior (Va� der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score, 16).
21 Ja�et a�d Nicolas, L̓automatisme psychologique, 1558. Ja�et described how traumatized 
people beco�e “attached” (Freud would later use the ter� “fixated”) to the trauma: “Unable 
to i�tegrate the traumatic �e�ories, they see� to have lost their capacity to assimilate �ew 
experie�ces as well. It is ... as if their personality which definitely stopped at a certai� poi�t 
can�ot enlarge a�y �ore by the personality which definitely stopped at a certai� poi�t can�ot 
enlarge a�y �ore by the additio� or assimilatio� of �ew ele�e�ts.”
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I� other words, traumatic stress is brought about by vehe�e�t e�otions that 
results i� a pathological phe�o�e�on: a weakening of o�e s̓ �e�tal tensio� 
a�d force (psychological e�ergies) over ti�e that develops i�to fixed ideas 
a�d dissociation.22 Ja�et also believed that a long ti�e may pass betwee� 
the occurre�ce of a traumatic eve�t a�d its full-blow� psychopathological 
expression: “Rarely do the pri�cipal disturba�ces of the e�otio� appear 
exactly at the �o�e�t of the provoking eve�t.”23 Va� der Kolk therefore 
proposed the theory that long a�er the actual i�cide�t has occurred, the brai� 
may co�ti�ue se�ding signals to the body to flee a threat that �o longer exists.24 
I� fact, today s̓ scie�tific journals also refer to Ja�et s̓ writings o� the build-up 
of traumatic stress as being instru�e�tal i� the diathesis-stress fra�ework 
that is proposed to play a ce�tral role i� etiological theories for fu�ctional 
�eurological disorders (FND).25

22 See Figure 2  o� page 55.
23 Ja�et a�d Nicolas, L̓automatisme psychologique, 1556.
24 Va� der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score, 54. Va� der Kolk writes, “Fear is the core e�otio� 
a�d primary dysrhythmia i� develop�e�tal trauma. As long as the trauma is �ot resolved, 
the stress hor�o�es that the body secretes to protect itself keep circulating, a�d the defensive 
�ove�e�ts a�d e�otional responses keep getting delayed.” According to this claim, stress 
hor�o�es are ab�ormally elevated to co�trol physical �ove�e�ts, cause e�otions to repeat, 
i�bue trauma �e�ories with qualities �ot fou�d i� �ormal �e�ories. But biblically, what 
Ja�et a�d va� der Kolk are describing (�ot a discovery) is a sinful response to life circumsta�ces. 
Ja�et especially �oted that it is �ot the i�tensity or severity of the traumatic eve�t, it is the 
e�otional shock. What is a� e�otional shock? It is a whole-perso� response that flows out of 
the active i�terpretatio� of the heart (Proverbs 4:23).
25 See Figure 3 o� page 56. Fu�ctional �eurological disorder (FND) is a �europsychiatric 
co�ditio� whereby i�dividuals prese�t with sensori�otor sy�ptoms that are i�co�patible 
with other �eurological disorders, a�d it has bee� historically co�ceptualized as the archetypal 
stress-related co�dition. While the etiology of FND remains co�troversial, �odern-day 
co�ceptual �odels co�ti�ue to posit that early-life maltreat�e�t (ELM) is o�e of the risk 
factors for developing FND o� the basis that ELM is a� i�porta�t predisposing vul�erability 
withi� a diathesis-stress �odel. These scie�tific journals refere�ced Ja�et as o�e of the “�otable 
clinicians who studied FND, or hysteria as it was the� k�own.” Ibai Diez et al., “Early-Life 
Trauma E�dophe�otypes a�d Brai� Circuit–Ge�e Expressio� Relationships i� Fu�ctional 
Neurological (Co�versio�) Disorder,” Molecular Psychiatry 26, 8 (August 2021): 3817–28, https://
doi.org/10.1038/s41380-020-0665-0; Roxan�e C Key�ejad et al., “Stress a�d Fu�ctional 
Neurological Disorders: Mechanistic Insights,” Journal of Neurology, Neurosurgery & Psychiatry 
90, 7 ( July 2019): 813–21, https://doi.org/10.1136/jn�p-2018-318297; Susannah Pick et 
al., “E�otional Processing i� Fu�ctional Neurological Disorder: A Review, Biopsychosocial 
Model a�d Research Age�da,” Journal of Neurology, Neurosurgery & Psychiatry 90, 6 ( Ju�e 2019): 
704–11, https://doi.org/10.1136/jn�p-2018-319201.
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Seco�d, dissociation, which is also k�ow� as “dimi�utio� of personal 
sy�thesis,” describes a co�ditio� whereby the patie�ts are unable to i�tegrate 
the various phe�o�ena of �e�tal life i�to a cohere�t whole.26 This is because 
so�e terrifying eve�ts are so i�tense that people are unable to i�corporate 
the� i�to their curre�t cognitive fra�eworks. As a result, these frights caused 
hysterics to split traumatic �e�ories i�to “pathogenic secrets” or “�e�tal 
parasites,” which the� trapped the perso� i� a� e�dless state of existe�tial 
horror.27 So�eti�es, eve� the idea of a� eve�t that did �ot happe� could 
provoke physiological traumatic sy�ptoms, a�d Ja�et calls the� “subconscious 
fixed ideas.”28 The remarkable capacity of fixed ideas to e�dure over long 
periods a�d to produce behaviors (automatisms) over which the conscious 
personality has �o co�trol, is explai�ed by their isolation: “They grow, they 
install themselves i� the field of thought like a parasite, a�d the subject can�ot 
check their develop�e�t by a�y effort o� his part.”29

26 Ja�et put it this way: “All the psychological phe�o�ena that are produced i� the brai� are 
�ot brought together i� o�e a�d the sa�e personal perception; a portio� remains i�depe�de�t 
u�der the for� of sensations or ele�e�tary images, or else is grouped �ore or less co�pletely 
a�d te�ds to for� a �ew system.” Ja�et a�d Nicolas, L̓automatisme psychologique, 492.
27 Ja�et “predicted” that unless the patie�ts beca�e aware of the split-off ele�e�ts a�d i�tegrate 
the� i�to a story that happe�ed i� the past, they would experie�ce a slow decli�e i� their 
personal a�d professional fu�ctioning. For exa�ple, his female patie�ts who were afflicted with 
a paraplegia (paralysis of the legs) were said to develop�e�t accide�tal sy�ptoms fro� the 
nature of the traumatic eve�t. Ja�et calls these �uscles “the guardians of virginity” because 
they provide a defense against vaginal pe�etratio� a�d he suggests that these co�tractures have 
bee� brought about by the “�e�ory of rape or by sexual relationships with a husba�d who had 
beco�e odious.” See Ibid., 358, 592; Ja�et, The Major Symptoms of Hysteria: Fi�een Lectures Given 
in the Medical School of Harvard University. 
28 Subconscious fixed ideas refer to a syste� of u�conscious traumatic �e�ory recorded like a 
script, a�d whe� a� i�dividual is triggered by circumsta�ces i� the e�viron�e�t that rese�ble 
the trauma, or by so�e i�ternal trigger, the “script” is activated a�d played out as frag�e�ts. 
They appear as if direct sensory i�pri�ts of aspects of the trauma o� the mi�d-body-brai� 
system. Ja�et writes, “a� idea that disappears fro� conscious�ess does �ot, therefore, cease 
to exist…” I� addition, Ja�et exte�ded the �otio� of trauma beyo�d a single eve�t to i�clude 
cu�ulative trauma whe� “sy�ptoms a�d fixed ideas that the subject prese�ts i� these cases 
may be determi�ed by a successio� of slight forgotte� shocks, eve� though there are �o disti�ct 
or dangerous �e�ories.” See Pierre Ja�et et al., Subconscious Acts, Anesthesias and Psychological 
Disaggregation in Psychological Automatism: Partial Automatism (Lo�don; New York, NY: 
Routledge, Taylor & Fra�cis Group, 2022), 275; On�o va� der Hart a�d Barbara Friedman, “A 
Reader s̓ Guide to Pierre Ja�et o� Dissociation: A Neglected I�tellectual Heritage,” Dissociation, 
1989; On�o va� der Hart, E. R . S. Nijenhuis, a�d Kathy Steele, The Haunted Self: Structural 
Dissociation and the Treatment of Chronic Traumatization, 1st ed, The Norton Series on Interpersonal 
Neurobiology (New York: W.W. Norton, 2006).
29 Ja�et a�d Nicolas, L̓automatisme psychologique, 267; Brow� a�d Va� Der Hart, “Me�ories of 
Sexual Abuse.” Ja�et was �ot the first perso� to argue that auto�o�ous groups of ideas might 



33Fall 2023 | Volume 7

Subseque�tly, trauma victims ca� have two disti�ct states of conscious�ess: 
total automatisms a�d partial automatisms—total automatisms refer to the 
e�tire body being placed outside the co�trol of the conscious personality 
(i.e., alternating personality), a�d partial automatisms affect only parts of 
the body, such as paralyses, a�esthesias, a�d automatic speaking.30 I� other 
words, �e�ories of past traumatic eve�ts remai�ed prese�t i� a subconscious, 
dissociated co�dition, a�d manifest themselves through hysterical sy�ptoms, 
i�cluding paralysis of li�bs a�d vomiting. They could also have long-
ter� effects o� physiological, �eurological, a�d psychic systems, especially 
a�ong people with weak ce�tral �ervous systems, or pre-existing hereditary 
co�ditions.31 This is why treat�e�t of psychological trauma is ai�ed to recover 
a�d i�tegrate the �e�ories of the trauma i�to the totality of the perso� s̓ 
ide�tity si�ce Ja�et considered the inability to i�tegrate traumatic �e�ories 
to be the core issue i� hysteria.32 Like ma�y of his co�te�poraries, Ja�et used 

be fixed i� a perso�s̓ mi�d by traumatic experie�ces, as Charcot had made a similar clai� about 
�e�ories of fictitious accide�ts that are i�pla�ted i� the mi�d by suggestion. For insta�ce, 
Ja�et described a ma� who was going through o�e trai� car to a�other just as the trai� was 
e�tering a tun�el a�d it occurred to hi� that his le� side, which projected, was going to be 
k�ocked sla�twise, so he quickly �oved, a�d his le� side was �ot eve� grazed. I� spite of this, 
he had a paralysis o� o�e side of the body. A�other exa�ple is a woma� whose bli�d�ess i� the 
le� eye was suggested by Ja�et that she could have bee� forced during her childhood to sleep i� 
the sa�e bed as a child who had i�petigo o� the le� side of her face.
30 “Pierre Ja�et a�d the Breakdow� of Adaptatio� i� Psychological Trauma”; Ja�et a�d Nicolas, 
L̓automatisme psychologique; Alla� Young, The Harmony of Illusions: Inventing Post-Traumatic 
Stress Disorder, 3. pri�t., 1. paperback pri�t, Pri�ceto� Paperbacks (Pri�ceton, NJ: Pri�ceto� 
University Press, 1997), 34.
31 While it is u�clear if Ja�et thought that a pre-existe�t inhere�t deficit of higher �e�tal fu�ctio� 
was �ecessary i� order to let the vehe�e�t e�otions associated with traumatic experie�ces 
a�d �e�ories narrow the field of conscious�ess, but Ja�et s̓ work a�d reviews of his theory 
suggest his belief i� a �ultiplicity of factors predisposing to posttraumatic dissociation, such 
as innate te�pera�e�tal factors, which are as we k�ow today, ge�etically determi�ed a�d early 
adverse experie�ces. I� other words, Ja�et regarded the dissociative outco�es of traumatizing 
eve�ts a�d �e�ories as a passive “�e�tal exhaustion,” a pathological narrowing of the field 
of conscious�ess that took place i� i�dividuals predisposed to it by te�pera�e�t a�d by early 
adverse experie�ces. For �ore, see Meares, A Dissociation Model of Borderline Personality Disorder; 
Elle�berger, The Discovery of the Unconscious; Hart a�d Friedman, “A Reader s̓ Guide to Pierre 
Ja�et o� Dissociation: A Neglected I�tellectual Heritage.” 
32 Ja�et distinguishes two ki�ds of �e�ory—traumatic �e�ory, which u�consciously repeats 
the past, a�d narrative �e�ory, which narrates the past as past, a�d the goal of therapy is 
to co�vert traumatic �e�ory i�to narrative �e�ory by getting the patie�t to recou�t his 
or her history. Ja�et s̓ goal of treat�e�t ca� be divided i�to three stages: 1) stabilization, 2) 
ide�tificatio� a�d exploratio� of traumatic �e�ories, a�d 3) relapse preve�tion, personality 
rei�tegration, a�d rehabilitation. Ja�et a�d Nicolas, L̓automatisme psychologique, 410–12.
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hyp�osis to retrieve the hidde� �e�ories of his hysterical patie�ts because 
re�e�bering traumas, �ot forgetting them, was the first step of recovery.33

 
Similarly, va� der Kolk claims to be “u�covering secrets of traumatic 

�e�ory [that is] �ow well-docu�e�ted i� co�te�porary research,”34 but the 
�eo-G�ostic lens that he e�ploys is �ot based upo� fi�dings i� behavioral 
�euroscie�ce. Rather, it is fou�ded upo� Pierre Ja�et s̓ premise that traumatic 
stress (i�cluding eve�ts that did �ot occur) plays a crucial part i� the 
develop�e�t of psychopathology.35 Va� der Kolk himself summarizes Ja�et s̓ 
i�pact o� the BKS theory i� the following man�er:36

[ Ja�et] hypothesized a biologically based trauma response 
resulting i� a frag�e�tatio� of �e�tal cohesion, causing 
biological, cognitive, a�d e�otional residues of past experie�ce 
to co�ti�ue to gover� curre�t behaviour… [His] u�dersta�ding 
that vehe�e�t e�otions i�pair the capacity to think, feel, a�d 
act i� a purposeful, unified way, co�bi�ed with his realizatio� 
that this �ust be reflected i� biology, is so basic that it had to be 
rediscovered. His crucial �otion, first for�ulated i� 1889, that 
traumatic experie�ces are stored i� �e�ory i� ways differe�t 
fro� ordinary eve�ts, is as challenging today as it was to Willia� 
Ja�es al�ost 100 years ago. O�e ce�tury later, �uch remains to 

33 I� co�trast to Charcot, however, Ja�et recognized that the successful recovery of traumatic 
�e�ories through hyp�osis was highly depe�de�t o� the degree of patie�t s̓ vul�erability to 
therapeutic suggestions. Ja�et also �oted that hysterical sy�ptoms could arise as a result of 
patie�tsʼ desires to please their therapists. Va� der Kolk �otes that Ja�et s̓ theory about “the 
pleasure of co�pleted actio�” guides his practice of sensori�otor psychotherapy. He writes, “I 
regularly observe that whe� I practice sensori�otor psychotherapy a�d somatic experie�cing 
(which is the exploratio� of physical sensations of the i�pri�ts of past trauma), patie�ts ca� 
physically experie�ce what it would have felt like to fight back or ru� away, I see that they will 
relax, smile, a�d express a sense of co�pletion.” Va� der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score, 220. 
34 Ibid., 182.
35 Here Ja�et clearly shows the con�ectio� betwee� traumatic �e�ory a�d the course of 
ill�ess: “As the u�covering of such traumatic �e�ories is of significa�ce for the u�dersta�ding 
a�d treat�e�t of certai� �euroses, o�e �ust do everything possible to u�cover the� if they 
are prese�t. However, as it s̓ obvious that such �e�ories are o�e� missing i� other cases of 
�eurosis, which �ust therefore be assessed a�d treated differe�tly, o�e �ust be equally careful 
�ot to discover such traumatic �e�ories where they do �ot actually exist.” Bühler a�d Heim, 
“Ge�eral I�troductio� to the Psychotherapy of Pierre Ja�et.”
36 “Pierre Ja�et a�d the Breakdow� of Adaptatio� i� Psychological Trauma.”
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be lear�ed about how �e�ories are stored a�d keep o� affecting 
e�otions a�d behaviour (i.e.: affect regulatio� problems), as well as 
how they a�d their per�utations ca� be successfully retrieved a�d 
mastered i� order to diminish their hold over curre�t experie�ce.

Although the diag�ostic labels have changed fro� hysteria to co�plex 
post-traumatic stress disorder (C-PTSD), the descriptio� a�d explanatio� of 
trauma betwee� Pierre Ja�et i� the 19th ce�tury a�d va� der Kolk i� the 21st 
ce�tury are strikingly similar: The body re�e�bers trauma by co�verting 
dissociated, �on-physical trauma i�to �u�erous physical problems.37 A�d the 
way to be healed is the brai� a�d body (outer ma�) changing the conscious�ess 
of the mi�d (in�er ma�) through �eurofeedback.38 Va� der Kolk s̓ hypothesis 
is, at its core, a belief system. This �eans that he is �ot �erely following the 
scie�ce behi�d trauma research. Instead, he is ha�d-picking the observational 
data for this age-old theory o� trauma.39 This is why his �eurobiological 
diag�osis of trauma is quickly �et with self-help verbiage, e�power�e�t, a�d 
huma� con�ection, �ot �edical treat�e�t.40

37 According to va� der Kolk, “The great adva�ces [i� the late ni�etee�th ce�tury] ca�e i� 
the study of hysteria, a �e�tal disorder characterized by e�otional outbursts, susceptibility 
to suggestion, a�d co�tractions a�d paralyses of the �uscles that could �ot be explai�ed by 
si�ple anato�y. Hysteria beca�e a wi�dow i�to the �ysteries of mi�d a�d body. The na�es 
of so�e of the greatest pio�eers i� �eurology a�d psychiatry, such as Jean-Marti� Charcot, 
Pierre Ja�et, a�d Sig�u�d Freud, are associated with the discovery that trauma is at the root 
of hysteria. These early researchers referred to traumatic �e�ories as “pathogenic secrets” or 
“�e�tal parasites” because as �uch as the sufferers wa�ted to forget whatever had happe�ed, 
their �e�ories kept forcing the� back i�to conscious�ess, they automatically keep repeating 
certai� actions, e�otions, a�d sensations related to the trauma, a�d they are trapped i� a� ever-
re�ewing prese�t of existe�tial horror.” Va� der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score, 179. 
38 Va� der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score; Hart, Brown, a�d Kolk, “Pierre Ja�et s̓ Treat�e�t of 
Post-Traumatic Stress”; Young, The Harmony of Illusions.
39 Va� der Kolk mai�tains that the studies co�ducted by hi� a�d his colleagues confir�ed the 
dual �e�ory syste� that Ja�et hypothesized at the Salpêtrière �ore tha� a hu�dred years 
earlier: “Traumatic �e�ories are fu�da�e�tally differe�t fro� the stories we tell about the 
past. They are dissociated: The differe�t sensations that e�tered the brai� at the ti�e of the 
trauma are �ot properly asse�bled i�to a story, a piece of autobiography” Va� der Kolk, The 
Body Keeps the Score, 196.
40 Ibid., 314, 387. Neurofeedback is a� exa�ple of o�e of the ma�y pseudoscie�ce treat�e�ts 
that va� der Kolk advocates for; it suggests that the brai� plasticity that resides i� the electrical 
oscillations of the brai� ca� be “changed” through brai� wave training. His i�terest i� 
�eurofeedback bega� with psychotherapist Seber� Fisher who i�tegrates �eurofeedback a�d 
psychotherapy to “help” her patie�ts with develop�e�tal trauma. A�er examining a 10-year-
old patie�t s̓ drawings, which had transfor�ed fro� stick figures to �ore skillfully draw� images 
of his family portrait, va� der Kolk remarked, “I was i�trigued because I �ever e�cou�tered 
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UNFOUNDED FINDINGS IN THE BEHAVIORAL 
NEUROSCIENCE�INFORMED APPROACH TO TRAUMA

As it is beyo�d the scope of this paper to assess every scie�tific study o� 
trauma to date, the researcher will provide three co�pelling reasons for why 
the BKS theory is based upo� manipulated, �ot applied �euroscie�ce.41 There 
is �ot a single case report to date of at least o�e i�dividual who had brai� 
imaging a�d/or cortisol levels �easured before trauma exposure, the� suffered 
trauma exposure, a�d the� was followed over ti�e with serial �easure�e�ts 
of brai� imaging a�d/or cortisol to docu�e�t the �ost basic ele�e�ts of the 
toxic stress theory i� real ti�e.42 This is because eve� though it is actually a 
straightforward scie�tific experi�e�t to determi�e whether psychological 
trauma ca� perma�e�tly alter huma� brains: si�ply exami�e huma� brains 
before psychological trauma occurs, wait for psychological trauma to happen, 
a�d the� re-exami�e the sa�e brains to determi�e whether a�y changes 
have take� place. However, it would be u�ethical for researchers to enlist 
participa�ts i� a study a�d the� purposefully subject the� to traumatic 
experie�ces.43 No�etheless, the BKS theory gains its credibility, prestige, a�d 

a treat�e�t that could shi� [a huma� being] so dramatically.” While o�e does �ot �eed 
“�eurofeedback” whe� art lessons will also serve the sa�e purpose of i�proving o�e s̓ drawing 
skills, it is i�porta�t to �ote that Seber� Fisher herself says that she is �ot a �euroscie�tist or 
researcher a�d that she is a Buddhist �editator “who u�dersta�ds what it is to be o�e with 
everything, because [she is].” A�er experie�cing personal enlighten�e�t a�d developing a �ew 
sense of self, she bought a �eurofeedback equip�e�t a�d started using it i� her psychotherapy 
practice. For �ore of this ki�d of Easter� �ysticism, see Seber� F. Fisher, Neurofeedback in the 
Treatment of Developmental Trauma: Calming the Fear-Driven Brain, First editio� (New York: W.W. 
Norto� & Co�pa�y, 2014); Alla� N. Schore, Affect Regulation and the Origin of the Self: The 
Neurobiology of Emotional Development (Hillsdale, NJ: L. Erlbau� Associates, 1994); Christi�e 
A. Courtois, ed., Treating Complex Traumatic Stress Disorders: Scientific Foundations and Therapeutic 
Models, Paperback ed (New York, NY: Guilford Press, 2014).
41 For a detailed discussio� o� why the curre�t scie�tific studies do �ot support the BKS theory, 
see the 42 claims provided by Michael S. Scheeringa, Analysis of the Body Keeps the Score: The 
Science That Trauma Activists Don̓ t Want You to Know (Mo�ee, IL: Ce�tral Recovery Press, 2023).
42 Ibid., 60.
43 The research o� trauma ca� be categorized i�to two waves: I� the first wave of research 
(1985-2005), purely cross-sectional studies (cross-sectional studies make co�parisons at a 
single poi�t i� ti�e, whereas longitudinal studies make co�parisons over ti�e) were do�e 
with a few observations: I�dividuals with PTSD appeared to have faster resting heart rates, 
smaller hippoca�pus, smaller a�ygdala, overactive a�ygdala, u�deractive cingulate cortex, 
u�deractive prefro�tal cortex a�d so�e ki�d of dysregulatio� of cortisol. At the ti�e va� der 
Kolk s̓ book was published i� 2014, there were 23 studies of the a�ygdala a�d 21 of the� were 
cross-sectional studies, a�d eve� the cross-sectional o�es did �ot support his claim. See G A 
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the appeara�ce of scie�tific validity due to its theoretical associatio� with the 
paradig� of �euroe�docri�ology, co�plex explanations, a�d a �etwork of 
observational data.44

The three claims against the BKS theory are: 1) the pre-trauma prospective 
studies i� humans de�onstrate that the �eurotoxic stress theory (NST) is 

Va� Winge� et al., “The Neural Conseque�ces of Co�bat Stress: Long-Ter� Follow-Up,” 
Molecular Psychiatry 17, 2 (February 2012): 116–18, https://doi.org/10.1038/�p.2011.110; 
Roee Ad�o� et al., “Huma� Vul�erability to Stress Depe�ds o� A�ygdala̓s Predispositio� 
a�d Hippoca�pal Plasticity,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 106, 33 (August 18, 
2009): 14120–25, https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0903183106. Mea�while, the seco�d wave 
of research (2005 to the prese�t) i�clude pre-trauma prospective studies of �eurobiology. I� 
the first of such studies, for insta�ce, Rachel Guthrie a�d Richard Brya�t �easured the ski� 
co�ducta�ce i� 87 firefighter recruits before their first year of active duty during a startle-
response paradigm. They fou�d that pre-trauma physiological activity was predictive of 
post-trauma acoustic startle responses, which suggests that diathesis stress theory (DST)—
�eurobiological differe�ces existed prior to exposure—may be the vul�erable factor for the 
develop�e�t of PTSD sy�ptoms. A few qualitative reviews further suggest that the scie�tific 
evide�ce for the BKS theory to be at best, insufficie�t, if �ot de�onstrably false. See Rachel M. 
Guthrie a�d Richard A. Brya�t, “Auditory Startle Response i� Firefighters Before a�d A�er 
Trauma Exposure,” American Journal of Psychiatry 162, 2 (February 2005): 283–90, https://doi.
org/10.1176/appi.ajp.162.2.283; Michael S. Scheeringa, “Reexaminatio� of Diathesis Stress 
a�d Neurotoxic Stress Theories: A Qualitative Review of Pre-trauma Neurobiology i� Relatio� 
to Posttraumatic Stress Sy�ptoms,” International Journal of Methods in Psychiatric Research 30, 
2 ( Ju�e 2021), https://doi.org/10.1002/�pr.1864; Julia A. DiGangi et al., “Pretrauma Risk 
Factors for Posttraumatic Stress Disorder: A Systematic Review of the Literature,” Clinical 
Psychology Review 33, 6 (August 2013): 728–44, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2013.05.002.
44 For the purpose of evaluating the scie�tific basis of the BKS theory, studies o� PTSD (�ot 
C-PTSD) will be evaluated. This is because PTSD has �ore longitudinal studies with �eta-
analyses whereas C-PTSD is rejected by the DSM for lack of evide�ce. Also, Judith Herma�s̓ 
1992 paper o� Co�plex PTSD did �ot provide a single descriptio� of a real patie�t with C-PTSD 
a�d absolutely �o sta�dardized data. Yet, this paper has bee� cited 4000 ti�es (Google Scholar, 
accessed July 10, 2023), a�d a�er it was rejected as a �ew diag�osis by the APA, va� der Kolk ca�e 
up with a �ew strategy i� 2005. He gave C-PTSD a �ew na�e, develop�e�tal trauma disorder, 
a�d clai�ed that it applied to childre� a�d adolesce�ts, but there was little, if a�y, �e�tio� of 
the old C-PTSD. Like C-PTSD, develop�e�tal trauma appeared out of thi� air, based o� �o 
solid evide�ce, a�d was rejected by the APA to be i�cluded as a� official disorder i� the DSM-V 
due to the lack of evide�ce. A third separate diag�ostic category, acute stress disorder (ASD) was 
also rejected by the APA for its unreliable evide�ce. Only about 20 perce�t of people exposed to 
a pote�tially traumatic eve�t �eet the criteria for ASD a�d �ost of those people do �ot develop 
PTSD. For �ore, see Judith Lewis Herman, “Co�plex PTSD: A Sy�dro�e i� Survivors of 
Prolonged a�d Repeated Trauma,” Journal of Traumatic Stress 5, 3 ( July 1992): 377–91, https://
doi.org/10.1002/jts.2490050305; Bessel A. Va� Der Kolk, “Develop�e�tal Trauma Disorder: 
Toward a Rational Diag�osis for Childre� with Co�plex Trauma Histories.,” Psychiatric Annals 
35, 5 (May 2005): 401–8, https://doi.org/10.3928/00485713-20050501-06; Richard A. Brya�t, 
“The Curre�t Evide�ce for Acute Stress Disorder,” Current Psychiatry Reports 20, 12 (Dece�ber 
2018): 111, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11920-018-0976-x.
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false, 2) biological plausibility a�d strong associatio� are �ot the sa�e as direct, 
single factor causation, a�d 3) actual �edical co�ditions such as Cushing s̓ 
disease (CD) de�onstrate the reversibility of the hippoca�pal volu�e a�d 
cortisol level. 

