
 
A Pastoral Letter on Marriage and Sexuality from the Study Commission on 
Doctrine of the Free Methodist Church in Canada   
 
PREAMBLE 
 
Sexuality has been one of the most debated and discussed matters in our culture in recent years. 
It is no surprise that Free Methodists have also been discussing sexuality and marriage, and 
wrestling with how to respond to our rapidly changing context, particularly in connection with 
same-sex sexuality.  

Our denominational standards regarding sexual activity have not changed. They are based on 
biblical teaching as it has been received by the Christian church through twenty centuries of 
history. Still, given our changing and sometimes confusing cultural context, it seems to be an 
opportune time to offer a clear and succinct statement of our approach to these matters, as a 
resource for our people. We do not seek to impose a Christian sexual ethic on Canadian culture. 
Rather, we desire to live at peace with our neighbours, while living out our convictions with 
integrity.  

Our denominational Manual includes important teachings and principles which shape our 
approach to questions of sexuality and marriage. These statements have been collated in an 
appendix to the statement on sexuality below. 

The key points that frame our sexual ethic can be briefly summarized as follows: 

First, we uphold the dignity and worth of all human persons, including those who identify as 
LGBTQ2S+ (¶630.2.1). While we believe all persons are sinful, including ourselves, we also 
believe that sin does not and cannot erase the basic human dignity that we all share as persons 
created in the image of God. 

Second, we believe that marriage was instituted by God as a sacred union of one man and one 
woman (¶159; ¶630.2.7) Our ethical convictions around sexual activity arise out of our desire to 
honour marriage (¶630.3.1.1). 

At the same time, our esteem for marriage does not imply that the single life is of lesser value or 
worth. Many of the greatest saints who have gone before us were not married, including the 
Apostle Paul—not to mention our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Third, we believe that God designed sexual intimacy for marriage, and that sexual activity 
outside the bond of marriage is sinful. This includes both same-sex sexual intimacy, and 
heterosexual sexual intimacy outside of marriage (¶630.2.7). 

While this basic outline of our sexual ethic is clear from the teachings in our Manual, we are 
offering the following statement as a fuller explanation and exploration of the Free Methodist 
approach to sexuality.* 
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THE PASTORAL LETTER 
 
The Free Methodist Church in Canada aims to approach questions over human sexuality as we 
do all matters—with grace and truth, rooted in Scripture, guided by the Holy Spirit with love, 
and confident that all God’s commands are for our good. 
 
Free Methodists affirm a biblical ethic of marriage and sexuality (outlined below) as part of 
God’s design for human flourishing. 
 
As part of that, we are called to love and pastor well those who experience same-sex attraction, 
though we confess that the church has not always lived up to that calling. Same-sex attraction 
remains a deeply personal subject in our homes and churches because it involves people whom 
God loves: family, friends, and sometimes even ourselves. Free Methodists seek therefore to 
frame the matter not primarily as a political or cultural “issue”—but as an opportunity to love 
God and neighbour as Christ commands us (Mark 12:30–31). 
 
No person is beyond God’s saving grace, and no person is exempt from God’s empowering call 
to holiness. Though our sexuality is not the most important thing about us, it matters deeply 
because God has made us. We were bought by Christ at a price, and our bodies are to be temples 
of the Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians 6:19–20). 
 
THE FOCUS OF THIS STATEMENT 
 
Before turning to Scripture, it is important to clarify our focus and our language to avoid 
misunderstanding. 
 
First, this paper deals only with same-sex sexuality, rather than the full range of subjects 
sometimes located beneath the LGBTQ2S+ umbrella. This decision does not discount the 
importance of, say, transgender questions or intersex conditions; rather, it recognizes that those 
topics are distinct and significant enough to deserve their own response. 
 
Second, Christians must be careful not to equate sexual temptation or attraction with sexual sin. 
Temptation and willful sin stand distinct within Wesleyan theology, as do one’s fallen 
inclinations and one’s fundamental identity as an image-bearer of God and a new creation in 
Christ Jesus (Genesis 1:26, 1 Corinthians 10:13; 2 Corinthians 5:17). 
 