First, the two mai� theories that could pote�tially explai� the origi� of 
�eurobiological factors associated with PTSD are the diathesis stress theory 
(DST) a�d the �eurotoxic stress theory (NST).45 While NTS co�te�ds that 
trauma results i� �eurobiological damage a�d subseque�tly the formatio� of 
PTSD sy�ptoms, DST co�te�ds that there are predispositional vul�erabilities, 
such as ge�etic a�d biological factors, that re�der a� i�dividual at a higher risk 
of developing PTSD sy�ptoms.46 If DST is true, it is unlikely that NST ca� 
also be true, a�d vice versa.47 I� a qualitative review of pre-trauma prospective 
research studies, Michael Scheeringa reviewed all of the research studies 
available i� 2020 (a total of 22,175 papers).48 Out of 22,175 papers, 25 seco�d-
wave studies were located that �easured �eurobiology prior to traumatic 
experie�ces, 19 supported the DST (6 were �egative), a�d of the 10 studies 
out of 22,175 papers that were capable of testing the NST, only 3 were positive 
a�d 7 were �egative. This �eans that va� der Kolk ca� co�ti�ue to cite animal 
studies a�d cross-sectional studies (cross-sectional studies have �o power to 
determi�e cause-a�d-effect because subjects are exami�ed at only o�e poi�t i� 
ti�e, instead of before a�d a�er trauma),49 but pre-trauma studies i� humans 
45 Marvi� Zuckerman, Vulnerability to Psychopathology: A Biosocial Model, 1st ed (Washington, 
DC: A�erica� Psychological Association, 1999); Ruth Leys, Trauma: A Genealogy (Chicago, 
IL: University of Chicago Press, 2000); Bonan�o, The End of Trauma.
46 Scheeringa, Analysis of the Body Keeps the Score, 60.
47 Scheeringa, The Trouble with Trauma, 35.
48 Scheeringa, “Reexaminatio� of Diathesis Stress a�d Neurotoxic Stress Theories.” Out of 
the 22,175 papers, only six studies i�volved brai� imaging, seve� studies �easured cortisol or 
other i�dices of the hor�onal-stress-response systems, eight studies �easured auto�omic stress 
responses such as heart rate a�d ski� co�ducta�ce, a�d four studies �easured other types of 
�olecular variables.
49 Va� der Kolk a�d his colleagues hypothesized that just as a� i�creased severity of shock 
exacerbated a rat s̓ co�ditio�ed fear, so should a� i�creased severity of trauma exacerbate 
a victi�s̓ PTSD sy�ptoms. This is because they believed that a laboratory rat s̓ reactio� 
to a� i�escapable electric shock parallels at least so�e aspects of the huma� response to 
overwhelming trauma. Unlike laboratory stressors that are �easurable i� purely physical terms 
e�tirely i�depe�de�t of the animal s̓ behavior, researchers have to rely o� the retrospective self-
reports of the survivors themselves as the sole basis for �easuring stressor magnitude i� the 
trauma field. This practice presupposes that severely distressed i�dividuals ca� furnish reliable, 
objective accou�ts u�tarnished by clinical state, a�d it is this presuppositio� that led to ma�y 
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show that his hypothesis of trauma changing physical brai� structures a�d 
irreversibly destroying hardwired �eurocircuitry is an unproven assertion.50 I� 
other words, the studies i� the first wave of �eurobiological PTSD research 
were all cross-sectional, but a seco�d wave of research followed which used 
prospective repeated-�easures designs that �easured �eurobiology prior to 
trauma exposure experie�ces overwhelmingly confir� DST, �ot NST. 

Seco�d, biological plausibility a�d strong associatio� are �ot the sa�e 
as direct, single factor causation. This i�dicates that observations of the 
physiology-related changes a�d sy�ptoms i� a perso� can�ot be solely 
attributed to trauma. Va� der Kolk a�d other trauma theorists e�ploy the 
cortisol hypothesis as a ce�tral te�et of the BKS theory.51 But other sy�dro�es 

problems with the repressed �e�ory �ove�e�t. The co�troversy co�cerning repressed a�d 
recovered �e�ories of childhood sexual abuse has bee� deeply divisive i� psychology a�d 
psychiatry. So�e scholars argue that there is �o co�vi�cing evide�ce that people ca� banish a�d 
the� recover �e�ories of horrific experie�ces (e.g., Pope et al. 1998), whereas others proclaim, 
“overwhelming scie�tific support for the existe�ce of repressed or dissociated �e�ory” (Brow� 
et al. 1998, pp. 538–39). What is �ost bizarre about this debate is that propo�e�ts o� both sides 
appeal to the sa�e scie�tific studies to support their dia�etrically opposed positions. How is this 
possible? A�yo�e who actually reads the co�tested studies, however, will im�ediately realize 
that the �ost influe�tial advocates of the traumatic am�esia positio� misu�dersta�d �uch of 
the scie�ce they cite. For �ore, see Richard J. McNally, Remembering Trauma (Ca�bridge, MA: 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2003); Elizabeth F. Lo�us a�d Katheri�e Ketcham, 
The Myth of Repressed Memory: False Memories and Allegations of Sexual Abuse, 1st St. Marti�s̓ 
Griffi� ed (New York: St. Marti�s̓ Griffin, 1996); Steve� J. Lyn� a�d Judith W. Rhue, eds., 
Dissociation: Clinical and Theoretical Perspectives (New York: Guilford Press, 1994); Marily� 
Laura Bowman, “I�dividual Differe�ces i� Posttraumatic Distress: Problems with the DSM-IV 
Model,” The Canadian Journal of Psychiatry 44, 1 (February 1999): 21–33, https://doi.org/10.11
77/070674379904400103. 
50 I� fact, a�other qualitative review of �eurobiology i� this field by Julia DiGangi a�d associates 
also reached the sa�e co�clusion: “Ma�y of these categories, long considered aspects of post-
trauma psychopathology were actually prese�t before the i�dex trauma.” Cf. DiGangi et al., 
“Pretrauma Risk Factors for Posttraumatic Stress Disorder.”
51 A� extraordinary clai� �ecessitates extraordinary evide�ce. But the evide�ce has bee� weak, 
i�consiste�t, unreplicable, a�d �eta-analysis reviews co�cluded that, there was �o differe�ce 
i� cortisol levels betwee� trauma-exposed a�d �on-exposed i�dividuals. See Joh� W. Maso� 
et al., “Urinary Free-Cortisol Levels i� Posttraumatic Stress Disorder Patie�ts:,” The Journal of 
Nervous and Mental Disease 174, 3 (March 1986): 145–49, https://doi.org/10.1097/00005053-
198603000-00003; Marie-Louise Meewisse et al., “Cortisol a�d Post-Traumatic Stress 
Disorder i� Adults: Systematic Review a�d Meta-Analysis,” British Journal of Psychiatry 191, 5 
(Nove�ber 2007): 387–92, https://doi.org/10.1192/bjp.bp.106.024877; Elle� R . Klaassens 
et al., “Adulthood Trauma a�d HPA-Axis Fu�ctioning i� Healthy Subjects a�d PTSD 
Patie�ts: A Meta-Analysis,” Psychoneuroendocrinology 37, 3 (March 2012): 317–31, https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.psy�euen.2011.07.003; Xiongfeng Pa� et al., “Salivary Cortisol i� Post-Traumatic 
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such as fibro�yalgia, chronic fatigue sy�dro�e, a�d childre� with co�duct 
disorders also report low cortisol levels.52 Moreover, he does �ot explai� how 
the cortisol hypothesis is unique to PTSD patie�ts a�d how the biological 
processes that accou�t for “ordinary” stress responses also accou�t for the 
etiology a�d sy�ptoms of PTSD.53 Therefore, a physiological fi�ding that 
i�pacts a variety of patie�t groups has �o diag�ostic value a�d only relates to 
a small subset of the populatio� calls i�to questio� a specific etiology i� the 
BKS fra�ework.54

Third, actual �edical co�ditions such as Cushingʼs disease (CD) 
de�onstrate the reversibility of the hippoca�pal volu�e i� the brai� a�d 
Stress Disorder: A Systematic Review a�d Meta-Analysis,” BMC Psychiatry 18, 1 (Dece�ber 
2018): 324, https://doi.org/10.1186/s12888-018-1910-9.
52 See Eva Fries et al., “A New View o� Hypocortisolism,” Psychoneuroendocrinology 30, 10 
(Nove�ber 2005): 1010–16, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psy�euen.2005.04.006; Daniel J.H. 
Powell et al., “Unsti�ulated Cortisol Secretory Activity i� Everyday Life a�d Its Relationship 
with Fatigue a�d Chronic Fatigue Sy�dro�e: A Systematic Review a�d Subset Meta-Analysis,” 
Psychoneuroendocrinology 38, 11 (Nove�ber 2013): 2405–22, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
psy�euen.2013.07.004; Jaap Oosterlaa� et al., “Low Basal Salivary Cortisol Is Associated with 
Teacher-Reported Sy�ptoms of Co�duct Disorder,” Psychiatry Research 134, 1 (March 2005): 
1–10, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2004.12.005; Scheeringa, Analysis of the Body Keeps the 
Score: The Science That Trauma Activists Don̓ t Want You to Know, 60.
53 Va� der Kolk provides ple�ty of rhetorical assertions without clear explanatio� (or 
de�onstratio� by scie�tific evide�ce) of how e�during traumatic stress supposedly changes 
the brai� a�d body. Also, PTSD has a unique burde� of proof �ot shared by other diag�oses 
because its diag�osis rests o� a core assu�ption—a disti�ct class of eve�ts (Criterio� A: “the 
stressor criterio�”) is causally linked to a disti�ct set of reactions (Criteria B through D: the 
sy�pto� criteria”), which �eans that a� i�dividual could �ot receive a PTSD diag�osis 
without the occurre�ce of a traumatic eve�t. For this reason, PTSD differs fro� virtually all 
other diag�oses i� the DSM (i.e.: schizophrenia, major depression, panic disorder) i� that it 
assu�es a specific etiology. He�ce, researchers �ust prove a clear link betwee� a precipitating 
stressor a�d resulting signs a�d sy�ptoms. See Joh� P. Wilson, “The Historical Evolutio� of 
PTSD Diag�ostic Criteria: Fro� Freud to DSM-IV,” Journal of Traumatic Stress 7, 4 (October 
1994): 681–98, https://doi.org/10.1002/jts.2490070413; Rose� a�d Lilienfeld, “Posttraumatic 
Stress Disorder.”
54 The heart rate variability (HRV) is a�other study that va� der Kolk a�d colleagues 
co�ducted to de�onstrate that the sy�pathetic a�d parasy�pathetic �ervous systems are 
out of sy�c i� PTSD patie�ts. But the study had �o co�trol group a�d they only divided 
PTSD subjects i�to three subsa�ples of low, middle, a�d high respiratory si�us arrhythmia 
(RSA). Co�trast this cross-sectional study with a differe�t pre-trauma prospective study that 
de�onstrates relatively low RSA appears to be a pre-existing vul�erability factor a�d it is �ot 
unique to PTSD �or caused by trauma, see A�y J. Mikolajewski a�d Michael S. Scheeringa, 
“Examining the Prospective Relationship betwee� Pre-Disaster Respiratory Si�us Arrhythmia 
a�d Post-Disaster Posttraumatic Stress Disorder Sy�ptoms i� Children,” Journal of Abnormal 
Child Psychology 46, 7 (October 2018): 1535–45, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10802-017-0396-0.
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cortisol level.55 Cushing s̓ disease is a hor�onal disorder that results i� brai� 
i�pair�e�t whe� patie�ts have extre�ely high levels of cortisol, i�cluding 
explicit �e�ory deficits a�d hippoca�pal atrophy.56 But surgical correctio� 
of the tu�our �ormalizes cortisol levels a�d eliminates �e�ory deficits 
a�d enables the hippoca�pus to rebou�d to its �ormal size.57 Similarly, 
�europsychological deficits due to hypopituitaris� after traumatic brai� 
i�jury have also bee� reversed i� patie�ts a�er �edical treat�e�t.58

Further�ore, besides substa�tiating his belief that trauma i�terferes with 
declarative �e�ory (i.e.: conscious recall of experie�ce) with Ja�et s̓ fa�ous 
case of Ire�e,59 va� der Kolk provides two hypotheses: 1) the massive release 
55 Sy�ptoms of CD i�clude depression, anxiety, trouble co�ce�trating or re�e�bering, 
�egative e�otions (or affect dysregulatio�), chronic migrai�es, weight gain, slow wou�d 
healing, bo�e loss, stu�ted growth i� childre� a�d so on. Edward R . Laws, ed., Cushing s̓ Disease: 
An O�en Misdiagnosed and Not so Rare Disorder (Amsterdam; Boston: Elsevier/Academic Press, 
2017).
56 Ibid.
57 Cushing s̓ disease i�volves brai� i�pair�e�t caused by excessive cortisol. See the reversibility 
of whole-brai� changes i� remitted CD a�er transsphe�oidal surgery (TSS) i� the largest 
longitudinal study cohort: Bo Hou et al., “Reversibility of I�paired Brai� Structures 
a�er Transsphe�oidal Surgery i� Cushing s̓ Disease: A Longitudinal Study Based o� a� 
Artificial I�tellige�ce–Assisted Tool,” Journal of Neurosurgery, Ja�uary 2020, 1–10, https://
doi.org/10.3171/2019.10.JNS191400; Isabelle Bourdeau et al., “Loss of Brai� Volu�e i� 
E�doge�ous Cushing s̓ Sy�dro�e a�d Its Reversibility a�er Correctio� of Hypercortisolism,” 
The Journal of Clinical Endocrinology & Metabolism 87, 5 (May 2002): 1949–54, https://doi.
org/10.1210/jcem.87.5.8493; Monica N Starkma� et al., “Decrease i� Cortisol Reverses Huma� 
Hippoca�pal Atrophy Following Treat�e�t of Cushing s̓ Disease,” Biological Psychiatry 46, 12 
(Dece�ber 1999): 1595–1602, https://doi.org/10.1016/S0006-3223(99)00203-6.
58 Joshua R . Dusick et al., “Chapter 1: Pathophysiology of Hypopituitaris� i� the Setting of Brai� 
I�jury,” Pituitary 15, 1 (March 2012): 2–9, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11102-008-0130-6; Sa�jiv 
Gray et al., “Hypopituitaris� A�er Traumatic Brai� I�jury,” Cureus, March 1, 2019, https://
doi.org/10.7759/cureus.4163; Marian�e Klose a�d Ulla Feldt-Ras�ussen, “Hypopituitaris� 
i� Traumatic Brai� I�jury—A Critical Note,” Journal of Clinical Medicine 4, 7 ( July 14, 2015): 
1480–97, https://doi.org/10.3390/jcm4071480; M Keller, “Reversible Neuropsychological 
Deficits a�er Mild Traumatic Brai� I�jury,” Journal of Neurology, Neurosurgery & Psychiatry 68, 6 
( Ju�e 1, 2000): 761–64, https://doi.org/10.1136/jn�p.68.6.761. For a �ore in-depth discussio� 
o� why there is �o clear physical, irreversible damage o� the brai� a�d body i� PTSD patie�ts, 
see Richard J. McNally, “The O�tology of Posttraumatic Stress Disorder: Natural Ki�d, Social 
Construction, or Causal Syste�?,” Clinical Psychology: Science and Practice 19, 3 (Septe�ber 2012): 
220–28, https://doi.org/10.1111/cpsp.12001; Den�y Borsboo� a�d Angélique O.J. Cra�er, 
“Network Analysis: A� I�tegrative Approach to the Structure of Psychopathology,” Annual 
Review of Clinical Psychology 9, 1 (March 28, 2013): 91–121, https://doi.org/10.1146/an�urev-
cli�psy-050212-185608; Alla� V. Horwitz, DSM: A History of Psychiatry̓ s Bible (Balti�ore, MD: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2021).
59 This is differe�t fro� i�plicit or �o�declarative �e�ory (i.e.: �e�ory syste� that co�trols 
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of stress hor�o�es i�pairs �e�ory, a�d 2) the subcortical activatio� of the 
a�ygdala is responsible for traumatic dissociative am�esia.60 These hypotheses 
are �ot prove� with scie�tific evide�ce for two reasons. First, a study o� only 
eight Vietna� veterans with PTSD a�d a co�trol group with exposure to 
co�bat-related sti�ulus showed no significant hormonal differences betwee� the 
two groups.61 But the researchers respo�ded with two explanations to preserve 

co�ditio�ed e�otional responses, skills a�d habits, a�d sensori�otor sensations). This �eans 
that the extre�e e�otio� experie�ced during trauma re�ders it difficult for people to recall the 
�e�ory, a�d dissociative am�esia, then, occurs. See Bessel A. Kolk a�d Rita Fisler, “Dissociatio� 
a�d the Frag�e�tary Nature of Traumatic Me�ories: Overview a�d Exploratory Study,” Journal 
of Traumatic Stress 8, 4 (October 1995): 505–25, https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02102887; Bessel 
A. Va� der Kolk, Alexa�der C. McFarla�e, a�d Lars Weisæth, eds., Traumatic Stress: The Effects of 
Overwhelming Experience on Mind, Body, and Society (New York: Guilford Press, 1996).
60 Va� der Kolk cited the behavioral �euroscie�tist Joseph LeDoux s̓ research o� Pavlovia� 
fear co�ditioning that suggests two pathways for activating the a�ygdala: O�e pathway 
rapidly transmits sensory i�put about fear sti�uli to the a�ygdala via a subcortical route 
whereas the seco�d pathway passes through the cortex, taking about twice as long to reach the 
a�ygdala. Subcortical activatio� of the a�ygdala makes it possible for a fight or flight reactio� 
to begi� eve� before the informatio� about the fear-evoking sti�ulus has reached conscious 
aware�ess via the cortical route. LeDoux s̓ animal co�ditioning �odel illustrates how sexual 
abuse survivors might retai� i�plicit, e�otional �e�ories of trauma while being i�capable 
of consciously recollecting what happe�ed. Psychotherapists have praised this theory because 
it authorizes therapists to i�terpret body �e�ories, flashbacks, frag�e�ts, sudde� i�tense 
feelings, avoida�t behaviors, images, sensory processes, a�d dreams as i�plicit expressions 
of dissociated traumatic �e�ories, which i� turn, ought to be recovered during therapy a�d 
i�tegrated i�to o�e s̓ conscious �e�ory. See Joseph E. LeDoux, “E�otio� Circuits i� the Brain,” 
Annual Review of Neuroscience 23, 1 (March 2000): 155–84, https://doi.org/10.1146/an�urev.
�euro.23.1.155; Joseph LeDoux, “Rethinking the E�otional Brain,” Neuro� 73, 4 (February 
2012): 653–76, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.�euron.2012.02.004; Ruth A. Lanius et al., “Neural 
Correlates of Traumatic Me�ories i� Posttraumatic Stress Disorder: A Fu�ctional MRI 
I�vestigation,” A�erica� Journal of Psychiatry 158, 11 (Nove�ber 2001): 1920–22, https://
doi.org/10.1176/appi.ajp.158.11.1920; R . A. Lanius, R . L. Bluhm, a�d P. A. Frewen, “How 
U�dersta�ding the Neurobiology of Co�plex Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder Ca� Infor� 
Clinical Practice: A Social Cognitive a�d Affective Neuroscie�ce Approach: Neurobiology of 
PTSD a�d Clinical Practice,” Acta Psychiatrica Sca�dinavica 124, 5 (Nove�ber 2011): 331–48, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1600-0447.2011.01755.x.
61 Roger K. Pitman, “Naloxo�e-Reversible Analgesic Response to Co�bat-Related Sti�uli i� 
Posttraumatic Stress Disorder: A Pilot Study,” Archives of General Psychiatry 47, 6 ( Ju�e 1, 1990): 
541, https://doi.org/10.1001/archpsyc.1990.01810180041007. The veterans were exposed to 
a 15-mi�ute �eutral videotape, followed by a 15-mi�ute seg�e�t of a �ovie about Vietnam, 
a�d the� a�other 15-mi�ute �eutral video. The hypothesis behi�d the experi�e�t was that 
the exposure of the PTSD patie�ts to a co�bat-related sti�ulus would provoke a release of 
e�dorphins with conseque�t analgesia, a� analgesia that might be reversed by naxalo�e, a drug 
k�ow� to block i�teractio� betwee� �eural receptors a�d the opiate class of e�dorphins, but 
that would �ot be affected by the sali�e placebo. Eve� though the �eural-hor�onal theory 
predicts that exposure to co�bat videotape would produce a marked hor�onal response i� 
co�bat veterans with PTSD, the results did �ot substa�tiate the theory.
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the hypothesis: 1) The predicted hor�onal response was �ot detected because 
of certai� technical problems, a�d 2) The fi�dings are correct, but they could 
be explai�ed by appealing to �ore u�tested hypotheses. This is a� exa�ple of 
rescuing a �ull hypothesis with a� auxiliary explanation.62

Seco�d, Va� der Kolk s̓ rece�t atte�pt to prove the BKS theory i�cludes 
experi�e�ts with brain-imaging (positro� emissio� to�ography PET), 
which is clai�ed to de�onstrate a� i�creased activatio� of the visual area 
a�d decreased activatio� of Broca̓s area during the provocatio� of traumatic 
�e�ories or flashbacks i� PTSD subjects.63 However, the experi�e�ts were 
carried out o� a total of eight PTSD patie�ts (six �e� a�d two wo�e�) 
without a�y co�trolled groups.64 Si�ply put, there are �o longitudinal studies 
to de�onstrate the causal evide�ce of trauma perma�e�tly damaging huma� 
62 According to the Fre�ch philosopher of scie�ce Pierre Duhem, whe� researchers predict 
that a particular outco�e will occur u�der specified circumsta�ces, but the outco�e does �ot 
occur, they will usually rescue their original hypothesis with a� auxiliary hypothesis that fi�ds 
fault with their �ethods: “If the starts are �ot where theory predicts, bla�e the telescope, �ot 
the heavens.” Ia� Hacking, Rewriting the Soul: Multiple Personality and the Sciences of Memory, 2. 
pri�t., a�d 1. paperback pri�t., with corr, Pri�ceto� Paperbacks (Pri�ceton, NJ: Pri�ceto� 
Univ. Press, 1998).
63 Broca̓s area is the part of the ce�tral �ervous syste� �ost ce�trally con�ected to speech a�d 
according to va� der Kolk s̓ hypothesis, with narrative �e�ory.
64 Bessel va� der Kolk, “Posttraumatic Stress Disorder a�d the Nature of Trauma,” Dialogues in 
Clinical Neuroscience 2, 1 (March 31, 2000): 7–22, https://doi.org/10.31887/DCNS.2000.2.1/
bvdkolk. I� their PET scanning experi�e�ts, the i�vestigators used radioactively labelled 
oxyge� inhaled i�to the blood strea� of the patie�t to sca� changes i� the regional flow of 
blood i� the brain; the changes i�directly reflected alterations i� cerebral �euronal activity. 
The �ethod required the e�ploy�e�t of a ther�oplastic mask to minimize the patie�t s̓ head 
�ove�e�ts during the delicate brain-scanning process as well as the use of can�ula inserted 
i�to the �ose for the gas inflow a�d a� overlying face mask, which made it difficult, if �ot 
i�possible for the patie�t to speak during the experi�e�t. No wo�der Va� der Kolk a�d his 
associates fou�d that Broca̓s area was tur�ed off. More erro�eously, this clai� that “effects of 
trauma are �ot �ecessarily differe�t fro� the effects of physical lesions i� a� ischemic stroke” 
is �ot scie�tifically true. Eve� if there was a te�porary reduced level of activity i� the Broca̓s 
area due to flashbacks or strong �e�ories, it is �ot the sa�e as �euro� death fro� a stroke. 
For �ore details, see Scott L. Rauch, “A Sy�pto� Provocatio� Study of Posttraumatic Stress 
Disorder Using Positro� Emissio� To�ography a�d Script-Drive� Imagery,” Archives of General 
Psychiatry 53, 5 (May 1, 1996): 380, https://doi.org/10.1001/archpsyc.1996.01830050014003. 
For a rece�t assess�e�t a�d co�cerns about the use of �euroimaging i� PTSD (a�d a discussio� 
of Rauch, va� der Kolk et. al s̓ study), see Rachel Yehuda a�d New York Acade�y of Scie�ces, 
eds., Psychobiology of Posttraumatic Stress Disorder: A Decade of Progress, Annals of the New York 
Academy of Sciences, v. 1071 (Boston, MA: Blackwell Publishing o� behalf of the New York 
Acade�y of Scie�ces, 2006); Scheeringa, Analysis of the Body Keeps the Score: The Science That 
Trauma Activists Don̓ t Want You to Know.



44 The Journal of Biblical Soul Care

brains a�d causing scores of physical diseases for ma�y ge�erations because 
it changes the expressio� of ge�es through a process k�ow� as epige�etics.65 
This is why va� der Kolk s̓ oversi�plificatio� of hard scie�ce about the brai� 
a�d body is unsettling. For exa�ple, he claims that “whe� our e�otional 
a�d rational brains are i� conflict, a tug of war is played out i� the theatre of 
visceral experie�ces—your gut, your heart, a�d your lungs—a�d will lead to 
ma�y physical manifestations of trauma.”66

65 This particular bra�ch of study is highly debated with only cross-sectional studies (�ot 
longitudinal studies), few replicated fi�dings, a�d research o� animals (�ot humans), 
particularly rats bor� to “stressed �others show that e�viron�e�tal factors such as e�docri�e 
disruptors pro�ote transge�erational phe�otypes.” The archetypal exa�ple of the folk wisdo� 
of epige�etic �odificatio� is the agouti �ouse experi�e�ts by Jirtle a�d Waterla�d. The study 
of epige�etics was popularized by Jean-Baptiste Lamarck i� the early 1800s, a�d the� a for� 
of �eo-Lamarckis� was propagated by experi�e�tal biologists a�d ge�eticists, a�d the field 
is �ow i�creasingly attracting social a�d populatio� scie�tists because this theory provides a 
powerful explanatory �echanis� for the influe�ce of social a�d eco�omic circumsta�ces o� 
differe�tial health attain�e�t. Notably, va� der Kolk did �ot describe or cite a�y studies with 
humans who experie�ced trauma that exami�ed how the �echanis� of DNA �ethylatio� 
might work a�d there is �o evide�ce i� humans that de�onstrate the �ethylatio� patterns 
triggered by the diathesis-stress fra�ework. For studies o� epige�etics, see A. Hoffman� a�d 
D. Spengler, “DNA Me�ories of Early Social Life,” Neuroscience 264 (April 2014): 64–75, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.�euroscie�ce.2012.04.003; Robert A. Waterla�d a�d Ra�dy L. Jirtle, 
“Transposable Ele�e�ts: Targets for Early Nutritional Effects o� Epige�etic Ge�e Regulation,” 
Molecular and Cellular Biology 23, 15 (August 1, 2003): 5293–5300, https://doi.org/10.1128/
MCB.23.15.5293-5300.2003; Michael K. Skin�er, Moha� Manikkam, a�d Carlos Guerrero-
Bosagna, “Epige�etic Transge�erational Actions of E�docri�e Disruptors,” Reproductive 
Toxicology 31, 3 (April 2011): 337–43, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.reprotox.2010.10.012. I� 
co�trast, for studies that ide�tify the fallacious �odes of reasoning i� the field of epige�etics, see 
Maurizio Meloni a�d Giuseppe Testa, “Scrutinizing the Epige�etics Revolution,” BioSocieties 9, 
4 (Nove�ber 2014): 431–56, https://doi.org/10.1057/biosoc.2014.22; Mira�da R . Waggo�er 
a�d Tobias Uller, “Epige�etic Determinis� i� Scie�ce a�d Society,” New Genetics and Society 
34, 2 (April 3, 2015): 177–95, https://doi.org/10.1080/14636778.2015.1033052; Jonatha� Y 
Huang a�d Nicholas B King, “Epige�etics Changes Nothing: What a New Scie�tific Field Does 
a�d Does Not Mea� for Ethics a�d Social Justice,” Public Health Ethics 11, 1 (April 1, 2018): 
69–81, https://doi.org/10.1093/phe/phx013.
66 Bessel va� der Kolk, “The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mi�d, a�d Body i� the Healing 
of Trauma,” YouTube, May 22, 2015, 65, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=53RX2ESIqsM. 
The BKS theory is far too si�plistic because the brai� is far �ore co�plicated tha� that—
every brai� regio� is highly i�tercon�ected with ma�y other brai� regions with thousa�ds of 
�euronal con�ections, a�d a huma� brai� has about 100 billio� �eurons; each �euro� has direct 
con�ections to other �eurons, a�d the total �u�ber of synapses is so�ewhere betwee� 100 to 
500 trillion. According to Dr. Scheeringa, “To clai� that a brai� ce�ter, such as the a�ygdala, 
ca� be rewired by o�e (or eve� dozens) experie�ce of trauma is to discuss the hard structure 
of the brai� at a comic book level of si�plicity. If the a�ygdala gets rewired, why does�t̓ the 
cerebellu� get rewired a�d you forget how to walk or read or talk?” To say that only regio� of 
the brai� is radically damaged while other stay i�tact is aki� to saying that o�e star a�ongst the 



45Fall 2023 | Volume 7

The BKS theory has a� inhere�t co�tradiction: The �europhysiological 
assu�ptio� of this theory �ecessitates trauma to be a matter of a� 
objective biological scie�ce, free of subjective i�terpretation, yet va� der 
Kolk co�tradicts himself by saying that trauma is a matter of socially a�d 
co�textually determi�ed �eaning.67 He expansively describes trauma with 
pseudoscie�tific jargon, such as “secretio� of stress hor�o�es wreaks havoc 
with their health,” a�d “maltreat�e�t is a chisel that shapes a brain,”68 but his 
theory remains inadequately for�ulated a�d weakly supported by speculative 
scie�tific fi�dings.69 Finally, va� der Kolk s̓ ow� admissio� i� a lecture i� 
2015 de�onstrates that he is pro�oting a� ideology rather tha� scie�ce: 
“My colleagues a�d I sort of i�ve�ted this trauma stuff i� the late 1970s, early 
1980s, a�d the� we thought the world would beco�e a better place… We are 
part of each other, the way you behave affects the way I am, a�d that �ost 
�e�tal ill�esses are the result of the e�viron�e�t a�d the i�dividual being at 
odds with each other.”70

THE SUPERIORITY OF GODʼS REVELATION 
OVER THE FOLLY OF SCIENTISM

Co�parable to the Cher�obyl disaster i� 1986 that resulted i� long-lasting 
health i�pacts, ma�y of which are still affecting the victims today,71 the BKS 

hu�dreds of billions of stars i� the universe ca� suddenly start operating o� differe�t physics 
tha� the rest of the universe. See Scheeringa, Analysis of the Body Keeps the Score: The Science That 
Trauma Activists Don̓ t Want You to Know, 9, 58. 
67 Va� der Kolk, McFarla�e, a�d Weisæth, Traumatic Stress, 26–27; Va� der Kolk, The Body Keeps 
the Score, 17.
68 Va� der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score, 30, 151.
69 I� Traumatic Stress, Va� der Kolk co�cludes with the admissio� that “the questio� of whether 
the brai� is able to take pictures, a�d whether so�e s�ells, images, sou�ds, or physical 
sensations may be etched o�to the mi�d a�d remai� unaltered by subseque�t experie�ce a�d by 
the passage of ti�e still remains to be answered,” yet his e�tire theory that traumatic �e�ory 
is real a�d it is e�coded i�to o�e s̓ physical brai� a�d body rests o� the assu�ptio� that the 
questio� ca� be answered i� the affirmative. Va� der Kolk, McFarla�e, a�d Weisæth, Traumatic 
Stress, 297.
70 Va� Der Kolk, “The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mi�d, a�d Body i� the Healing of Trauma.”
71 Besides 2 im�ediate deaths a�d 29 deaths fro� acute radiatio� sick�ess, the Cher�obyl 
explosio� resulted i� long-lasting health i�pacts of radioactive pollution, such as thyroid 
ca�cer a�d birth defects, a�d the area arou�d the �uclear pla�t will �ot be safe for huma� 
habitatio� for at least a�other 20,000 years. See Serhii Plokhy, Chernobyl: The History of a Nuclear 
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theory claims that direct experie�ce or exposure to trauma perma�e�tly 
damages the brai� a�d body for ma�y ge�erations. I� actuality, this for� of 
scie�tis� is �ot the result of scie�ce; rather, it is a doctri�e of philosophy. 
Scie�tis� is the view that scie�ce a�d the scie�tific �ethod are the superior 
episte�ological sources of truth a�d k�owledge.72 I� other words, scie�tis� 
is a� episte�ological fra�ework with philosophical assertions about huma� 
nature.73 This is evide�ced i� va� der Kolk s̓ revelatory clai� o� a �oral issue 
whe� he says, “[Their] behaviours are �ot the result of �oral failings or signs 
of lack of willpower or bad character—they are caused by actual changes i� the 
brain.”74

Here is a�other iro�y: scie�tis� distorts scie�ce. This is because the 
immaterial nature of conscious�ess (biblically, this refers to the mi�d which is 
a faculty of the soul) is �ot a physical state that ca� be studied with scie�tific 
�ethods. Thus, �euroscie�ce ca� be a wo�derful, com�o� grace tool, but 
believers �eed to be cogniza�t of what it ca� tell us a�d its limitations.75 
Whe� it fu�ctions as a totalizing theory, i�truding i�to the domai� of other 
Catastrophe, First editio� (New York: Basic Books, 2018).
72 What is crucial to scie�tis� is �ot the ide�tificatio� of so�ething as scie�tific or unscie�tific, 
but the thought that the scie�tific is �uch �ore valuable tha� the �on-scie�tific. Ethics a�d 
religio� may be acceptable, but only if they are u�derstood to be inhere�tly subjective a�d 
regarded as private matters of opinion. J.P. Morela�d, Scientism and Secularism: Learning to 
Respond to a Dangerous Ideology (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2018), 23.
73 Episte�ology ca� broadly be defi�ed as “the origin, nature, �ethods, a�d limits of [huma�] 
k�owledge, discovering what we k�ow a�d how we co�e to k�ow it.” Joh� MacArthur, ed., 
Biblical Doctrine: A Systematic Summary of Bible Truth (Wheaton, Illi�ois: Crossway, 2017), 69.
74 Va� Der Kolk, “The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mi�d, a�d Body i� the Healing of Trauma,” 
3, 21, 143. Not only are there �o citations provided to support this claim, this state�e�t is 
logically fallacious: trauma can�ot serve as both the cause a�d re�edy (i.e.: re�e�bra�ce of 
a� unk�own, dissociated traumatic �e�ory) physical a�d behavioral issues. For exa�ple, 
the state�e�t “Only what is testable by scie�ce ca� be true” will �ever itself be testable by 
scie�ce; a skeptic can�ot respo�d by saying, “There may be �o curre�t evide�ce for this truth, 
but so�eday scie�ce will adva�ce to the poi�t of proving that it is true a�er all.” No further 
scie�tific discoveries could make the state�e�t true.
75 For exa�ple, �euroscie�ce atte�pts to study mirror �eurons i� �onkeys, but the following 
three views u�derscore the presuppositions about mirror �eurons: 1) Strict physicalis� states 
that e�pathy is ide�tical to so�ething physical (e.g.: the firings of mirror �eurons), 2) Mere 
property dualis� states that e�pathy is a� irreducible state of conscious�ess i� the brain, 
whose obtaining depe�ds o� the firing of mirror �eurons, a�d 3) Substa�ce dualis� states that 
e�pathy is a� irreducible state of conscious�ess i� the soul, whose obtaining depe�ds (while 
e�bodied) o� the firing of mirror �eurons. Ibid., 94; Gregory Hickok, “Eight Problems for the 
Mirror Neuro� Theory of Actio� U�dersta�ding i� Monkeys a�d Humans,” Journal of Cognitive 
Neuroscience 21, 7 ( July 1, 2009): 1229–43, https://doi.org/10.1162/jocn.2009.21189.
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areas of k�owledge, it has a distorting effect �ot only to the fou�datio� of 
scie�ce itself, but also to the domains of God s̓ authoritative a�d i�erra�t 
revelatio� (i.e.: the problems of ma� a�d the solutio� for si�).76 This is see� 
whe� va� der Kolk describes the e�otional brai� as being the heart of the 
ce�tral �ervous system. The “e�otional brai�” is a made-up term, a�d thereby 
distorts the hard scie�ce of the ce�tral �ervous system.77

Certainly, real physiological changes a�d suffering that a� i�dividual 
experie�ces i� a sin-cursed world should �ot be dismissed ( Job 5:6-7), or 
com�o� sense wisdo� that helps i�dividuals to better care for their physical 
bodies (Matthew 5:44-45; Luke 6:35-36).78 This is because every perso� 
is a� e�bodied soul (spiritual beings i� a physical body), a�d so, there is a 
relationship betwee� the body a�d the soul, but the physical factor is �ever 
deterministic of spiritual issues (2 Cori�thians 4:14-16; 12:7-10).79 Whe� 
a�y huma� discovery seeks to e�croach the jurisdictional domai� of God, 

76 It is �ot wrong to closely study scie�tific, e�pirical studies, but those who elevate this 
seco�dary priority over the first priority of regulating o�e s̓ orthodoxy a�d orthopraxy with 
Scripture will fi�d themselves overtly psychologized, a�d eve� a�esthetized to the God-
ce�tered realities played out i� the huma� �otives, reasoning, behavior, a�d so on. See 
David A. Powlison, “Which Presuppositions? Secular Psychology a�d the Categories of 
Biblical Thought,” Journal of Psychology and Theology 12, 4 (Dece�ber 1984): 270–78, https://
doi.org/10.1177/009164718401200402; David Powlison, “Cure of Souls a�d the Moder� 
Psychotherapies,” Journal of Biblical Counseling 25, 2 (2007); Jay E. Adams, A Theology of Christian 
Counseling: More than Redemption, The Jay Adams Library (Gra�d Rapids, MI: Ministry Resource 
Library, 1986).
77 The e�otional brai� is part of what va� der Kolk calls the “triu�e brain,” which is a made-up 
ter� for the co�binatio� of the “reptilia� brai� a�d li�bic system.” Va� Der Kolk, “The Body 
Keeps the Score: Brain, Mi�d, a�d Body i� the Healing of Trauma,” 57. 
78 The doctri�e of com�o� grace refers to God s̓ universal good�ess a�d ki�d�ess to all people 
without exception, but this doctri�e also �eeds to be held i� tensio� with the whole counsel of 
Scripture to avoid co�tradicting total depravity. It may appear that believers a�d u�believers are 
making the sa�e observations, but their substa�tive i�terpretatio� is co�pletely differe�t, a�d 
the u�believer s̓ observatio� will always be skewed i� the e�d. See Henry Va�der Kam, “So�e 
Com�e�ts o� Kuyper a�d Com�o� Grace,” Mid-America Journal of Theology 2, 1 (1986): 60; 
Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology (Edi�burgh: Ban�er of Truth Trust, 2017). 
79 For this reason, it is i�porta�t to �ot mistreat bodily issues a�d physical suffering as sinful or 
mistreat si� as bodily issues. So pastors, biblical counselors, a�d believers �ust take the ti�e to 
distinguish betwee� physical a�d spiritual issues a�d allow the physical to deal with the outer 
ma� issues, a�d the believer is only responsible to deal with the in�er ma� issues with the Word 
of God. Take anxiety as a� exa�ple, heart issues have �uch influe�ce o� the perso�s̓ body, 
�u�erous physical sy�ptoms, physiological responses that are powerful, but the heart issues 
will also be �ost i�porta�t issues to deal with. Joh� W. Cooper, Body, Soul, and Life Everlasting: 
Biblical Anthropology and the Monism-Dualism Debate (Gra�d Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2000).
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however, the� believers �ust discer� the appeara�ce of wisdo� that the spirit 
of the age is pro�oting a�d co�peting against the sufficie�cy of Scripture for 
issues of the huma� soul (Colossians 2:23). The secular world does �ot have a 
biblical view of the soul, a�d a category for sin, or how si� has fully corrupted 
both the nature of ma� a�d creatio� itself (Ge�esis 3:17; Romans 8:20-21; 1 
Joh� 1:8).80 Conseque�tly, the �oetic effects of si� will skew the natural ma� s̓ 
i�terpretatio� of the observational data—o�e that is devoid of God a�d His 
truth (Romans 1:18-32). A�d the sche�e of the evil o�e has always bee� to 
shi� the bla�e to so�ething else a�d to doubt the veracity of God s̓ Word 
(Ge�esis 3:1-13). Whe� the proble� is �ot sin, the� the solutio� will �ever 
be the gospel of Jesus Christ (1 Ti�othy 1:15). He�ce, this widespread lie that 
the body causes a� i�dividual to si� �ust be co�pletely rejected. There is �o 
such thing as dissociated, traumatic �e�ory that ca� cause a perso� to si� or 
that he is �ow perma�e�tly trapped i� the �ew original si� of trauma because 
“o�ce it e�ters the body, it stays there forever”.81 Each perso� is te�pted whe� 
he is lured a�d e�ticed by his ow� desire, the� desire whe� it has co�ceived 
gives birth to sin, a�d si� whe� it is fully grow� brings forth death ( Ja�es 
1:14-15; Ge�esis 4:7; Ezekiel 18:4).

The Bible u�equivocally states that the co�trol ce�ter of a person, is the 
heart (Matthew 12:34; Mark 7:21-23; Proverbs 4:23). A�d the huma� heart 
has everything to do with God (Matthew 22:37). Eve� though external 
factors such as suffering, physical ill�ess, sins of others, a�d past traumatic 
experie�ces ca� influe�ce a perso� s̓ in�er ma� or weake� o�e s̓ resolve to 
80 Karl Menninger i� his classic book “Whatever Happe�ed to Si�?” observes that the language 
of si� has bee� replaced by language of either cri�e or sick�ess, a�d the �or� of si� is displaced 
by a �ew social philosophy a�d a �ew code of �orality, as reflected by talk therapy, behaviorism, 
psychopharmacology, a�d scie�tific �ethodology to bring about i�proved fu�ctioning, 
adaptive behavior, a�d personal well-being. See Karl A. Menninger, Whatever Became of Sin?, 
Ecclesia Books (Lo�don: Hodder a�d Stoughton, 1975).
81 Yehuda a�d New York Acade�y of Scie�ces, Psychobiology of Posttraumatic Stress Disorder. 
O�e of the differe�ces betwee� the occupatio� of i�tellectuals a�d that of the engi�eer is that 
engi�eers fi�d themselves consta�tly accou�table to the real world if they make mistakes. A� 
engi�eer whose designs a�d work prove to be a repeated failure will �ot long be i� the trade, yet 
if a� i�tellectual gra�d idea fails, the thinker is freque�tly see� as a brave pio�eer or prophet out 
of ti�e, or the bla�e is placed o� society a�d others or faulty i�terpretatio� or applicatio� of the 
idea. The history of every era is littered with the false prophecy of the i�tellige�tsia of that ti�e, 
a�d this is see� i� ge�der theory, feminist theory, a�d other forms of deconstructionist fad. See 
Joe Boot, “The Cult of the Expert,” Ezra Institute, April 25, 2020, https://www.ezrainstitute.
com/resource-library/articles/the-cult-of-the-expert/.
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respo�d biblically, they are �ot deterministic. I� co�trast, a biblical view of 
ma� a�d his problems actually provides a �ore robust, realistic, a�d hopeful 
prescriptio� for suffering—the reality, conseque�ce, a�d dominio� of si� 
�ecessitated the God-Ma� to acco�plish salvatio� (Ephesians 2:1-9; Romans 
7:24-25; Isaiah 53:3-5).82 This salvatio� radically changes a spiritually dead 
sin�er i�to a �ew creatio� a�d progressively conforms the believer i�to the 
image of Christ, which supernaturally enables a perso� to exercise faith, hope 
i� God, a�d respo�d biblically i� the midst of deep afflictio� (2 Cori�thians 
5:17; La�e�tations 3:1-24; Habakkuk 3:16-19).

Consider the alternative that va� der Kolk proposes: 
I� order to change, people �eed to beco�e viscerally familiar 
with realities that directly co�tradict the panicked self of trauma, 
replacing the� with �ew e�otional scenarios that are i�tense a�d 
real e�ough to defuse a�d cou�ter so�e of the old o�es... [To] re-
establish ow�ership of your body a�d your mi�d—of yourself.83

A� amalgamatio� of therapies a�d New Age practices is thus prescribed i� 
the seco�d half of The Body Keeps the Score—Cognitive Behavioural Therapy 
(CBT), Dialectic Behavioural Therapy (DBT), Eye Move�e�t Desensitizatio� 
a�d Reprocessing (EMDR), yoga, mi�dful�ess, theatre/performing arts, self-
leadership, rewiring the mi�d with co�puter i�terface tech�ology, a�d so 
on.84 Eve� though the BKS theory assu�es a �eurobiological causality, a� 
assort�e�t of eclectic treat�e�ts are ai�ed to make a perso� subjectively feel 
a�d fu�ctio� better. Biblically, the helpless�ess, hopeless�ess, a�d despair 
82 Christians do �ot minimize suffering, instead, we are poi�ting the sufferer to real hope a�d 
change i� the power of God. Joni Eareckso� Tada, Place of Healing: Wrestling with the Mysteries of 
Suffering, Pain, and God s̓ Sovereignty (Colorado Springs, CO: David C Cook, 2010); Stuart Scott 
a�d Heath La�bert, eds., Counseling the Hard Cases: True Stories Illustrating the Sufficiency of God s̓ 
Resources in Scripture (Nashville, TN: B&H Academic, 2012).
83 Va� Der Kolk, “The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mi�d, a�d Body i� the Healing of 
Trauma,” 205, 310.
84 Va� der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score, 205–349. Judith Herma� also prescribes a similar 
assort�e�t of treat�e�ts: “I� additio� to hyp�osis, ma�y other techniques ca� be used to 
produce a� altered state of conscious�ess i� which dissociated traumatic �e�ories are �ore 
readily assessable. These ranges fro� social �ethods, such as i�tensive group therapy or 
psychodrama to biological �ethods, such as the use of sodiu� a�ytal. Whatever the technique, 
the sa�e basic rules apply: the locus of co�trol remains with the patie�t, a�d the timing, 
pacing, a�d desig� of the sessions �ust be carefully plan�ed so that the u�covering technique is 
i�tegrated i�to the architecture of psychotherapy.” Herman, Trauma and Recovery, 271.
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experie�ced by a� i�dividual u�der the weight of the effects of the falle� world 
a�d his ow� sinful responses that perpetuate a cycle of a deeper enslave�e�t 
to si� ought to drive o�e to see his �eed for a Saviour ( Joh� 6:68-69). It is �ot 
only foolish to believe that o�e ca� “re-establish ow�ership” over his life whe� 
God owns all of His creatio� a�d He alo�e is able to redee� si� a�d suffering 
u�to His tapestry of glory through the gospel of Jesus Christ, but to pro�ote 
a�y solutio� apart fro� the true physicia� Jesus Christ is to offer tra�quilizers 
to the �oisy soul ( Jeremiah 2:13). 

CONCLUSION 

As the scie�tific fi�dings behi�d the BKS theory are prese�ted to the masses 
as prove� facts a�d hard scie�ce, so�e believers a�d Christia� counselors have 
e�braced its ideology a�d regard it as a vital external co�tributio� to the care 
a�d counsel of souls.85 What is at stake whe� a� i�dividual buys i�to the belief 
syste� of the BKS theory is �ot �erely a� i�tellectual exchange, it is a spiritual 
o�e. It results i� the substitutio� a�d wholesale rejectio� of the wisdom, 
power, a�d lordship of Jesus Christ over the souls of �en. Va� der Kolk s̓ 
hypothesis does �ot �eed to be rejected based o� “�ew scie�tific evide�ce” to 
prove it otherwise whe� believers already have the authoritative, i�erra�t, a�d 
all-sufficie�t Word of God as our grid i� which we evaluate a�d discer� every 
for� of “huma� discovery” (2 Ti�othy 3:15-17).

If the clai� that trauma is e�coded i� the brai� a�d body according to 
scie�tific fi�dings is true, the� trauma would be the �ew original sin. A�d the 
gospel of Jesus Christ, which is the power of God to transfor� sin�ers, would 
�ot be sufficie�t (Ro� 1:16). Conseque�tly, the souls of �e� would be at the 
�ercy of their experie�ce i� a sin-cursed world. But we k�ow such assertions 
are a�tithetical to the wisdo� of God i� the pages of Scripture (1 Cori�thians 
85 See Heather Davediuk Gingrich, ed., Treating Trauma in Christian Counseling, Christian 
Association for Psychological Studies (CAPS) (Dow�ers Grove: IVP Academic / I�terVarsity 
Press, 2017); so�e biblical counselors have also espoused how helpful the BKS theory is i� 
their counseling practice; see Alasdair Groves, “Trauma,” n.d., https://www.ccef.org/podcast/
trauma/; Darby Strickla�d, “Fou�dations of Trauma Care for Biblical Counselors,” Journal of 
Biblical Counseling 36, 2 (2022); “CCEF 2023 National Confere�ce,” (Confere�ce Sessions, 
October 2023, especially Mike Emlet s̓ sessio� “Trauma a�d the Body”), https://store.ccef.org/
confere�ce/2023-national-confere�ce-sessions/.
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1:18-2:16). The wisdo� a�d rulers of this age are doo�ed to pass away, but the 
Word of the Lord remains forever, a�d the fear of the Lord is the beginning of 
wisdo� (1 Peter 1:25; Proverbs 9:10). Therefore, to place our ultimate trust 
i� the thinking of the unrege�erate �e� is to be like the u�wise ma� who 
built his house upo� the sa�d (Matthew 7:24-27). This is why it is i�porta�t 
for pastors, biblical counselors, a�d believers to expose the folly a�d deceit of 
the scie�tis� behi�d the BKS theory that is built upo� the faulty theoretical 
edifice of the 19th ce�tury Fre�ch psychiatrist Pierre Ja�et. Then, they are to 
boldly proclai� the power a�d grace of Jesus Christ to the sin�er, sai�t, a�d 
sufferer, a�d sta�d o� the superiority a�d sufficie�cy of God s̓ Word. Believers 
ca� a�d �ust de�onstrate confide�ce upo� the Bible as their episte�ological 
fou�datio� i� order to evaluate the lo�y argu�e�ts a�d k�owledge raised 
against the k�owledge of God (2 Cori�thians 10:5). 



52 The Journal of Biblical Soul Care

APPENDIX

Figure 1
A� I�creased Diag�osis of PTSD post Septe�ber 11, 2001
(Bonan�o, The End of Trauma, 62.)
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Table 1
A Broad Overview of the Develop�e�t of  Trauma fro� the Ni�etee�th 
Ce�tury to the Twe�ty-First  Ce�tury86

Hysteria i� the Ni�etee�th Ce�tury Co�bat Trauma i� 
World War I

Key 
Figures

Jean-Marti� 
Charcot a�d 
Pierre Ja�et

Jean-Marti� Charcot, 
Pierre Ja�et, Sig�u�d 

Freud, a�d Josef Breuer.

Charles Myers, Herman� 
Oppenheim, Willia� 

Brown, a�d Ja�es 
Jackso� Putnam.

Sy�dro�e

Hysteria or Neuroses. Hysterical sy�ptoms 
i�clude paralysis of li�bs, vomiting, a�d long-

ter� effects o� physiological, �eurological, 
a�d psychic systems.

“Shell Shock” or battle 
�euroses i� male soldiers.

Cause

External trauma 
triggers hysteria 
i� predisposed 

patie�ts 
(Hereditaria� 

thinking)

Sexual trauma, real 
eve�ts to u�conscious 

psychic

Physical i�jury appears to 
cause physical effects.

Theory

The i�tensity of 
(unrecognized) 

traumatic 
�e�ories result i� 
the psychological 

process of 
dissociatio�

Double conscious�ess Early co�ceptualizations 
of trauma changing

 the brai�

Treat�e�t
Hyp�osis Psychoanalysis or 

“talking cure”

PIE treat�e�t, 
�edication, 

psychotherapy

Patie�t 
Clie�tele

Mainly female patie�ts who experie�ced 
repressed traumas Male co�bata�ts.

86 For �ore, see Horwitz, PTSD; Young, The Harmony of Illusions; J M S Pearce, “Herman� 
Oppenhei� (1858-1919),” Journal of Neurology, Neurosurgery & Psychiatry 74, 5 (May 1, 2003): 
569–569, https://doi.org/10.1136/jn�p.74.5.569; Bracken, Petty, a�d Save the Childre� Fu�d, 
Rethinking the Trauma of War; Herman, Trauma and Recovery; Va� Der Kolk, “The Body Keeps 
the Score: Brain, Mi�d, a�d Body i� the Healing of Trauma.”
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Holocaust 
Survivors, World 
War II, & PTSD 

i�  DSM-III

Recovered Me�ory 
a�d C-PTSD

Body Keeps the Score 
i� the 21st Ce�tury

Key 
Figures

Abra� Kardi�er s̓ 
“�eurosis of war;” 

refuted by Karl 
Abraha� a�d 

Sa�dor Fere�czi

Judith Herma� Bessel va� der Kolk

Sy�dro�e

Flashbacks, night 
terrors, a�d various 

maladaptive 
behaviors

C-PTSD: Affective 
dysregulation, 

detach�e�t fro� 
people, alternations i� 

conscious�ess etc.

All ki�ds of biological a�d 
social issues.

Cause

Physio-
�eurosis refers 
to the somatic 

co�po�e�t of a 
psychosomatic 

ail�e�t.

The �ormal regulatio� 
of bodily states is 

disrupted by chronic 
hyperarousal that is due 
to repressed �e�ories

The body re�e�bers 
trauma through 

co�verting repressed 
psychic trauma i�to 
�u�erous physical 

problems

Theory

The patie�t s̓ 
�e�ory, �ot the 

original eve�t 
itself is the missing 

link betwee� the 
original trauma 

a�d long-sta�ding 
psychic sy�ptoms

Recovered Freud s̓ 
theory of repressio� 

a�d the power of 
conscious�ess to change 

the brai� a�d body

Traumatic stress changes 
brai� a�d body

Treat�e�t PIE treat�e�t, 
�edication, 

psychotherapy

Psychotherapies,  
Psychiatric �edicatio�

CBT, DBT, EMDR , 
Yoga, Self-leadership, 

�eurofeedback etc.

Patie�t 
Clie�tele

Male co�bata�ts Mainly female sexual 
abuse survivors

Fro� childre� to adult 
C-PTSD patie�ts
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Figure 2: 
Pierre Ja�et s̓ Pathoge�esis of Neuroses.87 See the explanatio� of Pierre 
Ja�et s̓ Theory of Psychological Trauma i� the body of the paper.

87 Karl-Ernst Bühler a�d Gerhard Heim, “Etiology, Pathoge�esis, a�d Therapy According 
to Pierre Ja�et Co�cerning Co�versio� Disorders a�d Dissociative Disorders,” American 
Journal of Psychotherapy 65, 4 (October 2011): 281–309, https://doi.org/10.1176/
appi.psychotherapy.2011.65.4.281; Bühler a�d Heim, “Ge�eral I�troductio� to the 
Psychotherapy of Pierre Ja�et.” 
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Figure 3
The Diathesis Stress Model - The ter� “diathesis” co�es fro� the Greek word 
for dispositio� (“diathesis”). I� the co�text of the diathesis-stress �odel, this 
dispositio� is a factor that makes it �ore likely that a� i�dividual will develop 
a disorder following a stressful life eve�t. For exa�ple, the glucocorticoid 
cascade hypothesis proposes that excess cortisol secretio� i� response to stress 
causes hippoca�pal damage, which i� tur� reduces �egative feedback o� CRH, 
resulting i� u�co�trolled secretio� a�d further damage. Hypercortisolemia 
is associated with altered synaptic plasticity, reduced �euroge�esis, �euronal 
atrophy a�d excess secretio� of excitatory �eurotransmitters such as glutamate, 
triggering hippoca�pal changes. This �echanis� u�derlies ma�y stress-related 
disorders, i�cluding FND a�d PTSD.88

88 Key�ejad et al., “Stress a�d Fu�ctional Neurological Disorders.”
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Figure 4
The Structure of Traumatic Eve�ts.89 These diagrams are atte�pts to explai� the 
�echanis� behi�d the BKS theory, as the theory equates both physical i�jury 
a�d e�otional trauma as causal factors to supposedly change the �eural pathways 
that posit physiological changes.

89 Young, The Harmony of Illusions, 23.





59Fall 2023 | Volume 7

CO UN SE LI N G  C H URC H  CONFLIC T
FROM  �  CORI N THI ANS  �:

“Purge the Evil Perso� fro� A�ong You”
Hannah Miller1

INTRODUCTION

The word “purge” fou�d i� 1 Cori�thians 5:13 is derived fro� the Greek 
word ξαίρω (exairo) �eaning re�ove, drive away, to expel.2 The word ξαίρω 
is only used o�ce i� the e�tire New Testa�e�t. The English Sta�dard Versio� 
(ESV) defi�es ξαίρω as purge, whereas the New I�ternational Versio� (NIV) 
uses expel, the New A�erica� Sta�dard Versio� (NASB) uses re�ove, a�d the 
King Ja�es Versio� (KJV) a�d New King Ja�es Versio� (NKJV) both use 
put away.3 This word is differe�t fro� the beginning of the chapter, where, 
i� verse  two Paul says “Let hi� who has do�e this be re�oved fro� a�ong 
you.” The word for re�oved i� verse two is α ρω (airo) which �eans to take 
up, take away, or li� up.4 This word is used com�only i� the New Testa�e�t, 
arou�d a hu�dred a�d o�e ti�es. The word ξαίρω carries with it a heaver 
�eaning as it is a� i�perative verb, �eaning the liste�er is comma�ded to act. 
1 Hannah Miller is a Ph.D. stude�t i� Biblical Counseling at Midwester� Baptist Theological 
Seminary. She works at Ce�ter City Church i� Albuquerque, NM, a�d is a� ACBC-certified 
counselor. Please co�tact jbsc@biblicalcounseling.co� with questions for the author.
2 Gingrich, Felix Wilbur, et al. Shorter Lexicon of the Greek New Testament, (Chicago, IL: University 
of Chicago Press, 1983), 24. Nestle, Eberhard, et al. Novum Testamentum Graece, (Stuttgart, 
Germa�y: Deutsche Bibelgesellscha�, 2015), 225-226. Mou�ce, Bill. “Bill Mou�ce.” ξαίρω, 
https://www.bill�ou�ce.com/greek-dictionary/exairo. Blass, Friedrich Wilhelm, et al. A 
Greek Grammar of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature (Chicago, IL: University 
of Chicago Press, 1986), 236.
3 These four versions were used as they are familiar to the author a�d versions ma�y Christians 
appear to be familiar with.
4 Gingrich, Felix Wilbur, et al. Shorter Lexicon of the Greek New Testament, 4. Nestle, Eberhard, 
et al. Novum Testamentum Graece, 225-226. Blass, Friedrich Wilhelm, et al. A Greek Grammar of 
the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, 24. “Bill Mou�ce.” Α ρω, https://www.
bill�ou�ce.com/greek-dictionary/airo. 
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The first word i� the passage, but seco�d word �e�tio�ed here, α ρω is a verb 
which is also a call to action. Twice i� this passage the word re�oved, though 
differe�t words are used for it, is required of the liste�er. They are to re�ove 
the sexually im�oral perso� fro� a�ong them. Re�oval is �ot a side �ote for 
this passage, but is the call give� to the people of the church i� Cori�th. This 
passage is booke�ded with the call to re�ove.  

While 1 Cori�thians 5 may see� like a discussio� of the idea of sexual 
im�orality, Paul s̓ ce�tral �essage of the chapter co�cerns the church s̓ 
response to sexual im�orality. What is the church going to do? Further�ore, 
what will the �e�bers follow a�d believe, a�d how will they live out their 
practical theology? Will the church follow i� the shadow of Aphrodite, or will 
it purify itself a�d follow Christ? The se�te�ce, “purge the evil perso� fro� 
a�ong you,” seems harsh a�d a�tithetical to the gospel, but it is there i� black 
a�d white i� the Scriptures. The church was give� a call to purge so�eo�e 
fro� its midst, a�d ha�d the� over to Satan. How is this a godly thing to do 
whe� believers are called to love well a�d draw people i�to the church? Why 
might purging be for the glory of God a�d the good of the sai�ts? The church 
at Cori�th struggled with these questions. There was confusio� about what 
actual love a�d grace fro� Christ were, a�d how the church might best reflect 
that love a�d grace. 

Whe� Paul wrote to the church i� Cori�th, he was seeking to address 
church conflict there. First Cori�thians 5 deals specifically with the sexual si� 
of a �e�ber, the pride of the church, a�d the purity of the church. The issues 
that the church i� Cori�th dealt with are issues that still plague the church two 
thousa�d years later. Although ma�y churches keep their sexually im�oral 
�e�bers i� the flock because they consider it ki�d, loving, a�d accepting to 
do so, 1 Cori�thians 5:1-13 states the opposite a�d issues a call for the church to 
instead purge those who call themselves Christians, but live sexually im�oral 
lives. For allowing the� to co�ti�ue i� the church provides opportunities for 
arroga�ce a�d boasting o� the part of church �e�bers, destroys si�cerity a�d 
truth, a�d confuses believers with u�believers.5

5 Diama�t, Jeff, “Half of U.S. Christians Say Casual Sex betwee� Conse�ting Adults Is So�eti�es 
or Always Acceptable,” Pew Research Center, August 31, 2020, https://www.pewresearch.org/
fact-tank/2020/08/31/half-of-u-s-christians-say-casual-sex-between-conse�ting-adults-is-
so�eti�es-or-always-acceptable.
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DEFINING TERMS

There are a few definitions of terms that will be helpful before proceeding. 
The first is “sexual im�orality.” Though this is a com�o� ter� throughout the 
Scriptures, it is helpful to �ote that i� the Greek, the word for sexual im�orality 
here is πορνεία (por�eia), �eaning a�y sort of sexual im�orality, i.e., a�y 
sex outside of the bou�daries of marriage betwee� o�e ma� o�e woman.6 
This passage i� 1 Cori�thians 5 refers back to Leviticus 18:8, which states 
“You shall �ot u�cover the naked�ess of your father s̓ wife; it is your father s̓ 
naked�ess.”7 This goes right to the heart of the slightly confusing wording 
at the beginning of 1 Cori�thians 5, which states, “It is actually reported that 
there is sexual im�orality a�ong you, a�d of a ki�d that is �ot tolerated eve� 
a�ong pagans, for a ma� has his father s̓ wife.” Overall, scholars agree that 
what is �ea�t i� both passages is that the woma� is the ma� s̓ step-�other.8 
Both passages, Leviticus a�d 1 Cori�thians, refer to the “wife of your father” 
a�d though it is still a� i�cestuous relationship it is helpful to k�ow that it is 
his step-�other a�d �ot his birth �other. He is committing sexually im�oral 
acts with his step-�other a�d this is a k�ow� si� that is being tolerated by the 
church. Barclay states “A ma� had for�ed a� illicit associatio� with his ow� 
step�other, a thing which would disgust eve� a �on-Christia� a�d which was 
explicitly forbidde� by the Jewish law (Leviticus 18:8).”9

A�other ter� that is helpful to defi�e is “deliver” fro� verse five. The 
Greek word for deliver is the word παραδίδωμι (paradidomi).10 Παραδίδωμι 
�eans ha�d over, deliver, betray, or give over.11 The church at Cori�th is to 
ha�d over or to deliver the evil perso� to Satan. 

6 Douglas Mangum, a�d Josh Westbury, Linguistics & Biblical Exegesis (Ashla�d, OH: Lexha� 
Press, 2017).
7 Unless otherwise �oted, all Scripture quotations are take� fro� the English Sta�dard Bible.
8 W. H. Mare, “1 Cori�thians,” i� The Expositor s̓ Bible Com�e�tary: Romans through 
Galatians, ed. F. E. Gaebelein, (Gra�d Rapids, MI: Zo�derva� Publishing House, 1976), 
Vol. 10, 217: “The use of gunaika, literally ʻwoman,̓  graphically shows that it was the ma�s̓ 
step�other.”
9 W. Barclay, The Letters to the Corinthians, 3rd ed. (Louisville, KY; Lo�don: Westminster Joh� 
K�ox Press, 2002), 52. 
10 Gingrich, Felix Wilbur, et al. Shorter Lexicon of the Greek New Testament, 148. Nestle, Eberhard, 
et al. Novum Testamentum Graece, 225-226. Blass, Friedrich Wilhelm, et al. A Greek Grammar of 
the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, 614.
11 Ibid.
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HISTORICAL CONTEXT

Arou�d 50 A.D., Cori�th had bee� destroyed a�d rebuilt as a trade city for 
Ro�e. The people were primarily Romans, Greeks, Asians, a�d Jews.12 The 
mai� gods that were worshipped were Aphrodite, Athena, Apollo, De�eter, 
Kore, Hera, Poseidon, a�d Asklepios.13 Cori�th boasted the te�ple of 
Aphrodite at Acrocori�th as its place of worship for its primary deity. This is 
significa�t, as the goddess Aphrodite is the goddess of “love, beauty, desire, a�d 
all aspects of sexuality.”14 Edward Adams, Senior Lecturer i� New Testa�e�t 
Studies at King s̓ College i� Lo�do� writes, “the old Greek city of Cori�th—
k�ow� as the city of Aphrodite—had appare�tly gai�ed a reputatio� as a 
ce�tre for sexual promiscuity. Aristopha�es coi�ed the ter� ʻto Cori�thianiseʼ 
(i.e., to fornicate) a�er the city s̓ re�ow� for sexual laxity.”15 Aphrodite was 
also associated with the sea a�d si�ce Cori�th was a seaport, it follows that 
she would be the primary goddess that they would worship there. She was a 
goddess k�ow� for her illicit affairs a�d her ability to woo a�yo�e she chose.

 
Strabo, a well-k�ow� a�d respected Greek geographer a�d historian, 

clai�ed that �ore tha� o�e thousa�d prostitutes served Aphrodite through 
sacred prostitutio� at her te�ple, which was filled with riches as a result.16 
Though ma�y questio� if this is e�tirely accurate, there is little debate that 
Cori�th was a city filled with sexual im�orality. Barbette Spaeth, who denies 
the accuracy of Strabo s̓ accou�t, �evertheless co�cedes: “A close con�ectio� 
has long existed a�ong sailors, ports, a�d prostitutes. Think of the fa�ous 
ʻred lightʼ district of Storyville i� New Orleans or, �ore locally, Strait Street 

12 Mun� G. Lacoste. “The Historical Backgrou�d of First Cori�thians,” Southwestern Journal of 
Theology 3 (1960), https://preachingsource.com/journal/the-historical-backgrou�d-of-first-
cori�thians/. 
13 “Archaeological Museu� of A�cie�t Cori�th - Ephorate of A�tiquities of Kori�thia 
Archaeological Museu� of A�cie�t Cori�th - Ephorate of A�tiquities of Kori�thia.” Ve�erating 
Gods a�d Heroes – Archaeological Museum of Ancient Corinth, https://www.cori�th-�useum.gr/
en/�useum/gla�cing-in-the-city-state-of-cori�th/ve�erating-gods-a�d-heroes/. 
14 Mark Cartwright, “Aphrodite,” World History Encyclopedia, July, 1 2022, https://www.
worldhistory.org/Aphrodite/. 
15 Edward Adams, a�d David G. Horrell, Christianity at Corinth: The Quest for the Pauline Church 
(Louisville, KY: Westminster Joh� K�ox Press, 2013), cited as Aristopha�es, frag. 354.
16 Si�o� Geoffrey Pe�broke, “Mycenae,  Oxford Classical Dictionary, July 30, 2015, https://
oxfordre.com/classics/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780199381135.001.0001/acrefore-
9780199381135-e-4298?product=orecla. 
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�ear the Great Harbour i� Valetta, where at least fro� Crusader ti�es sailors 
mingled with the local ʻladies of the night.̓  The con�ectio� was also clear i� 
classic a�tiquity.”17 The practices of pagans were well-k�ow� as being sexually 
illicit. The practice of the day was that o�e s̓ religio� did �ot preve�t sexual 
promiscuity, but i� fact e�couraged it.18 This is i�porta�t, because ma�y of 
the issues might see� so obviously wrong to co�te�porary Bible-believing 
Christians, eve� if �ot i� �oder� culture ge�erally. However, the call that 
Paul was making �ust be see� i� light of the co�text of the ti�e. Paul k�ew 
that they were living i� a hotbed of sin, a�d yet required righteous�ess fro� 
the church a�d called the� to live differe�tly fro� the pagans arou�d them.

 
The church i� Cori�th �ust have bee� relatively �ew a�d filled with �ew 

believers.19 Yet, Paul is direct with the� a�d the call that he gives the church 
at Cori�th is the sa�e call that the church �ust co�ti�ue to obey today. This 
curre�t age is filled with sin. There may �ot be te�ples filled with prostitutes 

17 Barbette Spaeth, “Sailors, Sex, a�d the Cult of Aphrodite/Ve�us i� Roma� Cori�th,” https://
classics.e�ory.edu/docu�e�ts/samr-abstracts/Spaeth%20Abstract.pdf. Valetta is the “seaport 
a�d capital of Malta, o� the �ortheast coast of the isla�d of Malta.” Heather Ca�pbell,  
“Valletta,” Encyclopædia Britannica, https://www.britannica.com/place/Valletta. 
18 Adams a�d Horrell, Christianity at Corinth. Adams a�d Horrell agree that Strabo may have 
bee� exaggerating a�d that the particular insta�ce of the o�e thousa�d prostitutes was before 
the �oder� city of Cori�th was established: “Cori�thia� letters o�e� assu�e the correct�ess 
of these represe�tations a�d apply the� to the Cori�th of Paul s̓ ti�e, depicting the city as a 
particular hotbed of sexual license a�d vice. (This image of Cori�th also lingers o� i� popular 
perceptio� a�d preaching.) Prostitutio� was certainly practiced i� first-ce�tury Cori�th (cf. 
1 Cori�thians 6:12-20), but the service was hardly exclusive to this city i� the Greco-Roma� 
world: the lewd graffito fro� brothels i� Po�peii a�d the city s̓ erotic art are obvious exa�ples 
that attest otherwise! I� all likelihood, then, Paul s̓ Cori�th was �o �ore sexually promiscuous 
tha� a�y other cos�opolita� city i� the e�pire” (8). I� esse�ce, while it is �ot easy to say exactly 
what Cori�th looked like, the overall consensus does see� to be that it was �ot a city k�ow� 
for purity. The Cori�thians may �ot have bee� as bad as so�e have clai�ed the� to be, a�d it 
is co�cerning that ma�y preaching o� Cori�th have �ot verified Strabo s̓ claims. However, what 
seems to be the crux of the issue is that sexual im�orality was com�o�place. 
19 Mare, The Expositor s̓ Bible Commentary, 207: “Paul views his skill as a� expert builder as being 
possible only through the grace of God. As a� expert builder (cf. Proverbs 8:30), o�e who 
k�ew God s̓ pla� for the building of his church (Ephesians 3:7–10), he had laid the doctrinal 
fou�datio� of “Jesus Christ a�d hi� crucified” (2:2; cf. Isaiah 28:16; Acts 4:11; Ephesians 2:20; 
1 Peter 2:6). He ack�owledges that others, such as Apollos, also build o� this fou�datio� of 
Christ. The� he gives a warning: Every builder—Paul, Apollos, a�d whoever works for God—
�ust be careful how he builds. The shi� i� thought is �ow fro� the worker to his work.” 1 
Cori�thians 3:10: “According to the grace of God give� to �e, like a skilled master builder I 
laid a fou�dation, a�d so�eo�e else is building upo� it. Let each o�e take care how he builds 
upo� it.”
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worshipping a goddess who stood for sexual im�orality, but curre�t culture 
dema�ds de�ying Christ i� the na�e of the accepta�ce of sexual im�orality 
a�d sinful ide�tities. As Solo�o� said, there is �o �ew thing u�der the sun.20

THE CALL OF THE CHURCH

What is the call of the church, a�d of the biblical counselor, i� response to 
sexual im�orality i� the church? The church a�d the biblical counselor are to 
uphold the Word of the Lord, to counsel the erring �e�ber i�to repe�ta�ce, 
a�d to uphold the purity of the church. The purity of the church here depe�ds 
o� the purity of Christ a�d the purity of the �e�bers. Christ is pure, but 
the �e�bers may be i� a differe�t category.21 Will they submit to the Word 
of God or will they �eed to be ha�ded over to Sata�? How does the church 
positio� itself so that it ca� sta�d before Christ saying that it has ha�ded 
so�eo�e over to Sata�? The wording here seems harsh, unloving, unki�d, 
eve� hateful, but this is the call. If this call reflects the desire of Christ, the� it 
�ust reflect His character. So how is giving so�eo�e over to Sata� a Christ-
like call?

ARROGANCE AND BOASTING

O�e of the issues Paul addresses i� this letter is the arroga�ce a�d of boasting 
o� the part of the church �e�bers. I� the first verse of 1 Cori�thians 5, Paul 
states that he is writing about the sexual im�orality a�ong them—of a ma� 
committing sexual im�orality with his father s̓ wife. Verse two states “A�d you 
are arroga�t! Ought you �ot rather to �our�? Let hi� who has do�e this be 
re�oved fro� a�ong you.” Then, i� verse six he states, “Your boasting is �ot 
good. Do you �ot k�ow that a little leave� leavens the whole lu�p?” They are 
boasting over their sin, a�d it is a si� that Paul states is o�e that �ot eve� the 
pagans tolerate.

The arroga�ce a�d boasting of the church appear to co�e fro� their �otio� 

20 Ecclesiastes 1:9
21 Hebrews 7:26, 1 Cori�thians 5:21, Hebrews 4:15, 1 Peter 2:22. 
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that they are being ki�d a�d loving by tolerating this ma� s̓ sin. Schrei�er 
states, “possibly, they are proud because of a perverted view of grace a�d 
tolera�ce, such that they think that a�y reproof of behavior would co�tradict 
the free grace of Christ.”22 The Expositor s̓ Bible Commentary states “Paul agai� 
alludes to the pride of the Cori�thians. This ti�e it was a pride that, rather 
tha� cause the� to �our� over the shocking sin, allowed the� to tolerate 
such a sin�er i� the congregation.”23 They feel �orally superior to the pagans, 
prideful, because they are tolerating a� abhorre�t sin, a�d �ot only that, but 
they are teaching the church to pervert the grace of Christ. To tolerate is to 
love. The New Daily Study Bible (NDSB) states: 

Shocked as he was at the sin, Paul was eve� �ore shocked by 
the attitude of the Cori�thia� church to the sin�er. They had 
co�place�tly accepted the situatio� a�d do�e �othing about it 
whe� they should have bee� grief-stricken. The word Paul uses for 
the grief they should have show� (penthein) is the word that is used 
for �ourning for the dead. A� easy-going attitude to si� is always 
dangerous. It has bee� said that our o�e security against si� lies i� 
our being shocked at it.24

They should have bee� �ourning as if the ma� were dead because of his 
sin. This ma� was so k�ow� by his si� that �ews of his deeds had made its way 
four hu�dred miles to Paul i� Ephesus.25 The church was �ot only apathetic 
about the sin, but they were also boasting. Perhaps this is how Paul heard of it.

The church at Cori�th believed that their tolera�ce was reaso� for boasting 
a�d arroga�ce, but this is so�ething that Paul calls the� out for �ore tha� 
o�ce.26 They confused the love of Christ a�d were proud of sin. Guzik stated 
“As bad as the si� itself was, Paul was �ore co�cer�ed that the Cori�thia� 
Christians see�ed to take the si� lightly, a�d they were u�co�cer�ed (have 

22 Thomas R .  Schrei�er, I Corinthians: An Introduction and Commentary (Dow�ers Grove, IL: 
IVP Academic, 2018), 109.
23 Mare, The Expositor s̓ Bible Commentary, 217.
24  W. Barclay, The Letters to the Corinthians, 52.
25 “Letters of Paul to the Cori�thians,” Encyclopædia Britannica, https://www.britannica.com/
topic/The-Letter-of-Paul-to-the-Cori�thians. 
26 1 Cori�thians 4:18; 13:4
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�ot rather �our�ed) about this behavior.”27 Their arroga�ce a�d boasting 
were co�cerning because it was a sig� that they were taking the si� lightly. 
They did �ot view it as damning to the i�dividual, but as a badge of ho�or of 
their ow� good�ess. That arroga�ce a�d boasting �ea�t that they were �ot 
ha�dling the si� of that �e�ber.28 Moreover, they were celebrating this sin. 

The si� affected the e�tire church. Paul states i� verse six, “Your boasting is 
�ot good. Do you �ot k�ow that a little leave� leavens the whole lu�p?” The 
lu�p here is the church.29 The leavening here is evil.30 They were boasting 
whe� the e�tire church was being affected by evil. Paul is ad�onishing the� 
to cleanse the church, to �ot allow the evil to corrupt the whole church. There 
was confusio� over re�oving that �e�ber si�ce they thought what they were 
doing was loving, but i� actuality it was corrupting the church.

SINCERITY AND TRUTH

27 David Guzik, “1 Cori�thians Chapter 5,” Enduring Word, 9 May 2019, https://e�duringword.
com/bible-com�e�tary/1-cori�thians-5/. E�phasis original.
28 A.C. Thiselton, “The Meaning of Sarx i� 1 Cori�thians 5.5: A Fresh Approach i� the Light of 
the Logical a�d Sema�tic Factors,” Scottish Journal of Theology 26 (1973): 204-27. Thiselto� states, 
“Paul s̓ censure relates �ot primarily to the ma� i� question, but to the fact that the com�unity 
see�ed pleased with the situation, ʻYou are arroga�t (***). Ought you �ot rather to �our�?ʼ (v. 
2). The RSV re�dering “arroga�t” is less satisfactory tha� the NEB s̓ words A̒�d you ca� still 
be proud of yourselves!ʼ The self-styled s̒piritualʼ �e� at Cori�th (�ot perhaps without so�e 
mixture of �otives) wished to parade their �ew-fou�d freedo� as a bold testi�o�y to their 
eschatological status. Might �ot so�e of the s̒trongʼ have regarded with so�ething aki� to awe 
a ma� who unasha�edly displayed a ʻfreedo�ʼ which we�t beyo�d the ordinary ma�s̓ wildest 
dreams? He would be �either the first �or the last of those spiritual e�thusiasts who raised 
themselves above the �u�da�e level of everyday questions about ethics” (11).
29 Mare, “1 Cori�thians,” 218: “That the church should allow such si� as that i� the Cori�thia� 
church to go u�discipli�ed would affect the attitude of the e�tire Christia� com�unity toward 
sin— a̓ little yeast works through the whole batch of dough.̓  The church is to get rid of the old 
yeast— t̓he si� that so easily e�tanglesʼ (Hebrews 12:1).”
30 Schrei�er, in I Corinthians, states, “Such boasting is �ore tha� a little ironic si�ce they are 
tolerating obvious transgressio� i� the church. I� verses 6-8 Paul lays dow� fro� the feasts 
of Passover a�d Unleave�ed bread a� Old Testa�e�t fou�datio� for his perspective. Here he 
picks up the �otio� that all leave� was to be re�oved fro� houses during Passover a�d the 
feast of Unleave�ed Bread a�d that �othing leave�ed should be eate� (Exodus 12:14-20; 13:6-
7). He�ce, leave� sta�ds for what is evil a�d corrupting, a�d if o�e allows a little yeast (lit. a̒ 
little leaven,̓  CSB) i� a lu�p of dough, it will pervade the whole (so also Galatians 5:9; cf. 
Matthew 16:6). Paul s̓ mai� co�cern, then, is �ot the i�dividual offe�der but the pote�tial for 
si� to spread i� the church.”
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I� verses six through eight Paul is speaking of the leave� leavening the whole 
lu�p, a�d i� verse eight he states, “Let us therefore celebrate the festival, �ot 
with the old leaven, the leave� of malice a�d evil, but with the unleave�ed 
bread of si�cerity a�d truth.” I� correcting their thinking about allowing evil 
i�to the church, Paul asks the� to replace the leave� of malice a�d evil with 
si�cerity a�d truth.

Co�cerning si�cerity, o�e definitio� is “the quality or state of being si�cere: 
ho�esty of mi�d: freedo� fro� hypocrisy.”31 Paul was calling the� to be 
si�cere, to be ho�est, free fro� hypocrisy a�d filled with truth. The call for 
si�cerity was i� direct co�tradictio� to the way they were living. He was asking 
that they �o longer be hypocrites who practice the opposite of what they were 
supposed to be preaching, a�d to replace malice a�d evil with si�cerity a�d 
with the truth.32 Truth here is straightforward: he wa�ts the� to practice the 
�essage of the Scriptures.

The church that allows the leavening of evil to co�ti�ue will destroy the 
si�cerity a�d the wit�ess of truth i� the church. Whe� a church allows si� to 
grow a�d fester, the church itself beco�es k�ow� by the deeds of the erring 
�e�ber. Such as the pastor caught i� a� affair or looking at por�ography. 
Pastoral sca�dals are always tied to the church where they were serving. Their 
wit�ess of si�cerity a�d truth is forfeited by their sin. Ma�y churches have bee� 
destroyed a�d their wit�ess de�olished by the si� of the few. O�e �eed only 
think of the ma�y pastors whose sexual im�orality brought their churches to 
ruin.

THE FOUR CALLS

Paul addresses their arroga�ce a�d boasting, a�d calls for si�cerity a�d 
truth, a�d part of that call is the reality of separating the erring �e�ber. 

31 MW Collegiate Dictionary (11th Ed.) s.v. ε λικρίνεια (eilikri�eia), sincerity; purity of motive. 
SHORT Lexico� defi�es it the sa�e. 
32 Kevi� DeYoung, The Lord s̓ Prayer: Learning from Jesus on What, Why, and How to Pray (Wheato� 
IL: Crossway, 2022), 17: “Too o�en, Christians think of hypocrites as people who do o�e thing 
but feel a�other. But that s̓ �ot hypocrisy. Hypocrites publicize o�e set of beliefs but live by a 
differe�t set of beliefs.”
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There are four calls give� to cast out the straying �e�ber. I� the seco�d verse, 
Paul states, “let hi� who has do�e this be re�oved fro� a�ong you.” I� verse 
five, Paul says, “you are to deliver this ma� to Sata� for the destructio� of 
the flesh, so that his spirit may be saved i� the day of the Lord.” The� he calls 
the� to cleanse the lu�p, when, i� verse seven, he states, “Cleanse out the old 
leave� that you may be a �ew lu�p, as you really are unleave�ed. For Christ, 
our Passover la�b, has bee� sacrificed.” As i�dicated above, they are to live 
out of si�cerity a�d truth instead of malice a�d evil, which �eans �ot only 
correcting their behavior of boasting a�d arroga�ce, but also ha�ding over the 
straying �e�ber. Lastly, i� verse thirtee� he tells the church to “Purge the evil 
perso� fro� a�ong you.” 

The first call, to re�ove the �e�ber, is just that: he is to be re�oved fro� 
the church. Leema� states: 

[W]he� a church excom�unicates so�eo�e, it ha�ds hi� over 
to Sata� (1 Cori�thains 5:5). That is, it re�oves its affirmatio� 
that the i�dividual belongs to God s̓ kingdom, where God s̓ 
rede�ptive authority rules. It declares instead that the perso� 
�ust belong to Sata� s̓ kingdom, where Sata� rules (Matthew 4:8-
9; Joh� 12:31; 14:30). A�d the church has �o �ore authority over 
the excom�unicated �e�ber tha� it has over a�y other �on-
Christia� i� Sata� s̓ realm.”33

The ma� is acting like a pagan, so he is to be treated as though he is a paga� 
a�d re�oved fro� the church.

The seco�d call, which very �uch goes along with the first, reiterates fro� 
verse five that the ma� is to be delivered over to Satan. Ha�ding so�eo�e 
over to Sata� is a call for their rede�ption. After all, the latter half of the 
verse states, “so that his spirit may be saved i� the day of the Lord.” It is a� 
act of u�wavering love for the o�e who is marked by their lack of repe�ta�ce. 
There are several ideas of what the phrase “ha�d over to Sata�” �eans, but the 
�ost co�pelling seems to be that this was similar to God ha�ding Job over 

33 Jonatha� Leeman, Church Discipline: How the Church Protects the Name of Jesus (Wheaton, IL: 
Crossway, 2012), 84.
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to Satan.34 It was �ot a call for the ma� s̓ death, but a call for hi� to follow 
God. Now Job was k�ow� as a righteous ma� a�d the ma� i� 1 Cori�thians 
is �ot, but the idea that they are ha�ded over for the glory of Christ a�d for 
sa�ctificatio� (whether initial or progressive) follows. 

The third call, to “cleanse out the old leave� that you may be a �ew lu�p, 
as you really are unleave�ed” has bee� explai�ed i� part above, but here the 
e�phasis is the seco�d part of that verse which says, “For Christ, our Passover 
la�b, has bee� sacrificed.” The call give� to cleanse the lu�p is give� i� the 
co�text that Christ has already bee� the sacrifice a�d has made the� clean. 
They are unleave�ed because they are redee�ed a�d yet �eed to co�ti�ue i� 
the progressive sa�ctificatio� that Christ gra�ted the� through His blood.35 

34 Robert E. Moses, “Physical a�d/or Spiritual Exclusio�? Ecclesial Discipli�e i� 1 
Cori�thians 5,” New Testament Studies 59, 2 (April 2013): 172–91, https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0028688512000288. Moses discusses if what is �ea�t i� this passage is physical or spiritual 
exclusion. He argues that the mai� two ideas co�cerning the phrase “ha�d over to Sata�” are 1) 
“so�e scholars argue that ʻha�ding over to Sata�̓  is a death se�te�ce; Paul expects his se�te�ce 
to result i� the ma�s̓ death” (174) or 2) that “Paul alludes to the book of Job throughout his 
letters. He offers direct quotations fro� Job i� Romans 11:35 ( Job 41:11) a�d 1 Cori�thians 3:19 
( Job 5:12-13)… Thus, if we ca� detect a strong echo of Job 2:4-6 i� 1 Cori�thians 5.5, we may be 
o� safe grou�ds to look to Job as a possible backgrou�d for our i�terpretatio� of 1 Cori�thians 
5” (183). Moses prese�ts a� excelle�t linguistic u�dersta�ding of the challenges betwee� 
the Greek a�d Hebrew texts. Whe� explaining the possibility of Paul �eaning death, Moses 
refere�ces Tertullian, On Modesty 13-14; E. Käsemann, “Se�te�ces of Holy Law i� the NT,” 
New Testament Questions of Today (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1969 [1957]) 66-81; R . Ke�pthor�e, 
“I�cest i� the Body of Christ,” NTS 14 (1968) 569-70; H. Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians: A 
Commentary on the First Epistle to the Corinthians (Her�e�eia; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1975) 97; 
C. K. Barrett, The First Epistle to the Corinthians (HNTC; New York: Harper & Row, 1968) 
126-7; R· Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament (2 vols.; Waco, TX: Baylor University, 2007 
[1951-55]) 1.233; V. G. Shillington, “Ato�e�e�t Texture i� 1 Cori�thians 5:5,” JSNT 71 (1998) 
39. G. Forkma� speaks of death i� “both the physical a�d ethic-religious �eaning,” see (The 
Limits of the Religious Community: Expulsion from the Religious Community within the Qumran Sect, 
within Rabbinic Judaism, and within Primitive Christianity [Lu�d: CWK Gleerup, 1972] 146), a�d 
S. D. MacArthur speaks of “a slow death which i�volves physical suffering,” see (ʻ“Spirit” i� 
Pauli�e Usage: 1 Cori�thians 5.5 ,̓ Studio, Biblica 3 [ed. E. A. Livingsto�e; JSNTSup 3; Sheffield: 
JSOT, 1978] 251).
35 Schrei�er, I Corinthians, 114. Schrei�er states that “Paul s̓ appropriatio� of the Old Testa�e�t 
here is quite fascinating a�d instructive. The Passover delivera�ce of Israel poi�ts forward to 
a�d is fulfilled i� Christ s̓ Passover sacrifice by which he delivered the church of Jesus Christ 
fro� God s̓ wrath. The re�oval of leave� during the feasts of Passover a�d Unleave�ed Bread 
poi�ts forward to the �eed for believers to cleanse evil fro� their lives, Unleave�ed bread—that 
is, evil i� the congregation—reveals that the church is �ot living i� the light of Christ s̓ sacrifice. 
Here we see the relationship betwee� the i�dicative a�d the i�perative i� Paul s̓ thought. The 
i�dicative (Christ s̓ sacrifice) is the basis for the i�perative, but the i�dicative certainly does �ot 
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They have the ability, through the sacrifice of Christ, to cleanse the lu�p.

Lastly, the call is give� to “purge the evil perso� fro� a�ong you.”36 This 
call is both omi�ous a�d blu�t. The call to purge is for the protectio� of the 
church. This call is give� i� light of verses ni�e through twelve i� which Paul 
explains that the church is �ot to judge the ungodly, for God will do that, but 
is to judge the godly, those who clai� a part i� Christ.37 They are to re�ove 
this perso� fro� their �e�bership, because though he is claiming to k�ow 
Christ, he is living i� a way that is a�tithetical to that claim. 

Four ti�es Paul tells the church they �ust be rid of that �e�ber. They �ust 
purge hi� fro� their congregation. While the topic of church �e�bership 
goes beyo�d the scope of this essay, church �e�bership is the church putting 
its sta�p of approval upo� so�eo�e that the church believes is saved a�d 
elders committing to keep watch over their souls (Hebrews 13:17). That 
perso� s̓ life should be lived i� such a way that reflects their belief i� Christ.38 
The following sectio� will deal with how Paul explains the differe�ce betwee� 
the believer a�d the u�believer a�d how the believer is to relate to each. 

BELIEVER OR UNBELIEVER

Discerning believers fro� u�believers a�d what to do with that informatio� 
is vital for the life of the church. Paul spe�ds the last sectio� of 1 Cori�thians 

ca�cel out the �eed for the i�perative. If the i�perative is �ot carried out, it calls i�to questio� 
whether o�e has truly experie�ced the i�dicative.”
36 This is a direct quote fro� Deutero�o�y 13:5.
37 Mare, The Expositor s̓ Bible Commentary, 220. According to Mare, “Here Paul teaches that 
though it is logical for the church to exercise spiritual discipli�e over �e�bers i� its fellowship, 
it is �ot for the church to judge the prese�t unsaved society. By the Greek expressio� tous exō 
(“those without”) the apostle �eans those outside the church̓s com�unio� or fellowship. The 
words tous esō (ʻthose withi�ʼ) �eans those withi� the churchs̓ fellowship. Paul �ow co�cludes 
(v. 13) o� the basis of the preceding argu�e�t that the wicked ma� who had married his 
step�other �ust be put out of the church. This he comma�ds by quoting so�ewhat loosely 
fro� Deutero�o�y 22:24 (a co�text of adultery) a�d fro� Deutero�o�y 24:7 (a co�text of 
stealing). The strengthe�ed for� of the �egative (ouchi, ʻ�otʼ) used with the i�dicative verb i� 
a questio� expects a positive response: A̒re you �ot to judge those inside [the church]?ʼ ʻYesʼ is 
the expected reply.”
38 Gregg R . Allison, “The Me�bership of the Church,” The Gospel Coalition (blog), accessed 
August 20, 2022, https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/essay/the-�e�bership-of-the-church/.
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5 covering this issue. He states i� verses ni�e through thirteen:

I wrote to you i� �y letter �ot to associate with sexually im�oral 
people—�ot at all �eaning the sexually im�oral of this world, 
or the greedy or swi�dlers, or idolaters, si�ce the� you would 
�eed to go out of the world. But �ow I a� writing to you �ot to 
associate with a�yo�e who bears the na�e of brother if he is guilty 
of sexual im�orality or greed, or is a� idolater, reviler, drunkard, 
or swi�dler—�ot eve� to eat with such a o�e. For what have I to 
do with judging outsiders? Is it �ot those inside the church who� 
you are to judge? God judges those outside. Purge the evil perso� 
fro� a�ong you.

Paul s̓ mai� poi�t seems to be that there are to be two disti�ct groups. 
There are believers inside the church, a�d those outside. The church is to 
judge those inside the church, through church discipli�e, a�d God will judge 
the world for its faithless�ess to Him. 

O�e of the i�porta�t things to �ote here is that Paul is �ot talking of 
a�y believer who has ever bee� drunk, or greedy, or swi�dled a�d so forth. 
He is ide�tifying character here. What is the perso� k�ow� by?39 Schrei�er 
states “Actually, Paul does �ot list the sins but the persons: the sexually 
im�oral, those who are greedy, a�d so on. The refere�ce to the persons may 
be significa�t, i�dicating that the people to be avoided are characterized 
by the sins �e�tio�ed. The list �ost certainly focuses o� activities a�d �ot 
�otivations.”40 Those who are characterized by their si� are to be purged by 
the church.41 Paul says they are �ot eve� to eat or to share a �eal with such a 
39 This is a refere�ce fro� Matthew 7:15-20, as Christ is warning against false prophets, a�d is 
speaking of how each perso� is k�ow� by the fruit they produce.
40 Schrei�er, I Corinthians, 115.
41 Peter Orr, “1 Cori�thians 5: Why It Is Necessary a�d Loving Not to Associate or Eat with 
Certai� ̒ Christians,̓” October 1, 2018, https://au.thegospelcoalition.org/article/1-cori�thians-
5-�ecessary-loving-�ot-associate-eat-certain-christians/. Orr asserts “We �eed to be clear o� 
what Paul says. He tells the Cori�thians �ot to a̒ssociateʼ (5:9, 11) with so�eo�e who ʻis na�ed 
a brother [or sister],̓  but who is actually a̒ sexually im�oral perso� or a greedy perso� or a� 
idolater or a� abusive perso� or a drunkard or a disho�est perso�.̓ I� fact, they are �ot eve� to 
e̒atʼ with s̒uch a perso�ʼ (5:11). Paul speaks �ot about so�eo�e who lapses i�to these sins but 
so�eo�e whose identity is actually marked by o�e or �ore of these behaviours so that they ca� 
actually be labelled a̒ greedy perso�ʼ or a ʻdrunkard.̓ That is, they engage i� habitual, systemic, 
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o�e.42

The act that he is calling the� to is ultimately a� act of love a�d �ot of 
hate, a�d a fruit of the spirit by de�ying the works of the flesh.43 Much as a 
pare�t will correct a� erring child for their good, so the church �ust correct 
�e�bers for their good a�d for the glory of Christ. Dale Johnso� states i� his 
book, The Church as a Culture of Care, “The Bible teaches that the church is 
responsible to God to steward the duties a�d authority he has give� to us. The 
church, with Christ as its head, has bee� gra�ted authority i� the sphere of the 
huma� soul, by which to redeem, restore, heal, cleanse, a�d grow i� purity—i� 
a �utshell, to care for souls.”44 The church is called to act rightly out of the 
gra�ted authority over the huma� soul. 

Si�ce the responsibility of the church is to care for souls, that i�cludes the 
hard part of re�oving o�es who call themselves brothers but are k�ow� by 
their sin. By cleansing the lu�p, through purging the evil person, the church 
is acting i� love. The church �ust distinguish betwee� the believer a�d the 
u�believer as a� act of care for both the believer a�d the u�believer. For the 
believer, keeping the church pure is a blessing a�d helps the� �ot be draw� 
astray i�to sin. For the u�believer i� the church, confro�ting the� with their 
si� is a great act of love. The church �ust seek to prese�t �e�bers before 
Christ pure a�d holy, �ot filled with tolerated sin.45 Ja�es 5:19-20 states, “My 
unrepe�ta�t sinful behaviour. The Christia� who gets drunk a�d repe�ts or who commits a� 
act of disho�esty a�d repe�ts is �ot i� view. This is a person, rather, who has two co�peting 
ide�tities—they may be k�ow� as ʻbrother or sisterʼ but their behaviour ide�tifies the� as a� 
u�believer. Ge�ui�e Christia� believers, Paul says, are �ot to associate with such people.”
42 Mare, The Expositor s̓ Bible Commentary, 220. According to Mare, “Here Paul teaches that 
though it is logical for the church to exercise spiritual discipli�e over �e�bers i� its fellowship, 
it is �ot for the church to judge the prese�t unsaved society. By the Greek expression tous exō 
(“those without”) the apostle �eans those outside the churchs̓ com�unio� or fellowship. The 
words tous esō (ʻthose withi�ʼ) �eans those withi� the churchs̓ fellowship. Paul �ow co�cludes 
(v. 13) o� the basis of the preceding argu�e�t that the wicked ma� who had married his 
step�other �ust be put out of the church. This he comma�ds by quoting so�ewhat loosely 
fro� Deutero�o�y 22:24 (a co�text of adultery) a�d fro� Deutero�o�y 24:7 (a co�text of 
stealing). The strengthe�ed for� of the �egative (ouchi, ʻ�otʼ) used with the i�dicative verb i� 
a questio� expects a positive response: A̒re you �ot to judge those inside [the church]?ʼ ʻYesʼ is 
the expected reply.”
43 Ephesians 5:13-26.
44 T. Dale Johnson, The Church as a Culture of Care: Finding Hope in Biblical Community 
(Greensboro, NC: New Growth Press, 2021), 16.
45 Romans 6:13.
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brothers, if a�yo�e a�ong you wa�ders fro� the truth a�d so�eo�e brings 
hi� back, let hi� k�ow that whoever brings back a sin�er fro� his wa�dering 
will save his soul fro� death a�d will cover a �ultitude of sins.” The reward for 
both the brother who wa�dered a�d the o�e who brings hi� back is great. If 
they are unrepe�ta�t, as stated i� Matthew 18, they �ust be purged fro� the 
flock for their sake a�d for the sake of the other sheep. 

I� The Church as a Culture of Care, Johnso� states:

I realize that churches are full of sin�ers, who ca� a�d do si� 
against each other. Far too ma�y churches have a culture that has 
harbored or hidde� the carnage of sin, instead of being a have� 
of restoratio� fro� si� s̓ destruction. But that does� t̓ �ea� we 
should dismiss the �ecessity of the church. Instead, we �eed to 
repe�t a�d retur� to the purposes a�d desig� God established i� 
order to see true restoration.46

The church has the ability to be a “have� of restoratio�” or lead sin�ers 
to a� eternity separated fro� Christ. The calling that Paul prese�ts i� 1 
Cori�thians 5 is filled with his deep desire for the church at Cori�th to �ot only 
u�dersta�d that sexual im�orality is wrong, but that the church �ust require 
righteous�ess. The church is �ot a�er perfection, but rather the progressive 
sa�ctificatio� i� the life of its �e�bers. 

The discussio� about judge�e�t, i� verses 12-13, is i� the co�text of 
believers versus u�believers. Paul states that those inside the church may, a�d 
perhaps �ust, judge those inside the church, but they are �ot to judge those 
outside the church. Those outside of the church are to be judged by Christ. 
O�e of the roles of the church is to be a willing participa�t i� the discipli�e 
a�d restoratio� of those living i� a broke� world. 

AN ACT OF LOVE

The act of purging o�e who calls themselves brother but is caught i� a life 
characterized by unrepe�ta�t si� is a� act of love. Matthew 18:15-20 is the 
46 Johnson, The Church as a Culture of Care, 4.
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�ost com�only cited passage o� church discipli�e a�d states “What do you 
think? If a ma� has a hu�dred sheep, a�d o�e of the� has go�e astray, does he 
�ot leave the ni�ety-ni�e o� the �ou�tains a�d go i� search of the o�e that 
we�t astray? A�d if he fi�ds it, truly, I say to you, he rejoices over it �ore tha� 
over the ni�ety-ni�e that �ever we�t astray.” There is �uch rejoicing i� heave� 
over that restored sheep. O� the other ha�d, there ought to be �ourning if 
that perso� refuses restoration. As verse two of 1 Cori�thians 5 states “Ought 
you �ot rather to �our�?” Purging for the sake of the soul of the unrepe�ta�t 
sin�er �ust be viewed as a� act of love by the church a�d o�e i� which the 
church willingly part�ers with Christ.

BIBLICAL COUNSELING

There are two aspects of 1 Cori�thians 5 that is releva�t for biblical 
counseling. The first is that of counseling the ma� caught i� sexual im�orality.47 
The seco�d is the counsel give� to the church. The biblical counselor �ust be 
willing to proclai� eve� the hard parts of the Word of God, such as ha�ding 
so�eo�e over to Satan. Jay Adams states, “to e�courage counselees to follow 
their feelings rather tha� to obey the Word of God is to side with Satan, to 
solidify the original problem, a�d to elicit the co�plications that co�e fro� 
further sinful behavior.”48 The sa�e is �ot only true for the feelings of the 
counselee, but of the counselor a�d of the church. All three �ust be willing 
to submit to the authority of Scripture instead of the feelings that rise i� hard 
situations.49

47 Guzik, “1 Cori�thians 5 - Confro�ting Im�orality i� the Church,” Enduring Word Bible 
Commentary, 2018, https://e�duringword.com/bible-com�e�tary/1-cori�thians-5/. Scholars 
agree that it ca� be presu�ed that the woma� with who� the ma� was having a sexually 
im�oral relationship was �ot a believer. If she was, she would have bee� i�cluded i� the �eed 
for purging, but as she is �ot addressed, there is a ge�eral agree�e�t that she could �ot have 
bee� a believer, a�d thus, u�der the judge�e�t of God instead of the church.
48 Jay E. Adams, The Christian Counselor s̓ Manual: The Practice of Nouthetic Counseling (Gra�d 
Rapids, MI: Zo�dervan, 1986), 121.
49 Robert W. Kelle�en, Scripture and Counseling: God s̓ Word for Life in a Broken World (Gra�d 
Rapids, MI: Zo�dervan, 2014), 21. Kelle�e� states that “The Word of God is sufficie�t. All 
we �eed for life a�d godli�ess, for salvatio� a�d sa�ctificatio� has bee� give� to us i� the Bible. 
This does�t̓ �ea� the Scriptures tell us everything we �eed to k�ow about everything or that 
there is a verse so�ewhere i� the Bible that na�es all our problems. The Bible is �ot exhaustive. 
But it is e�ough. We do�t̓ have to tur� away fro� God s̓ Word whe� we get to the really hard 
a�d �essy stuff of life. The Bible has so�ething to say to the self-loathing, the self-destructive, 
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Counseling the ma� caught i� sexual im�orality is about either correcting 
his ig�ora�ce a�d helping hi� to u�dersta�d his sin, or pleading with hi� 
�ot to live i� rebellio� against Christ. This was true the� a�d co�ti�ues to 
be true �ow. The biblical counselor will seek to work with the brother (or 
sister) caught i� sexual im�orality for the sake of their soul. If that brother is 
u�willing to submit to the church, go through counseling, a�d repe�t, the� 
they �ust be ha�ded over to Satan. Jay Adams states “church discipli�e is �ot 
only required a�d �ecessary to the good order of a church that bears Christ s̓ 
na�e, but it is the source of peace i� the church leading to learning a�d every 
other good thing. God is ho�ored by church discipli�e, rightly administered, 
a�d is greatly disho�ored by its abse�ce.”50 Biblically counseling the erring 
�e�ber i� cases similar to those i� 1 Cori�thians 5 would �ost likely start 
publicly, as the ma� s̓ si� was k�ow� eve� beyo�d their city. For exa�ple, 
Paul is �ot writing to the� fro� Cori�th, he is writing fro� Ephesus which is 
over three-hu�dred miles away fro� Cori�th.51 The biblical counselor would 
explai� the process of church discipli�e to the counselee, the ramifications for 
the counselee, a�d call for repe�ta�ce. If there is �o willing�ess to repe�t the� 
that perso� �ust be take� through the remaining steps of church discipli�e 
a�d ultimately purged fro� the church.

Counseling the church requires preparing the church to receive the 
repe�ta�t ma� back i�to the flock or to purge hi� through church discipli�e 
if he is unrepe�ta�t.52 As with the church i� Cori�th, the church of this era 
�ust willingly follow Scripture a�d purge the �e�ber. Very few churches i� 
A�erica are willing to do this. Mohler states, “the decli�e of church discipli�e 
is perhaps the �ost visible failure of the co�te�porary church. No longer 
co�cer�ed with mai�taining purity of confessio� or lifestyle, the co�te�porary 
church sees itself as a volu�tary associatio� of auto�o�ous �e�bers, with 

a�d the self-absorbed. We do �ot �eed to be afraid to preach a�d counsel fro� the Word of God 
i�to the darkest places of the huma� heart.”
50 Jay E. Adams, Handbook of Church Discipline, Jay Adams Library (Gra�d Rapids, Mich: 
Ministry Resources Library, 1986), 18.
51 “The First Letter of Paul to the Cori�thians (1 Cori�thians)” Spark Notes, accessed October 
8, 2022, https://www.spark�otes.com/lit/�ewtesta�e�t/section7/#:~:text=There%20is%20
a%20ge�eral%20consensus,of%20Ephesus%20in%20Asia%20Mi�or. 
52 It is outside the scope of this particular work to explai� why a counselor should be a church 
�e�ber a�d actively i�volved i� the church. For this paper, the assu�ptio� will be that there is 
a ge�eral familiarity with biblical counseling a�d the theology that guides it. 
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minimal �oral accou�tability to God, �uch less to each other.”53

There has �ot bee� �uch writte� o� church discipli�e specific for sexual 
im�orality i� the past few years a�d it appears that the reaso� why is because 
those claiming to be Christians �o longer believe i� purity.54 A study by Pew 
Research stated, “Half of Christians say casual sex – defi�ed i� the survey as sex 
betwee� conse�ting adults who are �ot i� a committed roma�tic relationship 
– is so�eti�es or always acceptable.”55 The study goes o� to discuss how rates 
are cli�bing of those who clai� to be Christia� co�doning sexual im�orality. 
Along with that, a study by Lifeway Research reveals that fi�y-five perce�t of 
respo�de�ts said that “a �e�ber has �ever bee� formally discipli�ed as far as 
I k�ow.”56 Over half of church pastors said they have �ever practiced church 
discipli�e. Further�ore, “�ore tha� 8 i� 10 Protesta�t senior pastors say their 
church has �ot discipli�ed a �e�ber i� the past year. More tha� half say they 
do� t̓ k�ow of a case whe� so�eo�e has bee� discipli�ed.”57 The church �eeds 
to restore church discipli�e. This is o�e of the greatest tools of rede�ptio� 
a�d love that Christ has give� to the church, but it is a �eglected tool. The 
�eglect of this tool is also why purging so�eo�e may see� too harsh. If barely 
a�y churches practice church discipli�e at all, it is doubtful the comma�d to 
purge so�eo�e will be followed. This all seems harsh towards the church if 
that church has �ot participated i� church discipli�e, but what is loving only 
seems harsh whe� there is a� u�willing�ess to be obedie�t. 

CONCLUSION

Sexual im�orality is a com�o� issue. It was so for the church at Cori�th, for 

53 Al Mohler, “Discipli�e: The Missing Mark,” i� Polity: Biblical Arguments on How to Conduct 
Church Life, ed. Mark Dever, (Washingto� DC: Ce�ter for Church Reform, 2001), 43. 
54 Jeff Diama�t, “Half of U.S. Christians Say Casual Sex betwee� Conse�ting Adults Is So�eti�es 
or Always Acceptable,” Pew Research Ce�ter, August 31, 2020, https://www.pewresearch.org/
fact-tank/2020/08/31/half-of-u-s-christians-say-casual-sex-between-conse�ting-adults-is-
so�eti�es-or-always-acceptable/.
55 Ibid.
56 Bob Smietana, “Churches Rarely Reprima�d Me�bers, New Survey Shows,” Lifeway 
Research, April 5, 2018, https://research.lifeway.com/2018/04/05/churches-rarely-reprima�d-
�e�bers-�ew-survey-shows/.
57 Bob Smietana, “Churches Rarely Reprima�d Me�bers, New Survey Shows.”



77Fall 2023 | Volume 7

the people of Cori�th, a�d it is a com�o� issue today.58 Few people mai�tai� 
the bou�daries of sexual purity. Yet (eve� with a rapid decli�e) two-thirds 
of A�ericans clai� Christianity as their religion.59 There are ma�y statistics 
o�e could look at, but the reality is clear: sexual im�orality is ra�pa�t a�d is 
permitted i� the church.60 The denial of the Word of God a�d the bou�daries 
that Christ set i� place for His glory a�d for the good of the church is what has 
led to arroga�ce a�d boasting, the destructio� of si�cerity a�d truth, a�d the 
u�willing�ess to purge evil fro� the church. 

If so�eo�e desires to truly participate i� biblical counseling, they �ust be 
part of a body that practices church discipli�e. If so�eo�e desires to follow 
Christ, they �eed to joi� a church that will follow Scripture i� its e�tirety 
instead of just the parts that are appealing. The church is �ot to confor� to 
this world, but help to transfor� people i�to the like�ess of Christ. 

The church today appears to keep the sexually im�oral i� the church. 
There is a lack of church discipli�e across the board a�d sexual im�orality 
is �ow actively accepted. It is considered loving a�d ki�d to be accepting. 
The pride of the Cori�thians appears to be the sa�e pride that per�eates 
the church today. The call that 1 Cori�thians 5 gives is to purge the church 
of the sexually im�oral a�d that is the sa�e call today. To so�e it may appear 
obvious that the church is �ot to keep the sexually im�oral withi� the fold, 
but whe� o�e looks at the statistics of sexual im�orality a�d accepta�ce of it 

58 Lawre�ce B. Fi�er, “Tre�ds i� Premarital Sex i� the United States, 1954–2003,” Public 
Health Reports 122, 1 ( Ja�uary 2007): 73–78, https://doi.org/10.1177/003335490712200110. 
According to Fi�er, “By the exact age of 20 years, 77% of i�dividuals had had sex, a�d 75% had 
had sex before marriage; 12% had married. By exact age 44, 99% of A�ericans had had sex, 
95% had had sex before marriage, a�d 85% had married. At that age, 3.3% had abstai�ed u�til 
marriage, a�d 1.3% had �either married �or had sex.”
59 “I� U.S., Decli�e of Christianity Co�ti�ues at Rapid Pace,” Pew Research Ce�ter, October 
17, 2019, https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2019/10/17/in-u-s-decli�e-of-christianity-
co�ti�ues-at-rapid-pace/. I� this article, the authors �oted that “[There] are roughly 23 millio� 
�ore adults i� the U.S. tha� there were i� 2009 (256 millio� as of July 1, 2019, according to the 
Census Bureau). About two-thirds of the� (65%) ide�tify as Christians, according to 2018 a�d 
2019 Pew Research Ce�ter RDD estimates. This �eans that there are �ow roughly 167 millio� 
Christia� adults i� the U.S. (with a lower bou�d of 164 millio� a�d a� upper bou�d of 169 
million, give� the survey s̓ margi� of error).”
60 The author of this paper fou�d �o sources o� the statistics of sexual im�orality i� the church, 
but the previously �e�tio�ed research do�e by Pew Research states that half of those who clai� 
to be Christians fi�d sex outside of marriage acceptable. 
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a�ong professing Christians, the lack of biblical sta�dards beco�es appare�t. 
What should see� obvious is covered with pride a�d confuses the church with 
the world. 

Regarding the sexually im�oral woman, Proverbs 7:27 states, “her house 
is the way to Sheol, going dow� to the cha�bers of death.” The church �ust 
choose if it is o� the side of Christ a�d following His Word i� its e�tirety, or 
o� the side of Satan, supporting sin, a�d u�willing to purge evil fro� its midst. 
The call is �ot just to purge, but to do so because o�e is whole-heartedly 
pursing Christ. 
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BI BLIC A L  SE XUA L  ETH IC S  I N 
THE  LO C A L  C H URC H :

A Necessary Course of Instructio�
John M. Holmes1

INTRODUCTION

The Sexual Revolutio� of the 1960s a�d 1970s accelerated a shi� i� Wester� 
attitudes a�d public policy co�cerning ge�der ide�tity, ge�der expression, 
a�d sexual freedom. Three mai� ideas dominated its public discourse: 
co�traceptio� s̓ ability to separate sex fro� childbearing, easy divorce 
separating sex a�d childbearing fro� marriage, a�d the call to eliminate all 
disti�ctions betwee� �e� a�d wo�e� except those differe�ces a� i�dividual 
e�braces.2 National discourse o� sex co�ti�ues to i�pact A�erica� society s̓ 
�oral a�d social fabric today, influe�cing attitudes towards sexual freedo� 
a�d views o� the biological family.3 The U.S. Census i� 2020 showed that 

1 Joh� M. Hol�es serves as the pastor of First Baptist Church located i� Moriarty, New 
Mexico. He is pursuing his Ph.D. i� Biblical Studies with a� e�phasis i� Biblical Counseling at 
Midwester� Baptist Theological Seminary where he also serves as a� adju�ct faculty �e�ber. 
Please co�tact jbsc@biblicalcounseling.co� with questions for the author. 
2 Jennifer R . Morse, The Sexual State: How Elite Ideologies Are Destroying Lives and Why the Church 
Was Right All Along, (Charlotte: TAN Books, 2018), chap. 2. For agree�e�t o� the sexual 
revolutio� a�d wester� attitudes, see Carl Trueman, The Rise and Triumph of the Modern Self, 
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2020), 22–34.
3 Bailey, Beth. “Prescribing the Pill: Politics, Culture, a�d the Sexual Revolutio� i� A�erica̓s 
Heartla�d.” Journal of Social History 30, �o. 4 ( July 1, 1997): 827–56. Bailey atte�pts to docu�e�t 
the “�ultiple sites of power, languages of �egotiation, a�d critical structural changes” i� which 
the birth co�trol debate occurred. As o�e exa�ple of shi�s i� social accepta�ce, see Jaso� 
Ra�tz, “School board director to host 9-year-olds for classes o� sexual pleasure, ge�der ID at 
sex shop,” 770 KTTH Radio, July 4, 2022, https://�y�orthwest.com/ 3539919/ra�tz-school-
board-director-sex-classes-shop-jenn-mason/. Politically elected Washingto� state school 
board director, Jen� Mason, teaches classes directed at 9-to-12 year olds o� sexual anato�y for 
pleasure a�d safer practices for all ki�ds of sexual activities. Maso� says “there s̓ �o such thing as 
ʻrealʼ sex” because it is self-defi�ed.
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the �u�ber of childre� living with only their �others has doubled i� the 
past fi�y years a�d that �early o�e-third of U.S. childre� do �ot live with two 
pare�ts, while al�ost half of all U.S. adults aged 55 to 64 �o longer remai�ed 
married.4 Professor of Christia� ethics at Southeaster� Baptist Theological 
Seminary, Daniel Hei�bach, argues that sexual �orality is the �ost crucial 
�oral-spiritual issue facing our ti�e. A cultural shi� towards paga� �orality, 
Hei�bach says, will eve�tually lead to co�plete social collapse.5 Christia� 
philosopher a�d author Fra�cis Schaeffer likewise la�e�ted the legality of 
abortion, the e�tertain�e�t i�dustry s̓ pro�otio� of sexual perversion, a�d 
the attacks o� marriage a�d family life u�der the ban�ers of sexual freedo� 
a�d personal happi�ess.6 Schaeffer urged the church to urge�tly talk about 
these issues, fearful of the day whe� “all �orality beco�es relative, the law 
beco�es arbitrary, a�d society �oves towards disi�tegration.”7 Feminist 
calls to “bring a� e�d to God” a�d “castrate Christianity by abolishing [its 
pillars of ] supermale arroga�ce: the �yths of si� a�d salvatio�” i�dicate that 
oppo�e�ts of biblical sexuality do �ot i�te�d to remai� sile�t.8 Although 
the secular world e�phasizes sexual fulfill�e�t a�d ide�tity as “the esse�ce 
of huma� happi�ess” that is justified by scie�ce, i�dividual freedoms, a�d the 
�eed to eliminate sexual disti�ctions to achieve equality, the church is called 
to teach a differe�t sexual ethic. A� examinatio� of Paul s̓ exhortations i� 1 
Cori�thians 3–6 to grow i� Christ a�d guard against i�purity by avoiding 
4 “Families a�d Households,” U.S. Census Bureau, July 1, 2022, https://www.census.gov/
co�te�t/dam/Census/library/visualizations/ti�e-series/de�o/families-a�d-households/
ch-1.pdf; See also, “Nu�ber of Kids Living Only With Their Mothers Has Doubled i� 50 
Years,” U.S. Census Bureau, July 1, 2022, https://www.census.gov/ library/stories/2021/04/
�u�ber-of-children-living-only-with-their-�others-has-doubled-in-past-50years.html#:~: 
text=The%20majority%20of%20A�erica̓s%2072.9,with%20�other %20only%20(21%25).
5 Daniel Hei�bach, True Sexual Morality, (Wheaton: Crossway, 2004), 39. Hei�bach says that 
sexual �orality is the pivot poi�t o� which A�erica̓s cultural fou�dations will erode, leading to 
tee� pregna�cy, cri�e, drugs, �urder, poverty, family breakdown, ho�osexuality, ge�der role 
confusion, weake�ed law, attacks o� family life, threats to the sa�ctity of life a�d �ore. 
6 Fra�cis Schaffer, The Great Evangelical Disaster, (Westchester, IL.: Crossway, 1984), 20, 22–23, 
101–103, 106–112, 188, 191.
7 Carl F. Henry, Twilight of a Great Civilization (Westchester, IL.: Crossway, 1988), 15, 19. Fra�cis 
Schaffer, The Great Evangelical Disaster, (Westchester, IL.: Crossway, 1984), 22–23. Fra�cis 
Schaffer, The Church at the End of the Twentieth Century, (Dow�ers Grove, IL.: I�tervarsity Press, 
1970), 15–6, 81. 
8 Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father: Toward a Philosophy of Women̓s Liberation (Boston, MA: 
Beacon, 1973), 71–2. Mary Daly, Gyn/Ecology: The Metaphysics of Radical Feminism (Boston, MA: 
Beacon, 1978), xi. Naomi Golde�berg, Changing of the Gods: Feminism and the End of Traditional 
Religions (Boston, MA: Beacon, 1979), 90.
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spiritual immaturity a�d the folly of huma� wisdo� de�onstrates that 
churches should instruct biblical sexual ethics by teaching God s̓ desig� for 
ge�der, marriage, sex, a�d procreatio� to help Christians respo�d to the social 
narratives of ge�der ide�tity, ge�der expression, a�d sexual freedom.9 

BRIEF BIBLICAL POSITIONS ON 
FOUR GODLESS NARRATIVES

Divorced fro� God, �o shared absolute sta�dard exists for the atheist to 
co�e to a� agree�e�t, �uch less do �orally “the right thing.”10 For such 
a person, nature holds all authority, although it is “self-originating” a�d 
“without purpose.”11 Without God, man-ce�tered desires a�d i�dividual 
freedo� reig� with the scepter of relativism.12 Either naturalistic altruis� or 
personal happi�ess �otivates the natural ma� s̓ behavior.13 

Co�versely, God s̓ �oral character, as evide�ced withi� Scripture, serves as 
the universal sta�dard of �orality for orthodox Christianity. Unlike the atheist, 
God s̓ special revelatio� i� the perso� a�d work of Jesus Christ is a reality for 

9 Carl R . Trueman, The Rise and Triumph of the Modern Self: Cultural Amnesia, Expressive 
Individualism, and the Road to Sexual Revolution, (Wheato� IL: Crossway, 2020), 222, 261. 
Truema� observed that “Freud s̓ e�phasis o� sexual fulfill�e�t as the esse�ce of huma� 
happi�ess also leads to a reconfiguratio� of huma� desti�y.”
10 Kerry Walters, Atheism: A Guide for the Perplexed, (New York: Co�ti�uum, 2010), 33–36. O�e 
rebuttal is that godless objective �orality is possible but it is ʻ�eeds based,̓  a�d �ot absolute. 
This does �ot objectively persuade i� a� absolute sense why we ought to show love by providing 
a starving ma� food. Walters argues, “I� keeping with the naturalistic worldview e�dorsed by 
atheists, all that s̓ �eeded to establish a� objective �orality is a� analysis of the sorts of creatures 
we are, the ki�ds of �eeds we have, a�d the best ways to �eet those �eeds […] because what 
makes a give� act �orally good or evil is i� part determi�ed by co�text. O�ce divorced fro� 
religion, values ca� still be objective. But they cease to be absolute.”
11 Christopher Hitchens, The Portable Atheist: Essential Readings for the Nonbeliever, (Ca�bridge, 
MA: Da Capo Press, 2007), 476. About A�erica� Atheists, “What is Atheis�?” American 
Atheists, July 2, 2022, https://www.atheists.org/activism/ resources/about-atheism/. Their 
only shared belief is that each perso� has “a lack of belief i� gods.” 
12 Yuriy Nikshych, So You̓re an Atheist: Now What? (New York: Algora, 2015), 54. “There are �o 
te�ets i� atheism, […] it is �ow up to us as i�dividuals to create our ow� �orality, we ca� [do 
whatever] we so choose.”
13 W.D. Hamilton, “The ge�etical evolutio� of social behavior,” J Theor Biol, 1964 7(1):17–52. 
RL Trivers, “The evolutio� of reciprocal altruism,” Q Rev Biol. 1971 46(1):35–57. R. Axelrod, 
The Evolution of Cooperation (New York: Basic Books, 1984), chap. 1. 
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a Christian. Only Jesus flawlessly exhibited a righteous life (Hebrews 2:17–8; 
4:15). The nature of ma� is evil.14 Therefore, biblically-based sexual ethics 
views huma� si� a�d depravity as the root cause of im�orality—�ot ma� s̓ 
circumsta�ces or ig�ora�ce of �oral co�duct.15 A�ong the ma�y differe�t 
ethical a�d �oral issues debated betwee� Christians a�d Atheists, four social 
a�d sexual narratives dominate public debate today. A brief biblical positio� 
follows for each topic.

First, co�cerning ge�der ide�tity a�d expression, two sexes—expressing 
masculinity a�d femininity—were i�te�tionally created a�d purposed by God 
i� Scripture. Professor of Christia� ethics at Midwester� Baptist Theological 
Seminary, Ala� Bra�ch, says that the “gift of ge�der is �ot a� accide�t of 
evolutio� or a �ere social construction.”16 The Bible explains i� Ge�esis 
1:26–31 that manki�d is made both male a�d female a�d i� the image of God. 
Linguistically, the Hebrew word ādām ( ) ca� refer to only a man, or it may 
refer to male a�d female as “manki�d.”17 Anarthrous i� verse twe�ty-six,
appears i� verse twe�ty-seve� as (with the article), pro�pting Senior 
Professor of Old Testa�e�t at Trinity College, Gordo� Wenham, to suggest 
how it foreshadows the blessing of fertility to be an�ou�ced i� verse twe�ty-
eight.18 Also �otable is how the first two clauses of verse 1:27 e�phasize the 
divi�e image i� ma� using a chiasm, while the third clause explicitly specifies 
that wo�e� bear the divi�e image.19

Distinguished professor of Old Testa�e�t at Souther� Baptist Theological 
14 See, Ge�esis 6:5, 8:21, Ecclesiastes 9:3, Proverbs 28:26, Jeremiah 17:9, Matthew 15:19, Romans 
3:12, Ephesians 4:17–19.
15 David Jo�es, An Introduction to Biblical Ethics, B&H Studies i� Biblical Ethics Series, ed. Daniel 
Hei�bach, (Nashville, TN: B&H Publishing, 2013), 2–7, 25. Atheists so�eti�es favor forms 
of conseque�tialism.
16 Ala� Bra�ch, Affirming Gods Image: Addressing the Transgender Question with Science and 
Scripture, (Bellingham, WA: Lexha� Press, 2019), 41.
17 Ludwig Koehler, Walter Baumgart�er, M. E. J. Richardson, a�d Johan� Jakob Stamm, The 
Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament, (Leiden, Netherla�ds: E.J. Brill, 1994–2000), 
14.
18 Willia� D. Mou�ce, Basics of Biblical Greek: Grammar. Edited by Verly� D. Verbrugge. Third 
Edition. (Gra�d Rapids, MI: Zo�dervan, 2009), 67. “Anarthrous” �eans �o article exists, 
which i�pacts how a �oun, adjective, adverbial participle, or predicate adjective fu�ctions 
withi� Koi�e Greek.
19 Gordo� J. Wenham, Genesis 1–15, Vol. 1, Word Biblical Commentary, (Dallas, TX: Word, I�c., 
1987), 32.
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Seminary, Ken�eth Mathews, says scholars co�te�ding for a bisexual ma� 
can�ot substa�tiate their clai� i� light of God s̓ act to create the female i� 
Ge�esis 2:22 a�d His earlier comma�ds to “be fruitful a�d �ultiply, a�d 
fill the earth” i� chapter o�e, verse twe�ty-eight.20 So�e scholars argue 
that Ada� a�d Eve s̓ defia�ce by eating the fruit co�trary to God s̓ directio� 
so�ehow altered the image of God i� ma� (i.e., Ada� s̓ corrupted image).21 
Mathews claims that despite manki�d s̓ �uti�y a�d punish�e�t, fro� 
Ge�esis 5 forward, manki�d co�ti�ues i� God s̓ procreative image through 
sex betwee� ma� a�d woma� (cf. Ge�esis 5:3). A�er the flood, huma� life a�d 
childbearing remai� preserved. Humans uniquely procreate a�d bear God s̓ 
image withi� His divi�e order as male a�d female.22

Seco�d, co�cerning marriage, God desig�ed a�d instituted marriage i� 
Ge�esis 2:24. The Hebrew word for “cling, cleave to” ( ) is covena�tal 
language.23 The New Testa�e�t affirms this picture i� Matthew 19:3–5 a�d 
Ephesians 5:31.24 O�e ma� leaves his pare�ts i� a lifelong commit�e�t to 
o�e woma� a�d consummates it withi� a “o�e flesh” heterosexual unio� via 
i�tercourse. The State has �o authority to dissolve the unio� o� its terms 
(Matthew 19:6–9). Sexual relations strengthe� marital covena�ts a�d 
also enable the pote�tial for �ew life.25 Thus a�y other for� of marriage 

20 Ken�eth Mathews, Genesis 1-11:26, Vol. 1A, The New American Commentary, (Nashville, TN: 
Broadma� & Holma� Publishers, 1996), 173.
21 Way�e Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine, Seco�d Edition, 
(Gra�d Rapids, MI: Zo�derva� Academic, 2020), 569. 
22 Mathews, Genesis 1-11:26, Vol. 1A. Mathews �otes how the “psalmist recognizes the superiority 
of huma� life a�d its g̒lory a�d ho�orʼ i� creation. Huma� life s̓ [glory] rests �ot i� ma�s̓ 
o�tological features but i� his commissio� as lord over the terrestrial world (Ps 8:5–8 [6–9]).” 
This glory (kābôd), says Mathews, is distinguished i� the Old Testa�e�t as the attribute of 
the Lord God. “It is bestowed o� humans, i�dicating ma�s̓ appoi�t�e�t [to dominio�] as the 
Lord s̓ ruling sonship [albeit diminished by si�].” 
23 Gary R . Gromacki, “Why Be Co�cer�ed about Sa�e-Sex Marriage?” Journal of Ministry 
and Theology Volume 9, �o. 2 (2005): 76–77. Ludwig Koehler, Walter Baumgart�er, M. E. J. 
Richardson, a�d Johan� Jakob Stamm, The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament, 
(Leiden, Netherla�ds: E.J. Brill, 1994–2000), 209. K. Mathews, Genesis 1-11:26, The New 
American Commentary, (Nashville, TN: Broadma� & Holma� Publishers, 1996), 223. 
24 Hebrews 13:4, 1 Cori�thians 7, Romans 7:1–4, Ephesians 5:22–33, Colossians 3:18–19, 1 
Ti�othy 3, Titus 1:6; 2:4–5, 1 Peter 3:1–7. The marriage unio� always occurs betwee� a husba�d 
a�d wife i� the New Testa�e�t.
25 Biblical marriage portrays a Gospel picture: i� a make-it-a�d-�ever-break-it covena�t, 
husba�d a�d bride partake i� a� exclusive co�jugal unio� that creates the possibility for �ew 
life. Consider, J. Budziszewski, What We Can̓ t Not Know: A Guide (Dallas, TX: Spe�ce, 2003), 
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(ho�osexual) is �ot valid, a�d a�y co�jugal act outside this bo�d is dee�ed 
sinful (1 Cori�thians 6:9, 18–20, 7:1–40, Hebrews 13:4, Matthew 5:27, 32). 

Although so�e argue that marriage is a social construct a�d that 
�o�oga�ous ho�osexual relationships constitute a valid union, orthodox 
Christianity has historically adhered to Scriptural authority whe� co�testing 
this �otion.26 Efforts to redefi�e marriage either elevate huma� self-i�terests 
above Scripture, de�y God, or e�brace a severe misu�dersta�ding. The Bible s̓ 
desig� for families remains the best way to raise healthy a�d �on-deli�que�t 
children.27

Third, co�cerning procreatio� a�d abortion, all life is God-created a�d 
valued. Co�trary to the widespread public narrative that abortio� is a fixed 
“huma� right,” childre� represe�t a heritage a�d blessing of the LORD a�d 
�ot a burde� (1 Sa�uel 2:6, Psal� 127:3). Ge�esis 1–2 does �ot say “be fruitful 
a�d �ultiple only whe� I fi�d a six-figure salary,” or “stop at two.” Birth co�trol 
enables wo�e� to overco�e the for�er constrai�ts of natural co�ceptio� a�d 
childbearing. However, the comma�d of Jesus is to co�ti�ually seek “the 
kingdo� of God a�d His righteous�ess” first a�d �ot selfish gai� (co�tra 
feminist opinio� that abortio� enables sexual freedo� a�d eco�omic equality 
betwee� ge�ders).28 Further, the sixth comma�d�e�t prohibits �urder, 
a�d abortio� usurps a prerogative belonging only to God—death (Exodus 
20:13). So�e argue that Scripture excuses abortio� before a child is fully 
developed. They wrongly ig�ore that God s̓ Word says He creates a�d sustains 
life beginning at co�ceptio� (Ge�esis 3:16, Psal� 139:13–6, Ruth 4:13). 

86–7. Co�tra co�jugal sex (making o�e flesh out of two), “whe� a ma� puts the part of himself 
which represe�ts life i�to the cavity of a�other ma� which represe�ts decay a�d expulsion, 
at the �ost basic of all possible levels he is saying, ʻLife be swallowed i� death.̓  We can�ot 
overwrite such �eanings with differe�t o�es just because we wa�t to.” 
26 Albert Mohler, “God a�d the Gay Christian: A Response to Matthew Vi�es,” Southern 
Seminary Magazine 82 (Sum�er 2014), 14. Despite so-called revisionist Christia� argu�e�ts, 
ho�osexuality has �ever bee� e�braced historically.
27 Ja�e A�derson, “The i�pact of family structure o� the health of children: Effects of 
divorce,” The Linacre Quarterly vol. 81, 4 (2014): 378-87. “Nearly three decades of research 
[…] de�onstrates that childre� living with their married, biological pare�ts consiste�tly have 
better physical, e�otional, a�d academic well-being. [Except marital viole�ce], childre� [of 
biological families] fair better.”
28 ζητε τε, Matthew 6:33, prese�t, active, i�perative verb (comma�d to “[keep o�] seeking” is 
ongoing actio�).
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They also discou�t the i�porta�ce of being for�ed by God a�d i� His image 
(Ge�esis 1:26–7, 9:6). Scripture values huma� life (Matthew 10:30, Ge�esis 
9:6, Luke 12:7) a�d recognizes a� u�bor� child as a perso� (Exodus 21:22–3, 
Luke 1:39–45).29

 
Fourth, co�cerning sexual freedom, biblical sexual �orality rejects all 

forms of sexual activity outside the confi�es of marriage. Therefore, the church 
la�e�ts that i� 2019, 40% of U.S. high school stude�ts engaged i� sexual 
activity before marriage.30 Biblically, all premarital relations �ust remai� 
�onsexual.31 How a�d why people participate i� i�timate relations, express 
their ge�der, or ide�tify themselves ca� all fall prey to social narratives further 
magnified by self-idolatry— the elevatio� of o�e s̓ desires a�d happi�ess above 
God a�d His Word. Moder� society s̓ worship of self a�d dema�d for sexual 
freedoms constitutes evil a�d idolatrous sins resona�t of those historically 
committed by Israel a�d co�dem�ed by God. The Bible decries divorce a�d 
co�demns adultery, fornicating, ho�osexual activity, prostitution, polyga�y, 
a�d polya�orous relationships, as well as forms of �on-conforming ge�der 
ide�tities a�d expressions. The New Testa�e�t s̓ usage of the Greek word 
πορνεία (porneia) for sexual im�orality is i�clusive of all of the above behaviors 
withi� its sema�tic range as well as various other ki�ds of “unsa�ctio�ed” sexual 
behaviors.32 I� sum, social narratives ca� �ever justify sexual im�orality. 
Neither ca� the Bible wink at sexual freedo� resulta�t fro� a�y scie�tific or 
29 Joh� Hol�es, “The Sexual Ethics of Plan�ed Pare�thood” (Research Paper, DR30020 
Midwester� Baptist Theological Seminary, Kansas City, MO, Ja�uary 23, 2022), 1–21. Bria� 
Bolton, “God Is Pro-Abortion: The Bible Says So. (Cover Story),” American Atheist 54, �o. 3 
(2016 3rd Quarter 2016): 6–9. Bolto� believes “the bible does �ot support today s̓ fu�da�e�talist 
Christia� assault o� wo�e�s̓ reproductive rights.” He commits the above errors a�d misreads 
Exodus 21:22–3, stating i�correctly that “while the Bible requires the death penalty for 60 
specified criminal violations, abortio� is �ot a�ong the�” a�d that the “[God] of the Holy 
Bible does �ot care about the lives of pregna�t �others-to-be a�d their u�bor� children.” 
30 Mark Reg�erus, Forbidden Fruit: Sex and Religion in the Lives of American Teenagers, (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 3. Each day, about 7,000 U.S. teenagers experie�ce 
sexual i�tercourse for the first ti�e [a�d �ost do by age of 20]. See also, National Ce�ter for 
Disease Co�trol, “High School Youth Risk Behavior Surveilla�ce Syste� (YRBSS) Data,” July 
3, 2022, https://�ccd.cdc.gov/Youthonli�e/. I� 2019, 38.4% of U.S. high schoolers had sexual 
i�tercourse.
31 Hebrews 13:4, Matthew 19:4–5, 1 Thessalonians 4:3–5, 1 Cori�thians 7:2, Colossians 3:5, 
Acts 15:20, Ge�esis 2:24.
32 Willia� Ar�dt, Frederick W. Danker, a�d Walter Bauer. A Greek-English Lexicon of the New 
Testament and Other Early Christian Literature. (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 
854.
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biological fra�ework—eve� if e�dorsed by the State.33 The doctri�e of stare 
decisis, or where the State has sa�ctio�ed legal precede�t, does �ot supersede 
biblical authority.34 For exa�ple, eve� though the U.S. Supre�e Court s̓ legal 
reasoning recorded historical evide�ce of the structural variety i� marriage 
spanning millennia as o�e of its reasons for justifying sa�e-sex marriage, the 
Bible still makes it clear that both Jesus a�d the apostle Paul affir�ed the Old 
Testa�e�t s̓ positions o� sa�e-sex associations. The biblical clai� remains 
that the μαλακός (“effeminate”) a�d ρσενοκοίτης (“ho�osexuals”) will �ot 
e�ter the Kingdo� of Heaven.35

EXHORTATIONS FROM THE PASTORAL HEART OF PAUL 
PERTINENT TO THE INSTRUCTION OF SEXUAL ETHICS

Paul s̓ letters to the Cori�thians represe�t the �ost detailed correspo�de�ce 
betwee� a� apostle a�d a local church i� the New Testa�e�t, providing great 
insights i�to both Paul s̓ theology a�d gospel applicatio� to the situations 
of life occurring i� Cori�th.36 I� chapters 3–6, Paul instructs believers i� 
Cori�th o� how to live a life that brings ho�or a�d glory to God. I� doing so, 
he exhorts the church to make two tasks a fore�ost priority. First, believers 
�ust grow i� Christ, which �eans they �ust grow i� spiritual maturity. 
Seco�d, believers �ust guard against i�purity, adhering to sexual ethics that 
glorify God. The Cori�thia� church remai�ed �es�erized by the world s̓ 

33 “All of Scripture is inspired by God a�d authoritative for [their] life” as stated i� 1 Ti�othy 
3:16–17. Feelings associated with sex or sexual orie�tatio� do �ot overrule the Bible as 
authoritative truth i� these matters.
34 Ala� Goldman, “The Force of Precede�t i� Legal, Moral, a�d E�pirical Reasoning,” Synthese 
71, �o. 3 (1987): 323–46. Joh� Hol�es, “Sa�e-sex Marriage: Propo�e�t Views a�d a Biblical 
Response,” (Research Paper, DR30020 Midwester� Baptist Theological Seminary, Kansas City, 
MO, Ja�uary 23, 2022), 1–21.
35 Joh� Hol�es, “The Sexual Ethics of Plan�ed Pare�thood,” 1–21. Willia� Ar�dt, Frederick 
W. Danker, Walter Bauer, a�d F. Wilbur Gingrich, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament 
and Other Early Christian Literature, (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago, 2000), 135, 613. “1 Cor. 
6:9 (ʻmale prostitutesʼ NRSV is too narrow a re�dering; s̒exual pervertʼ REB is too broad)” O� 

ρσενοκοίτης, “Paul s̓ strictures against sa�e-sex activity can�ot be satisfactorily explai�ed o� 
the basis of alleged te�ple prostitutio� or limited to co�tract w. boys for ho�oerotic service.” 
Μαλακός refers to males who� other males sodomize (a passive part�er), a�d ρσενοκοίτης is 
the “o�e who assu�es the domina�t role i� sa�e-sex activity.” 
36 Mark, Taylor. 1 Corinthians. Edited by E. Ray Cle�de�en. Vol. 28. The New A�erica� 
Com�e�tary. (Nashville, TN: B&H Publishing Group, 2014), 19.
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wisdom, but Paul remains determi�ed to orie�t Cori�th back to their ide�tity 
as Christians, �ew creations set apart fro� the world i� Christ, to live as 
God s̓ holy people.37 People may questio� the legitimacy of using Scripture s̓ 
sexual ethics give� the cultural dista�ce of the Bible fro� today. However, 
argu�e�ts fro� sile�ce (e.g., the Bible does �ot explicitly discuss the �orality 
of passionate kissing) lack �erit because whe� the e�tirety of Scripture is 
considered—which Paul attests is authoritative (2 Ti�othy 3:16–17)—we 
fi�d that a clear biblical sexual ethic exists co�cerning ge�der, marriage, sex, 
a�d procreation.38 As such, exhortations fro� the pastoral heart of Paul to 
grow i� Christ a�d guard against i�purity reveal the i�porta�ce of teaching 
God s̓ desig� for ge�der, marriage, sex, a�d procreatio� so that �e�bers may 
respo�d (both i� word a�d deed) to the social narratives of ge�der ide�tity, 
ge�der expression, a�d sexual freedom.39

GROW IN CHRIST

O�e way Paul exhorts believers to grow i� Christ is to �ot fall prey to the 
proble� of spiritual immaturity i� 1 Cori�thians 3:1–3. His burde� toward 
Cori�th resulted fro� the fact that so�e believers i� Cori�th behaved like 
children, a�d Paul had to “coddle” the� as infa�ts instead of relating to the� 

37 Mark Taylor, 1 Corinthians, 21.
38 Gerald Hiesta�d, “A Biblical-Theological Approach to Premarital Sexual Ethics: Or, What 
Sai�t Paul Would Say about ʻMaking Out,̓” Bulletin of Ecclesial Theology 1, �o. 1 ( Ju�e 2014): 
13–34.
39 Todd A. Salzma� a�d Michael G. Lawler. Sexual Ethics: A Theological Introduction. 
Washington, D.C.: Georgetow� University Press, 2012. Albeit a book of u�orthodox a�d 
liberal argu�e�ts desig�ed to shi� Catholic beliefs, Salzma� recognizes a “discon�ect betwee� 
ma�y of the Churchs̓ absolute sexual �orms a�d [social/cultural] theological a�d i�tellectual 
develop�e�ts” that have created a� i�petus for ongoing instructio� i� sexual ethics. Jo�es, 
Sta�to� L. “How to Teach Sex: Seve� Realities That Christians i� Every Congregatio� Need 
to K�ow.” Christianity Today 55, �o. 1 ( Ja�uary 2011): 34–39. Sta�to� says, “We �ust educate 
a�d shape our young people, i�deed all of our people i� a deeper a�d truer u�dersta�ding of 
sex. Evangelical Christians �eed to lear� to celebrate a�d e�brace their sexuality a�d to live out 
their sexuality i� holi�ess, a�d thus to have �o occasio� for abortion.” Mary S. Ford, “By Whose 
Authority? Sexual Ethics, Post�odernism, a�d Orthodox Christianity,” Christian Bioethics: Non-
Ecumenical Studies in Medical Morality 26, �o. 3 (Dece�ber 2020): 298–324. Ford takes the threat 
of theological error seriously, saying that Christians “[instruct] the “Good News” revealed by 
Christ, a�d confir�ed i� His Church, [to our] sexually confused surrou�ding society a�d 
culture.
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as spiritually mature adults.40 While the co�text i� this passage is jealousy a�d 
strife as it reflects a spiritually immature state of mi�d, Paul s̓ �ore significa�t 
poi�t is that their actions proved the� to act like fools. By using the ter� 
“solid food,” Paul i�plies that they should have progressed toward learning 
the �ore adva�ced teachings of the gospel a�ong the mature (1 Cori�thians 
2:6). He is �ot co�trasting two diets but instead “the true food of the Gospel 
(whether milk or �eat), a�d the sy�thetic substitutes which the Cori�thians 
have [wrongly] preferred.”41

Ma�y Christia� laypersons today co�ti�ue to digest Scripture with their 
bottle i� ha�d without adva�cing toward a �ore mature u�dersta�ding of the 
gospel. Trading doctri�e for applicatio� or adopting relativistic i�terpretations 
(e.g., “what does this �ea� to you?” versus “what does the text say?”) �egatively 
i�pacts spiritual growth a�d the ability to live a godly life.42 Moder� Christians 
live i� a ti�e with u�precede�ted tech�ology a�d the �ost significa�t �u�ber 
of u�dersta�dable Bible translations yet available to manki�d. Give� this 
fact, distinguished professor of New Testa�e�t at De�ver Seminary, Craig 
Blo�berg, says that 21st-ce�tury Christians should prove themselves o�e of 
the �ost biblically k�owledgeable societies i� church history. He cautions that 
whe� church k�owledge of sou�d doctri�e beco�es a�emic, congregations 
beco�e less able to spot, assess, a�d reject false teaching or less willing to 
address im�oral behaviors.43 For�er professor of evangelis� a�d preaching 
at Souther� Baptist Theological Seminary, Ken�eth Chafin, says that “too 
o�e� [the church has played the role of the frighte�ed] a�d �ot that of the 
people who gather weekly to worship the God of all true wisdom.”44 Yet, i� 
these verses, Paul patie�tly �odels exhorting the �ost immature i� Cori�th 
to grow i� their com�unio� with God, to u�dersta�d His will, a�d to make 
40 Ti�othy Brookins, a�d Bruce W. Longe�ecker, 1 Corinthians 10-16: A Handbook on the Greek 
Text, Baylor Handbook on the Greek New Testament. (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2016), 65.
41 M. Hooker, “Hard Sayings: 1 Cor. 3:2,” Theology 69 (1966): 21. See also J. Fra�cis, “As Babes 
i� Christ—So�e Proposals Regarding 1 Cor. 3:1–3,” JSNT 7 (1980): 41–60. Gordo� Fee, The 
First Epistle to the Corinthians, NICNT, (Gra�d Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1987), 125. Fee says 
“Cori�thians do �ot �eed a change i� diet but a change i� perspective.” Milk i�plies ele�e�tary 
k�owledge; �eat i�plies adva�ced k�owledge of the Gospel.
42 Ja�es Wicker, “Using Hebrew a�d Greek Correctly,” (Lecture, Biblical Her�e�eutics, 
Southwester� Baptist Theological Seminary, Fort Worth, Texas, Ja�uary 18, 2018).
43 Blo�berg, Craig, 1 Corinthians, NIV Applicatio� Com�e�tary. (Gra�d Rapids, MI: 
Zo�dervan, 1994), 70.
44 Ken�eth L. Chafin, 1, 2 Corinthians (Waco, TX: Word, 1985), 47.
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sense of the truths of Scripture for applying the� i� daily living.45

While i�dividual Christians bear responsibility for their spiritual growth, 
the local gathered body of believers �ust still instruct Christia� doctri�e. Not 
only does a gathering of fellow Holy-Spirit-filled Christians help detect a�d 
guard against theological error, but they also ca� e�courage, help, pray for, 
or eve� ad�onish o�e a�other i� the situations of daily life (1 Thessalonians 
5:14). Norma� Sta�to� wrote, “Lordship [salvatio�] of Jesus Christ is the 
singular, great confessio� of the Christia� faith [a�d] Jesus [guides a�d builds 
a� accou�table] covena�t com�unity (Acts 1:24-25).”46 As the Cori�thia� s̓ 
father i� Christ Jesus through the gospel, Paul urges believers i� 1 Cori�thians 
4:15-17 to imitate hi� by learning his ways i� Christ Jesus—that Paul “teaches 
everywhere i� every church.” Paul u�derstood the �on-�egotiable i�perative 
for Christ-followers give� by Jesus: “make disciples.”47 I� Matthew 28:16-20, 
Jesus elaborated by saying “go,” “baptizing,” a�d “teaching [the�] to observe 
[everything that I have comma�ded you].” Also, the participle “teaching” 
appears i� the Greek prese�t tense, active voice, i�dicating a� ongoing a�d 
co�ti�uous actio� applicable today (i.e., keep o� teaching a�d do �ot stop).48 

A seco�d way that Paul exhorts believers to grow i� Christ is to build o� 
the fou�datio� of Christ as God s̓ co-worker (1 Cori�thians 3:9–16). Church 
�e�bers, a�d therefore the e�tire church, should reflect the holy character 
of God.49 Practically speaking, maturity requires studying God s̓ Word—the 
whole word—without �eglecting selective parts so Christians may discer� the 
truth for holy living. Paul explai�ed to the church at Ephesus that Christ had 
gi�ed the church with teachers to “equip the sai�ts for the work of ministry 
a�d building up the body of Christ” (Ephesians 4:11–12). So, give� Paul s̓ 
guida�ce to the Church at Cori�th to imitate hi� i� Christ, the i�plicatio� 
is that church leaders will �ot leave spiritually immature believers i� a cor�er 
u�to themselves. Imitating Paul, the spiritually mature i� the church should 

45 Craig Blo�berg. 1 Corinthians, 69.
46 Norma� Sta�ton, The Baptist Way: Distinctives of a Baptist Church, 33, 36.  
47 μαθητεύσατε (“make disciples”), Matt. 28:19, a� aorist, active, i�perative (comma�d) verb 
for� μαθητεύω.
48 A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament, 241.
49 Joh� Ham�ett, “Church Me�bership, Church Discipli�e, a�d the Nature of the Church,” I� 
Those Who Must Give an Account: A Study of Church Membership and Church Discipline, ed. Joh� 
Ham�ett, a�d Be�jami� Merkle, (Nashville, TN: B&H Academic, 2012), chap.1.
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help disciple the less spiritually mature to lear� the ways of Jesus—“ways” that 
Paul says he teaches everywhere i� every church a�d that he se�t Ti�othy to 
remi�d the� about (1 Cori�thians 4:16–7). 

Taylor observes that while the discussio� i� 1 Cori�thians 3:9–11 refere�ces 
leaders i�volved i� the building of the church, the e�tire church is i� view later 
i� chapters 8–14.50 Thus, leaders should take responsibility for leading the 
church as a whole by instructing the� i� sou�d doctri�e. Huma� failure to 
obey godly instructio� is �ot a pragmatic excuse for �ot teaching a particular 
topic. It is God who leads a�d sets the sta�dard. I� verse ni�e, the word θεο
(“of God”) appears e�phatically positio�ed repeatedly i� a series of three 
repeated occurre�ces (“θεο  […] θεο  […] θεο ”). As God s̓ fellow workers, 
God s̓ field, a�d God s̓ building, the botto� li�e is that God owns it all, builds 
it all, sets the sta�dards, a�d executes it all using huma� age�cy withi� His 
church. Chapter three, verses 16–7, explai� that while God s̓ spirit e�powers 
Christians to serve, there remains a� expectatio� that the church faithfully 
builds o� the fou�datio� set by Paul while remaining holy a�d pure. Blo�berg 
�otes that these verses i�dicate that the church is �ot “just a�y building” but 
the body of Cori�thia� believers. The Christia� fellowship e�bodies the 
Spirit of God, a�d they �ust walk i� the Spirit, remaining holy a�d exercising 
i�dividual spiritual gi�s—such as teaching a�d preaching—for the edificatio� 
of the e�tire body.

A third way that Paul exhorts believers to grow i� Christ is to imitate 
Paul a�d Ti�othy s̓ faithful�ess i� Christ (1 Cori�thians 4:14–7, 20-1). Paul 
ad�onishes the Cori�thia� church to imitate hi� with pastoral co�cer� 
as their father i� Christ. Taylor suggests that give� Paul s̓ life with Christ 
a�d his role as the church s̓ fou�der i� Cori�th, he had unique authority to 
say, “Beco�e imitators of �e” i� ad�onish�e�t. The word γίνεσθε (“be or 
beco�e”) appears i� the prese�t middle i�perative as a comma�d that is a 
co�ti�uous a�d habitual action. Paul comma�ds, “Beco�e imitators of �e 
[a�d do �ot stop!]” The verb νουθετ  (“to ad�onish/war�”) appears i� the 
prese�t active participle, expressing Paul s̓ purpose of co�ti�uously counseling 
a�d instructing the� to cease or avoid their i�proper course of co�duct 
50 Mark Taylor, 1 Corinthians, 105. Taylor says, “The thematic link betwee� 3:10–17 a�d chaps. 
8–14 is i� the “building” language. See also, David Garla�d, 1 Corinthians, BECNT, (Gra�d 
Rapids, MI: Baker, 2003) who �otes that “to build upo�” refers “to preaching a�d instructio� 
(cf. 2 Cori�thians 10:8; 12:19; 13:10; cf. Ephesians 2:19–22).”
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like little children.51 Instructio� is �ot a o�e-ti�e eve�t. Paul writes �ot to 
e�barrass or sha�e but to issue a� ongoing warning they �ust heed. 

Also, Ti�othy is dearly loved a�d cou�ted as a faithful child. Paul desires 
his childre� i� Cori�th to �odel Ti�othy s̓ faithful�ess, as Paul states i� verse 
seve�tee� that Ti�othy will work to remi�d the� of Paul s̓ ways. Robertso� 
a�d Plum�er co�te�d that “Ti�othy was se�t to remi�d childre� who were 
equally beloved, but �ot equally faithful, of their duties towards [Paul, their 
spiritual father].”52 Hard to miss is Ti�othy s̓ physical prese�ce a�ong God s̓ 
people for instructing the church o� his ways i� the patter� of Christ i� verse 
seve�teen.53 Instructional letter-writing can�ot replace in-perso� serva�t-
leaders stewarding a�d teaching the church i� God s̓ �ysteries (1 Cori�thians 
4:1). Blo�berg suggests that Paul s̓ calls for imitatio� have refere�ces to 
the a�cie�t world where sons lear�ed a trade fro� their fathers by seeing it 
�odeled. Daily life itself, lived alongside o�e a�other �earby, beca�e the 
appre�ticeships̓ classroom.54

It is unmistakable how seriously Paul considered the �eed for the church 
i� Cori�th to grow i� Christ by becoming spiritually mature imitators of hi� 
as God s̓ co-worker. Seemingly influe�ced by Cori�th s̓ serious �oral failures 
(detailed i� later chapters), Paul i�dicates He will either co�e to the� i� love 
or with a rod of discipli�e i� chapter four, verse twe�ty-o�e. The three ways 
Paul urges Christians to grow i� Christ apply to the instructio� of sexual 
�orality. I� all churches everywhere, Paul aims to see God glorified i� body 
a�d spirit through holy a�d faithful living. For this to occur, churches �ust rid 
themselves of sexual im�orality a�d self-idolatry, aided by habitual, ongoing, 
systematic instructio� of biblical sexual ethics.

GUARD AGAINST IMPURITY

O�e way Paul exhorts believers to guard against i�purity is to avoid the 
folly of huma� wisdo� (1 Cori�thians 3:18–23). This requires first that a 

51 A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament, 679.
52 Archibald Robertso� a�d Alfred Plum�er, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the First 
Epistle of St. Paul to the Corinthians, 2�d ed., ICC, (Edi�burgh: T&T Clark, 1914), 90.
53 Mark Taylor, 1 Corinthians, 126.
54 Craig Blo�berg, 1 Corinthians, 91.
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perso� u�dersta�ds why huma� wisdo� is so�eti�es wrong a�d how it may 
lead to i�purity (si�). If the church does �ot speak or trai� about such issues, 
the world will �ot hesitate to tell its side. Consider three fa�ous psychologists 
a�d at least o�e a�thropologist who influe�ced sexual a�d social narratives 
over the past hu�dred years. First, Abraha� Maslow e�braced the �otio� 
that “universal huma� values” could be ide�tified i� huma� biology a�d that 
“by following the God withi� [ourselves], we ca� discover a universal set of 
values.”55 Seco�d, Maslow s̓ frie�d a�d cultural a�thropologist, Margaret 
Mead, thought that young people were the key to changing the social order. 
Cultural relativis� fueled her visio� of sexual utopia, leading her to argue 
that “teenage sexuality could be wholeso�e a�d beautiful if only pare�ts 
a�d s̒ocietyʼ would stop i�terfering [a�d allow the� to self-actualize].”56 
Third, Ti� Leary, a propo�e�t of psychedelic drugs, o� the other ha�d, 
hoped to “destroy organized religion.” He projected that through LSD usage, 
psychologists could beco�e “arbiters of social values [a�d serve as replace�e�ts 
for ministers, policymakers, teachers, a�d others with cultural influe�ce].”57 
While Playboy magazi�e lauded Leary s̓ promises of orgasms a�d psychedelic 
gay co�versio� therapy, Leary s̓ cou�terculture thinking o� personality a�d 
social relationships had a lasting i�pact.58 O�e ca� argue that two pills fueled 
the 1960s a�d 70s sexual revolution—birth co�trol a�d LSD—a�d �ore tha� 
a�yo�e else i� his era, Leary inspired millions to experi�e�t with LSD.59  
Fourth, Carl Rogers argued that feelings determi�ed truth. “Neither the 
Bible �or the prophets […] �either the revelations of God �or ma� […] ca� 
take precede�ce over �y ow� direct experie�ce.”60 After the Sisters of the 
Immaculate Heart of Mary consulted with a�d subseque�tly adopted Roger s̓ 
ideas o� free love a�d the ope� expressio� of sexuality, the organizatio� 
fell i�to chaos whe� �ore tha� three hu�dred ladies resig�ed fro� the 
55 Joh� Babler a�d Nicolas Ellen, Counseling by the Book, Revised a�d Expa�ded ed., (Fort 
Worth, TX: CTW, 2014), 50. 
56 Margaret Mead, Coming of Age in Samoa : A Psychological Study of Primitive Youth of Western 
Civilization, (New York: Willia� a�d Morrow, 1929), 11. Joyce Milton, The Road to Malpsychia: 
Humanistic Psychology and Our Discontents, (Sa� Fra�cisco, CA: E�cou�ter Books, 2002), 10, 29.
57 Milton, 82, 96.
58 The Septe�ber 1966 Playboy i�terview with Leary is repri�ted i� Ti�othy Leary, The Politics 
of Ecstasy, (Berkeley, CA: Ronin, 1998). “I� a carefully prepared, loving LSD session, a woma� 
will i�evitably have several hu�dred orgasms.”
59 Do� Lattin, Timothy Leary̓ s legacy, and the rebirth of psychedelic research, Harvard Library 
Bulleti� 28 (1), Spring 2017: 65-74.
60 Milton,135, 144.



93Fall 2023 | Volume 7

organizatio� a�d tur�ed to either “�ew religions” or adopted various forms of 
i�ward “self-expressio�” as a basis for universal truth.61 Such ideas infiltrated 
a�d influe�ced all aspects of society, fro� Govern�e�t policy, religious 
beliefs, childre� s̓ TV shows, education, social work, a�d busi�ess practices 
worldwide.62 Social programs such as character training, child �orality 
experi�e�ts, a�d “self-estee� training” that promised cures for society fi�d 
their origins i� o�e or �ore of the humanistic ideas of these psychologists. 
At o�e poi�t, a for�er preside�t of the A�erica� Psychological Associatio� 
remarked, “Corporations, educators, stude�ts, a�d above all, taxpayers �eed 
to begi� to ask hard questions about why they allow psychologists to dictate 
their values through experi�e�ts i� thought reform.”63

A seco�d way Paul exhorts believers to guard against i�purity is to practice 
formative instructio� a�d corrective discipli�e (1 Cori�thians 5:1–13). Sexual 
im�orality �ust �ever fi�d tolera�ce withi� the body of believers. Paul 
pro�ou�ces judg�e�t o� sexual im�orality withi� the church. He gives his 
rationale to the church i� Cori�th, but just as problematically as the reported 
sin, Cori�th failed to �onitor a�d address si� i� the congregatio� properly. 

61 Willia� R . Coulson, “Full Hearts a�d E�pty Heads: The Price of Certai� Rece�t Programs 
i� Humanistic Psychology,” a confere�ce o� Tasks of Personalistic Psychology, held at Fra�cisca� 
University, Steube�ville, Ohio, 20 October 1994. Roger s̓ use of “e�cou�ter groups” pro�oted 
a� idea that personal authe�ticity required “self-expressio�” according to o�e s̓ in�er desires 
without the yoke of religious dogma. See also, Rosemary Curb a�d Na�cy Manahad, eds., 
Lesbian Nuns: Breaking Silence (Tallahassee, FL: Naiad Press, 1985), 13, 328. 
62 Milton,54–59, 66, 75, 82, 90, 96, 112, 137, 145, 151, 196–234, 242–63. Fro� A�erica to Japan, 
the humanistic beliefs of these �e� influe�ced education, applied bra�ches of psychology, 
manage�e�t, a�d religio� (i�clusive of protesta�t, Catholic, Jewish faiths). Either atheistic 
or pa�theistic, these �e� adopted a�ti�omia� views a�d sought to replace all sacred doctri�e 
with ma�s̓ wisdom. New Age �ysticis� resulted fro� saturatio� of these co�cepts i�to society. 
Rogers, fou�d himself courted by the U.S. Depart�e�t of Educatio�s̓ liaiso� to Sesame Street 
a�d held considerable sway a�ong A�erica� Psychologists. As their theories beca�e widely 
adopted, activists with humanistic age�das brought differe�t types of social age�das to schools, 
the workplace, a�d busi�esses. For exa�ple, “diversity training” (co-opted for supporting 
LGBTQ equality) is virtually ubiquitous a�ong U.S. co�panies today. The effect beca�e a 
brai�washing of humanistic ideas across society, supporting the rise of �ew religions, feminism, 
sexual freedom, the eliminatio� of ge�der ide�tity a�d expression, as well as a� affinity for 
socialism. Efforts to re-write history textbooks a�d other forms of revisionis� all fi�d influe�ce 
u�der the humanistic ideas that self-actualizing, personal feelings, a�d happi�ess derive fro� 
o�e s̓ in�er true self. Leary �otably stated o� p. 96 that “o�ce traditional religio� caught on, it 
would be too late.”
63 Milton, 204. Ja�es Nolan, The Therapeutic State, (New York: NYU Press, 1998), 2-4.
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How the church reacted to this affair proved as terrible as the affair itself.64 
Christians should strive for holi�ess as God is holy. Jesus expects purity 
i� His church (Matthew 5:48). Although Jesus shed His blood to pay si� s̓ 
penalty, Christians can�ot ig�ore si� (Hebrews 10:19). Clinging to si� above 
obedie�ce to God represe�ted humanity s̓ �ost significa�t transgression.65 
Christ s̓ atoning death for si� dema�ds faith fro� a pure heart (1 Ti�othy 5). 
The body of Christ is accou�table whe� si� occurs i� the c̒a�pʼ (Nu�bers 
5:3). The church s̓ authority is over its �e�bership, as Paul explains. Thus, 
�e�bership �ust consist of rege�erate believers, equipped for holy living, 
guarding against si� s̓ leave�ed dough-like spread (1 Cori�thians 5:6).66 Both 
Jesus a�d Paul set a� expectatio� that churches will add, disciple (equip the 
sai�ts), a�d at ti�es re�ove people fro� the body of Christ through the use 
of formative church instructio� a�d corrective discipli�e.67 Paul spoke of his 
i�te�tions, saying, “I wrote to you i� a letter �ot to […],” “I teach everywhere 
i� every church,” a�d comma�ding “re�ove the evil perso� fro� a�ong 
you” (1 Cori�thians 4:14, 17; 5:9, 11).68 Eve� though churches do �ot always 
well u�dersta�d a�d practice church discipli�e, a�d ma�y co�pletely ig�ore 
Matthew 18 a�d 1 Cori�thians 5 altogether, the expectations for holy living 
withi� Christ s̓ church have �ot changed.69 
64 Craig Blo�berg, 1 Corinthians, 104–5.
65 Jerry Pelfrey, “Pastors, Co�puters a�d XXX,” I� Practical Aspects of Pastoral Theology, ed. 
Christopher Co�e, (Fort Worth, TX: Ty�dale Seminary Press, 2009), 364–365.
66 See Ralph N. Co�e Jr., “A Biblical Model for Church Growth,” I� Practical Aspects of Pastoral 
Theology, ed. Christopher Co�e, (Fort Worth, TX: Ty�dale Seminary Press, 2009), chap. 8. 
Also, Luke 24:44, “Everything writte� about Me i� the Law of Moses, the Prophets, a�d the 
Psalms �ust be fulfilled.” The authoritative claims fou�d i� the salvific �essage of Scripture 
require a huma� response of obedie�ce.
67 Bobby Jamieson, Guarding One Another: Church Discipline: 9Marks Healthy Church Study Guides, 
Edited by Mark Dever, (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012), 17. “Preaching, teaching, prayer, 
reading, a�d �e�orizing the Bible, corporate worship, accou�tability relationships, a�d godly 
oversight by pastors a�d elders are all forms of discipli�e. Theologians o
e� call this ki�d of 
discipli�e ʻformative discipli�eʼ because it forms our character to be �ore like Christ. I� a 
narrower sense, discipli�e is whe� we poi�t out fellow church �e�bersʼ si� a�d e�courage 
the� to repe�t a�d pursue holi�ess by God s̓ grace. [We] o
e� call this ki�d of discipli�e 
c̒orrective discipli�e.̓  It �eans correcting fellow church �e�bers whe� they begi� to veer fro� 
the path of following Christ.”
68 ξάρατε fro� ξαίρω (“to re�ove”) appears i� 1 Cor. 4:13 as a� aorist, active, i�perative, 
seco�d person, plural verb. Paul addresses �ot just o�e but ma�y with a comma�d. The church 
body �ust re�ove the evil person.
69 Gregory Wills, “A Historical Analysis of Church Discipli�e,” In Those Who Must Give an 
Account: A Study of Church Membership and Church Discipline, eds. Joh� Ham�ett, a�d Be�jami� 
L Merkle, (Nashville, TN: B&H Academic, 2012), chap. 6. Wills wrote that by “the 1940s �ost 
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A third way Paul exhorts believers to guard against i�purity is by remi�ding 
the� that the sexually im�oral will �ot inherit the kingdo� of God a�d that 
Christians �ust glorify God i� body a�d spirit (1 Cori�thians 6:9–20). It is 
worth �oting that Paul ad�onishes all forms of im�orality, �ot only sexual 
im�orality (1 Cori�thians 5:10–11). So, it is correct to say that churches 
�ust �ot ig�ore �onsexual sins as so�ehow less dangerous tha� sexual 
sins. However, Paul also remi�ds us i� 1 Cori�thians 6:15–18 that sexual 
im�orality is uniquely against the body, thus damaging a believer s̓ o�e�ess 
with Christ (sealed by the Holy Spirit who dwells i� the body as its te�ple). 
Believers (i�cluding their bodies) were bought at a price by Jesusʼ blood a�d 
thus have �o right to do a�ything that does �ot glorify Hi� (1 Cori�thians 
6:20).70 As Hei�bach de�onstrates, the conseque�ces of sexual si� ripple 
across all di�ensions of society a�d family life, leading to dysfu�ctional 
families, cri�e, divorce, suicide, �urder, poverty, ge�der role confusion, 
eco�omic weak�ess, ho�osexuality, tee� pregna�cy, abortion, por�ography, 
euthanasia, u�discipli�ed children, cohabitation, disrespect for life, disrespect 
for authority a�d eve� risk of co�plete social collapse.71 Truema� adds a 
sobering observatio� that si�ce the �oder� world has �ow firmly rejected 
all things sacred a�d allowed personal ide�tity to beco�e associated with 
the “authe�tic sexual self ” (i.e., i�dividual happi�ess), the predominately 
accepted social narratives �ow affir� what is esse�tially the universal huma� 
right to “self-creatio�”—du�ping the constrai�ts of biology for a� “authe�tic 
huma� freedo�” or a� “expressive i�dividualis�” that makes ma� god a�d 
creator of his ow� ide�tity.72 No longer do dignity, value, or absolute truth 
hold because society �o longer a�chors the� i� the sacred order. Instead, self-
idolatry (clothed i� consu�eris�) has rationalized the validity of “co�peting 
tastes” for everything according to o�e s̓ desires, fro� e�tertain�e�t to sexual 

[Baptist] associations stopped bothering to record exclusions.” This tre�d co�ti�ued u�til 
“1979, [whe�] they reasserted their commit�e�t to the full i�erra�cy a�d authority of the 
Scriptures.” The practice of church discipli�e i� Baptist churches i�creasingly wa�ed fro� the 
1870s throughout �ost of the 20th ce�tury.
70 οξάσατε from οξάζω (“to glorify”) appears i� 1 Cor. 6:20 as a� aorist, active, i�perative 
(comma�d), seco�d person, plural verb. Paul makes it clear that glorifying God through 
obedie�ce to his instructio� is �ot optional. Similarly, φεύγετε (“to flee”) fro� sexual im�orality 
i� verse 18 appears as a prese�t, active, i�perative, seco�d person, plural verb. It i�plies that 
such “fleeing” is ongoing (i.e. flee, a�d always ʻkeep o�ʼ fleeing).
71 Daniel Hei�bach, True Sexual Morality, 39.
72 Carl Trueman, The Rise and Triumph of the Modern Self, 163–183.
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ide�tity, expression, freedom, a�d family structures.73

Relative to co�te�porary living, Paul s̓ corrective instructio� to the 
Christia� church for glorifying God i� body a�d spirit amid a perverse a�d 
wicked world remains ti�eless. Paul possibly uses a popular Cori�thia� 
sloga� i� verses twelve a�d thirtee� to rebuke hedonis� a�d self-rule while 
explaining the proper use a�d purpose of the huma� body (i� which Christ s̓ 
Spirit dwells).74 The �essage is as clear for today s̓ world as it was to Cori�th: 
sex is �ot a �ere bodily fu�ctio� like eating food.75 Sexual im�orality has 
serious conseque�ces. Believers �ust live congrue�t to their sacred unio� 
with Christ, k�owing that His authority exte�ds to body a�d spirit. Pastorally, 
Paul exhorts the church to glorify God i� light of three u�changing truths: a 
believer s̓ unio� with Christ s̓ body (6:15), the o�e�ess they share (6:16), a�d 
the spiritual unio� believers have with Christ s̓ Spirit (6:17).76 “You are �ot 
your ow�” (1 Cori�thians 6:19).

THREE CATEGORIES OF OPPOSITION TO BIBLICAL

 SEXUAL MORALITY AND THE BIBLICAL RESPONSE

Christians do �ot �eed to look far before discovering widespread social 
resista�ce to the teachings of biblical sexual �orality. Critics make at least three 
claims to refute the Christia� position: 1) biological factors explai� sexual 
behavior, 2) huma� rights �ust i�clude all sexual rights, a�d 3) hege�onic 
power structures result i� i�equality for wo�en. While �ot �utually exclusive, 
three descriptive labels ca� characterize these categories of opposition: the 
scie�tist, the activist, a�d the feminist.

The scie�tist assu�es that either evolutio� or biological a�d social factors 
explai� sexual behavior. For exa�ple, Ashly� Swi�-Galla� et al. argue that 
73 Carl Trueman, The Rise and Triumph of the Modern Self, 12–31, 35–163, 201–265, 379–407.
74 Mark Taylor, 1 Corinthians, 155.
75 Cleo� Rogers, Jr. a�d Cleo� L. Rogers, III, The New Linguistic and Exegetical Key to the Greek 
New Testament, (Gra�d Rapids, MI: Zo�dervan, 1998), 360. The Greek verb μαρτάνει (“to 
si�”) i� 1 Cori�thians 6:18 appears i� the g�omic prese�t, i�dicating that it is always pri�cipally 
true that the sexually im�oral perso� is guilty of sin.
76 Using the created order fou�d i� Ge�esis 2:24, Paul argues that joining to a prostitute 
constitutes “o�e body.”
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ge�etic �echanisms “appear to at least partially influe�ce” male sa�e-sex 
sexual orie�tation. So, it is true that research claims to have discovered 
limited evide�ce for i�depe�de�t factors of �eurobiology.77 It is �ot illogical 
to po�der whether huma� biology or other societal factors play a role i� 
huma� sexuality (ide�tity, orie�tation, a�d expressio�). Lehma� et al. say, 
“Curre�t u�dersta�ding of these factors is far fro� co�plete, a�d the results 
are �ot always consiste�t.” However, the fact remains that scie�ce has �ot yet 
to date discovered a “ho�osexual” or “transge�der” ge�e (�or epige�etic or 
ge�etic traits), despite suggestions that nature a�d �urture may provide a� 
e�viron�e�tal influe�ce.78 Still, whether social factors influe�ce those who 
make ho�osexuality their ʻpreferredʼ lifestyle choice remains unk�own.79 
Unresolved research questions still exist. What is love i� marriage? Why 
behave nicely to your spouse?80 Atheist Richard Dawkins believed that 
77 Ashly� Swi
-Galla�t, Li�dsay Coo�e, Madiso� Aitken, D. Ashley Monks, Doug P. 
Va�derLaan, “Evide�ce for Disti�ct Biodevelop�e�tal Influe�ces o� Male Sexual Orie�tation,” 
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 116 ( Ju� 2019) 12787-12792. “Answers to Your 
Questions: For a Better U�dersta�ding of Sexual Orie�tatio� & Ho�osexuality,” A�erica� 
Psychological Association, Ja�uary 27, 2022, https://www.apa.org /topics/lgbtq/orie�tation.
pdf. I. Savic a�d P. Li�dstrom, “PET a�d MRI Show Differe�ces i� Cerebral Asym�etry 
a�d Fu�ctional Con�ectivity betwee� Ho�o- a�d Heterosexual Subjects,” Proceedings of 
the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America 105, �o. 27 ( Ja�uary 1, 2008). 
Research has begu� to suggest i�depe�de�t factors of �eurobiology. This study claims to show 
“sex atypical cerebral asym�etry a�d fu�ctional con�ections i� ho�osexual subjects” that 
can�ot be “primarily ascribed to lear�ed effects, a�d they suggest a linkage to �eurobiological 
e�tities.” Dea� Ha�er, Stella Hu, Victoria Mag�uson, Na� Hu, a�d Angela Pattatucci, “A 
Linkage Betwee� DNA Markers o� the X Chro�oso�e a�d Male Sexual Orie�tation,” Scie�ce 
261, �o. 5119 ( July 16, 1993): 321–27. Claims the existe�ce of a specific allele located o� the X 
chro�oso�e that predicted gay versus straight sexual orie�tatio� i� �en.
78 Ala� Bra�ch, Affirming Gods Image: Addressing the Transgender Question with Science and Scripture, 
(Bellingham, WA: Lexham, 2019), 64–7. Bra�ch argues that Christians can�ot “affir� ge�der 
transitio� or transge�der behavior, especially whe� highly debated �otions of a “transge�der 
brai�” are ce�tral to so�e of the argu�e�ts.” Bra�ch cites scie�tific research as evide�ce that 
scie�ce has �ot yet discovered a transge�der or gay ge�e. See also, Michael Lehman, Victor 
Navarro, Deborah Suchecki, a�d C. E. Roselli, “Neurobiology of Ge�der Ide�tity a�d Sexual 
Orie�tation,” Journal of Neuroendocrinology 30, 7 ( July 1, 2018). Laura Erickson-Schroth, 
“Update o� the Biology of Transge�der Ide�tity,” Journal of Gay and Lesbian Mental Health 17 
(2013): 154. Erickson-Schroth co�cludes, “To date, �o studies have co�clusively linked ge�es 
to transge�der ide�tity.”
79  Emma�uele Jannini, Ray Bla�chard, A�drea Ca�perio-Ciani, a�d Joh� Ba�cro
, “Male 
Ho�osexuality: Nature or Culture?” The Journal of Sexual Medicine 7, �o. 10 (October 1, 2010): 
3245–53. Bria� Gladue, “The Biopsychology of Sexual Orie�tation,” Current Directions in 
Psychological Science 3, �o. 5 (Oct. 1994): 150–54. 
80 David Barash, Homo Mysterious: Evolutionary Puzzles of Human Nature, (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2012), 90. 
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the character trait of “nice�ess” originated fro� altruis� i� evolutionary 
biology.81 Ge�erally, scie�ce remains co�te�t with examining a�y a�d all 
explanations for sexual behavior as long as it ca� avoid the supernatural.82 
For exa�ple, so�e advocate a� evolutionary spread of bisexuality because 
young boys traded sexual favors to heterosexual �e� a�d greatly profited fro� 
such behaviors i� a�cie�t Greece (i.e., a “lear�ed” survival of the fittest). This 
logic is e�dlessly flawed, give� that o�e could ge�erate similar argu�e�ts for 
pedophilia a�d other behaviors. I� short, scie�tists have several naturalistic 
theories to justify a positive sexual ethic divorced fro� God.83

The activist believes that huma� rights �ust i�clude sexual rights. 
Whether it is sexual ide�tity a�d expression, abortion, ge�der transition, or 
unrestrai�ed sexual activity at all ages, Plan�ed Pare�thood s̓ political actio� 
ar� advocates for expressing a�y a�d all forms of sexual freedom.84 E�titled 
“ Young People s̓ Guide to Sexual Rights,” Plan�ed Pare�thood co�te�ds 
that all youth �ust have the “freedo� to pursue sexual lives without fear of 
u�wa�ted pregna�cies.”85 Pare�ts, their literature says, �ust recognize that 
“sexuality a�d pleasure are i�porta�t for all young people, irrespective of 
reproductive desires.” I� other words, to properly “[recognize] young people s̓ 
sexuality,” pare�ts �ust support u�constrai�ed sex (as long as it is “safe”) while 
e�powering their childre� to e�joy sexual pleasure.86

81 Michael Ruse, Atheism: What Everyone Needs to Know, (New York: Oxford Press, 2014), 31, 
155, 199–200. Ruse cites Dawkins, others.
82 David Barash, Homo Mysterious: Evolutionary Puzzles of Human Nature, 90: “How ca� natural 
selectio� have favored a�y ge�es whose phe�otypic outco�e […] results i� its ow� diminished 
success? […] The paradox exists for those who are bisexual, si�ce it is mathematically provable 
that eve� a ti�y differe�ce i� reproductive outco�e ca� drive substa�tial evolutionary change. 
[…] Gay �e� have childre� at about 20% the rate of heterosexual �en.” Yet, the authors 
still vigorously argue that its prevale�ce i� nature likely prefers a biological (�ot spiritual or 
psychological) answer.
83 David Barash, Homo Mysterious: Evolutionary Puzzles of Human Nature, chap. 4. Barash 
exhaustively exami�es a plethora of naturalistic reasons ho�osexuality remains selected to 
so�e degree i� evolutionary biology. Cited reasons i�clude, evolution, pathology, natural 
exubera�ce, ho�osexual ge�etics, altruis� i� nature, heterosis, social payoffs, sexually 
a�tagonistic selection, reproductive skew, birth order, �eote�y, a�d other proximate traits.   
84 Joh� Hol�es, “The Sexual Ethics of Plan�ed Pare�thood,” 1–21.
85 “Youth Declaratio� of Sexual Rights,” I�ternational Plan�ed Pare�thood Federation, Ja�uary 
13, 2022, https://www.ippf.org/sites/default/files/ippf_exclaim_lores.pdf.
86 Ibid.
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Margaret Sanger, Plan�ed Pare�thood s̓ fou�der, perceived that poor 
families were “burde�ed with childre�” while well-off families had few 
children.87 In What Every Boy and Girl Should Know, she passionately hoped 
to persuade her readers o� the �erits of her logic for co�trolling pregna�cy, 
saying, “Young people [ought to] create their ow� sta�dards to suit their ow� 
ge�eratio� [without advice or �oralizing] […], the ai� of life […] is to free 
all inhibitions […] to direct o�e s̓ co�trols [by use of ] logic a�d reason—�ot 
fear a�d �orality.”88 “The �ost �erciful thing a large family does to o�e 
of its infa�t �e�bers is to kill it.”89 Today, the official positio� of Plan�ed 
Pare�thood is that the “Hyde A�e�d�e�t is a dangerous a�d unfair policy 
that lets politicians i�terfere i� people s̓ personal health care decisions.” 90

Plan�ed Pare�thood s̓ onli�e platforms ca�paig� for the �ormalizatio� of 
every practiced type of sexual activity (vaginal, oral, a�d anal), married or �ot 
(young or old), a�d drive a� age�da of u�co�ditional support for a�y type 
of ge�der ide�tity, orie�tation, a�d expression.91 Marketed as a com�unity 
health provider (offering services such as abortion, co�traceptives, a�d 
hor�o�e therapy for ge�der transitioning), clinics actively adhere to a policy 
of enabling the sexual freedoms of young people.92 Depicting themselves as a 
87 Robert Marshall a�d Charles Do�ovan, Blessed Are the Barren: The Social Policy of Planned 
Parenthood, (Sa� Fra�cisco, CA: Ignatius Press, 1991), 131. Also, Margaret Sanger, The Selected 
Papers of Margaret Sanger, Volume 4: Round the World for Birth Control, 1920–1966, (Urbana, IL: 
University of Illi�ois, 2016), xix–xxvi.
88 Margaret Sanger, What Every Boy and Girl Should Know, (1927; repri�t, Fairview Park, 
Elmsford, NY: Maxwell Repri�t Co., 1969) 140, 7, 13–4.  
89 Margaret Sanger, Women and the New Race (New York: Bre�ta�o s̓, 1920), 63.
90 “Federal a�d State Bans a�d Restrictions o� Abortion,” Plan�ed Pare�thood, Ja�uary 12, 
2022, https://www.plan�edpare�thoodaction.org/issues/abortion/federal-a�d-state-bans-a�d-
restrictions-abortion/hyde-a�e�d�e�t. See also, “Texas Abortio� Laws,” Plan�ed Pare�thood 
of Greater Texas, Ja�uary 13, 2022, https://www. plan�edpare�thood.org/plan�ed-pare�thood-
gulf-coast/sb8. At Plan�ed Pare�thood Gulf Coast, we believe that all i�dividuals �ust be free 
to co�trol their ow� bodies […] It is u�thinkable that a�ti-abortio� extremists could be allowed 
to sta�d i� the way of people accessing esse�tial health care.” See also, S.142, Hyde Amendment 
Codification Act, 113th Congress (2013–2014), https://www.congress.gov/bill/113th-congress/
senate-bill/142. The Hyde A�e�d�e�t prohibits the use of federal Medicaid fu�ds for abortio� 
except whe� the life of the woma� is e�dangered by carrying the pregna�cy to term.
91  Plan�ed Pare�thood s̓ primary onli�e prese�ce i�cludes three websites, Plan�edPare�thood.
com, Plan�edPare�thoodActionFu�d.com, a�d the website of the I�ternational Plan�ed 
Pare�thood Federatio� (ippf.org). Additionally, there are 59 affiliate/State websites a�d 
hu�dreds of “part�er” sites linked to for sex-related resources.
92 “E�power�e�t Kits,” Plan�ed Pare�thood, Ja�uary 13, 2022, https://www.plan�edpare�thood.
org/plan�ed-pare�thood-greater-texas/patie�t-resources/e�power�e�t-kits. Where permitted 
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leader i� the fight for huma� rights, a historically �oble cause, i�dividuals or 
organizations who sta�d opposed to their age�da, such as conservative a�d 
religious critics, will receive a� u�dersta�dably harsh bra�ding as “extre�e” 
spreaders of patriarchy, ho�ophobia, transphobia, discrimination, a�d 
racism.93

Co�te�porary feminists believe that hege�onic power structures result 
i� i�equality for wo�en. Si�o�e De Beauvoir, the author of The Second Sex 
a�d progenitor of the seco�d-wave of global feminism, believed, “O�e is �ot 
born, but rather beco�es, a woman.”94 De Beauvoir s̓ ideas beca�e the basis 
for the co�te�porary �otio� that ge�der is a social construct, �ot a biological 
trait.95 I� a� i�terview with the Saturday Review, she stated, “No woma� 
should be authorized to stay ho�e a�d raise her children. Society should be 
differe�t. Wo�e� should �ot have that choice, precisely because if there is such 
a choice, too ma�y wo�e� will make that o�e.”96 Mary Daly, who advocated 
�eo-paganis� i� Beyond God the Father, stated, “If God is male, the� male is 
God.”97 Daly is a well-k�ow� A�erica� theologian, philosopher, a�d ethicist 
who pio�eered radical feminist theology.98 Feminist Shulamith Firesto�e 
�oted that, unlike the earlier feminist �ove�e�t, the later �ove�e�ts should 
�ot just seek to eliminate male privilege but that of sex disti�ctio� itself a�d 

by legal statute, this is acco�plished through the reductio� of pare�tal conse�t. Texas young 
persons ca� eve� request �edical “e�power�e�t” kits that co�prise e�erge�cy co�traceptio� 
(the “�orning-a
er” pill), a pregna�cy test, a�d co�doms. “Pleasure Protectio� Kits,” Plan�ed 
Pare�thood, Ja�uary 13, 2022, https://www.plan�edpare�thood.org/ plan�ed-pare�thood-
great-plains/pleasure-protection-kits. Plan�ed Pare�thood Great Plains delivers to childre� 
15-years a�d older, three classes of free “pleasure kits”— the “�on-latex,” “the classic,” a�d the 
“oral only” with flavor—so its users may co�ti�ue to “have [uninhibited sexual] fu�” i� private 
without risk.
93 Joh� Hol�es, “The Sexual Ethics of Plan�ed Pare�thood,” 1–21. A strategy of political 
rhetoric has bee� a� effective street-fight tactic a�ong abortio� activists. For �ore, see Joshua 
Wilson, The Street Politics of Abortion: Speech, Violence, and America̓s Culture Wars. The Cultural 
Lives of Law. (Stanford, CA: Stanford Law Books, 2013).
94 Si�o�e de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, 1st A�erica� ed., (K�opf, 1953), 267.
95 Ala� Bra�ch, “A Brief History of Moder� Feminis�” (Lecture, DR30020 Midwester� Baptist 
Theological Seminary, Kansas City, MO., Ja�uary 23, 2022).
96 Betty Fiedan, “Sex, Society, a�d the Female Dilemma: A� I�terview with Si�o�e de Beauvoir,” 
(Saturday Review, Ju�e 14, 1975), 18.
97 Mary, Daly, Beyond God the Father: Toward a Philosophy of Women̓s Liberation. (Boston: Beaco� 
Press, 1973), 19, 129.
98 Margalit Fox, “Mary Daly, a Leader i� Feminist Theology, Dies at 81,” The New York Ti�es. 
Archived fro� the original o� October 9, 2021.
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the “tyran�y of the biological family.”99 These wo�e� were leading feminists, 
whose ideas sought to eliminate patriarchy a�d outdated sexual ethics by 
eliminating ge�der differe�ces. As such, they believed that huma� ge�der 
should have �o �ore i�porta�ce tha� other huma� traits. 

Biblically speaking, i� response to the scie�tist, it does �ot matter if 
researchers confir� a ge�e responsible for influe�cing sexual orie�tation, 
ide�tity, or expression, because it will �ot �egate huma� responsibility before 
God for holy living—made possible by the Holy Spirit. All of creatio� is u�der 
bo�dage a�d corruptio� fro� si� s̓ curse (Romans 8:22). God remains the 
sta�dard-bearer, represe�ting absolute truth. His word is u�changing truth 
( John. 17:17, 2 Cori�thians 6:7). It gives us truthful guida�ce o� living i� a 
broke� a�d falle� world. Thus, scie�ce derives fro� God, whose created order 
has a purpose a�d i�te�tional desig� (albeit i� bo�dage u�der si�). Ge�der, 
sex, a�d marriage have a divi�ely sa�ctio�ed purpose. 

I� response to the activist, yes, huma� rights a�d freedo� matter because all 
life has value, �eaning, a�d purpose. The Bible says all humans were fearfully 
a�d wo�derfully made, with a body, a�d that God k�ows childre� i� their 
�other s̓ wo�b (Psal� 139:13–6, Galatians 1:15, Luke 1:15, Isaiah 49:1, Job 
31:15). Humans were made o� purpose for a purpose a�d gra�ted age�cy i� 
the created order (Ge�esis 1:26–8, 2:7–23, Acts 1:6–11, 1 Cori�thians 12:12–
26). Further, God loves all people. He se�t His only So� to die such that 
�o�e would perish due to si� ( Joh� 3:16, Romans 5:8). Therefore, all life is 
precious. E�bryos do �ot represe�t a mi�dless clu�p of cells. I� the image 
of God, He made manki�d. Thus, abortio� violates the sixth comma�d�e�t 
prohibiting �urder (Exodus 20:13). I�te�tional or �ot, a�y serious i�jury to 
a pregna�t woma� receives the penalty of lex talionis.100 “If her childre� co�e 
out” a�d serious i�jury occurs, a penalty occurs i� like ki�d (Exodus 21:23). 

99 Shulamith Firesto�e, The Dialectic of Sex: The Case for Feminist Revolution, (1970; repr., New 
York: Farrar, Straus a�d Giroux, 2003), 11. “A�d just as the e�d goal of socialist revolutio� was 
�ot only the eliminatio� of the eco�omic class privilege but of the eco�omic class distinction 
itself, so the e�d goal of feminist revolutio� �ust be, unlike that of the first feminist �ove�e�t, 
�ot just the eliminatio� of male privilege but of sex distinction itself: genital differe�ces betwee� 
huma� beings would �o longer matter culturally.”
100 Douglas Stuart, Exodus, Vol. 2, The New A�erica� Com�e�tary, (Nashville: Broadma� & 
Holman, 2006), 492–7. “Tooth for Tooth,” “Eye for Eye,” “Life for Life.” Penalty �ust match 
the offense. 
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Serious i�jury is co�trasted with premature delivery i� verse twe�ty-two.101 
Abortio� is evil a�d always prohibited—as God reigns sovereig� over life a�d 
death (Deutero�o�y 32:39).

I� response to the feminist, God has placed the husba�d i� loving authority 
over his wife (Ge�esis 3:16, Ephesians 5:24). The created order i�cludes �e� 
a�d wo�e� (ge�der a�d sex), each with fu�ctional roles a�d a purposeful 
design. It is i�possible to correct �e� s̓ rule over wo�e� by making wo�e� 
rule over �en. Neither is it possible to erase ge�der without de�ying the 
reality of biology. The apostle Paul wrote i� Romans chapter o�e, verses 
eightee� a�d ni�eteen, “[they] suppress the truth i� unrighteous�ess.” I�deed, 
the culture has changed, but our “God-give� physiological differe�ces have 
�ot.”102 By accepting who� God created us as, we ca� resist the world s̓ efforts 
to beco�e so�ething else that He did �ot i�te�d.103

101 Robert Congdon, “Exodus 21:22–25 a�d the Abortio� Debate,” Bibliotheca Sacra 146 (1989), 
134. Daniel Gurt�er, Exodus: A Com�e�tary o� the Greek Text of Codex Vatica�us, (Boston: 
Brill, 2013), 391–92. Joh� Hol�es, “The Sexual Ethics of Plan�ed Pare�thood,” 8–10. “Verse 
22 calls the u�bor� a “child” ( ) explicitly, although writte� i� a plural for� (childre�). 
The text does �ot say “formless or e�bryo” ( ) as fou�d i� Psal� 139:16. Nor is the text 
writte� with a� e�phasis towards a stillbor� “fetus” that falls out ( ) as i� Job 3:16. Neither 
is the word for o�e “bereaved” or a natural “miscarriage” ( ) used as i� Exodus 23:26. The 
e�phasis co�cerning the penalty against harmful huma� behavior is placed e�tirely o� a huma� 
child �ot yet delivered—a child, made, a�d for�ed i� the image of God per Psal� 139. Exodus 
21:23 i� the LXX affirms the i�te�t that the child seriously har�ed is fully for�ed. The verb 

ξεικονισμένον appears as a perfect active participle (“[if it] has fully for�ed”). The perfect 
tense i�plies co�pleted actio� before the har� ( ) occurs, but the word does �ot �ecessarily 
i�ply the child is full ter� a�d ready for delivery. I� the case of death, co�tra verse 22, the rules 
for �urder apply. They appear consiste�t with Ge�esis 1:26–7 whe� humans were for�ed i� 
God s̓ image a�d agai� i� Ge�esis 9:6 whe� (because of God s̓ image) those who shed ma�s̓ 
blood would receive the sa�e i� retur� (lex talionis). Thus, the use of the active tense i�plies 
a� ongoing life (a living being) made i� God s̓ image. Those who atte�pt to use Scripture as a 
�eans to justify abortio� at so�e mid-way poi�t before a child is “fully for�ed” discou�t the 
totality of Scripture with refere�ce to God s̓ age�cy i� giving life at co�ceptio� (Ruth 4:13, 
Psalms 139:13-6, Ge�esis 3:16), the value God places o� life (Luke 12:7, Matthew 10:30), the 
evide�ce for the personhood of the u�bor� child (Exodus 21:22–3, Luke 1:39–45), God s̓ direct 
prohibitio� o� �urder (Exodus 20:13), a�d the significa�ce of being for�ed by God i� His 
image (Ge�esis 1:26-7, 9:6).”
102 Joh� Piper a�d Way�e Grudem, eds. Recovering Biblical Manhood and Womanhood: A Response 
to Evangelical Feminism. (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2021), 293.
103 Joh� Piper a�d Way�e Grudem, eds. Recovering Biblical Manhood and Womanhood, 369.
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CONCLUSION

Scripture claims divi�e authority to rule over the huma� family a�d sexual 
ethics because all Scripture is “God-breathed.” The assu�ptions of the scie�tist, 
activist, a�d feminist falsely positio� the� to rule i� authority over the Bible. 
God calls Christians to walk i� the light “for the fruit of the light is good�ess, 
righteous�ess, a�d truth” (Ephesians 5:9). They �ust �ot participate i� “the 
fruitless works of dark�ess but instead expose the�” (Ephesians 5:8–13). By 
systematically teaching biblical sexual �orality, Christians �ot only grow 
i� Christ a�d guard against i�purity, but they beco�e �ore equipped to 
respo�d to a� i�creasingly hostile a�d vocal world that does �ot worship God 
but instead, themselves.104 Therefore, churches �ust instruct biblical sexual 
ethics by teaching God s̓ desig� for ge�der, marriage, sex, a�d procreatio� to 
help Christians respo�d to the prevailing social narratives of ge�der ide�tity, 
ge�der expression, a�d sexual freedom. 

104 2 Ti�othy 4:3 remi�ds us that “the ti�e will co�e whe� they will �ot e�dure sou�d doctri�e; 
[…] they will accu�ulate for themselves teachers i� accorda�ce to their ow� desires.” Elevating 
personal happi�ess a�d expressive i�dividualism, the scie�tist, activist, a�d feminist appeal 
to themselves (pleasure, authe�tic living, self freedo�), the� to biology (as co�venie�t), a�d 
lastly, false ideas of huma� equality �ot based i� God s̓ created order.
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