Third, our intention is to speak about same-sex sexuality according to the same biblical 
principles by which we approach sexuality in general. We do not, therefore, wish to isolate those 
who experience same-sex sexual desires as if they alone battle for sexual holiness. We all must 
submit our sexuality to what Scripture commands, to be conformed to God’s holy and loving 
will. 
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Fourth, since Free Methodists cherish both biblical conviction and compassionate application, 
this paper begins with what Scripture teaches before moving to a series of practical and pastoral 
commitments. 
 
WHAT SCRIPTURE TEACHES 
 
Free Methodists stand with the vast majority of Christians—across continents, centuries, and 
church traditions—who read the Bible as prohibiting all same-sex sexual relationships. We do 
not seek to force this view upon society (1 Corinthians 5:1-12), but neither are we ashamed of it, 
since it aligns with God’s will for the good of all people. 
 
The following points offer a brief outline of our biblical convictions: 

●​ Scripture teaches that human beings and human sexuality were created good by God 
(Genesis 1–2). All humans are made in God’s image (Genesis 1:26–27), and all sexual 
relations are to be reserved for faithful marriage between husband and wife (Exodus 
20:14; Matthew 19:1–12; 1 Corinthians 7:1–16; Hebrews 13:4). 

●​ While human bodies and sexuality remain God’s good gifts, both our sexual inclinations 
and our sexual practices have been badly warped by sin. This is true of heterosexual 
desires and actions as well as homosexual ones (Romans 1:24–27; Ecclesiastes 7:20; 1 
John 1:8). 

●​ Scripture distinguishes sexual sin (including lust) from unwanted sexual temptation. 
After all, Christ himself was tempted yet did not sin (Matthew 4:1–11; Hebrews 4:15). 
What’s more, God provides a way to overcome temptation by the grace of Jesus and the 
power of the Holy Spirit ( Hebrews 2:18).  

o​ Though it can be difficult to say when an unchosen disposition turns to willful 
disobedience, the crucial ethical question involves what we choose to do and 
dwell upon when facing temptation (Colossians 3:1–10). 

o​ Though God will eventually grant us victory over all temptation, it may be that 
not every fallen struggle or desire will be instantly removed or simply “prayed 
away” within this lifetime. 

●​ Scripture warns against all sin, including lust, adultery, fornication, and homosexual sex 
as contrary to God’s will for human flourishing (Leviticus 18:22, 20:13; Matthew 5:28; 
Romans 1:26–27; 1 Corinthians 6:9–11; Ephesians 5:3; 1 Timothy 1:9–10). 

●​ Though some claim that the New Testament prohibits only abusive or promiscuous 
homosexual acts, Free Methodists deny this conclusion for numerous reasons:  

o​ Despite the wide range of same-sex relationships in the ancient world, no passage 
of Scripture presents an affirming attitude toward same-sex sexual activity in any 
form. 

o​ When Paul addresses same-sex activity, he addresses not only rape or abuse, but 
the way same-sex practices and desires depart from God’s natural design for 
human sexuality. He then highlights not only violent sexual acts perpetrated by 
powerful men, but also same-sex lust between women (Romans 1:26–27). Paul 
makes no allowance for homosexual activity, regardless of whether the 

3 



relationship is between a master and slave, or between two mutually consenting 
adults claiming love for one another. 

o​ To assert that Scripture forbids only abusive or promiscuous same-sex acts, as 
some have proposed, ignores the continuity between the Old and New Testaments 
on sexual relations as reserved for faithful marriage between husband and wife 
(Leviticus 18:22, 20:13; Matthew 19:4-5; 1 Corinthians 7:1-7; Ephesians 
5:31–32). 

●​ Despite prohibitions against sexual immorality, the early church was filled with people 
who had experienced sexual sinfulness—including same-sex practices. Paul testifies to 
God’s forgiveness and transforming grace in the lives of these Christians to move them 
away from sin and toward holy living (1 Corinthians 6:9–11). 

●​ For this reason, Free Methodists do not relegate those who experience same-sex 
attraction to a lesser status within God’s family. Nor does the mere experience of 
temptation disqualify one from ordination or church leadership. To claim otherwise is to 
equate temptation with sin, to forget that Christ himself was tempted, and to treat 
same-sex sexual temptations as a separate category of fallen experience that is beyond the 
reach of God’s transforming grace (Matthew 4:1-10; Romans 6:12–14; 1 Corinthians 
10:13; Galatians 5:19–24; Hebrews 2:18; 4:15). 

●​ Finally, Scripture promises that our present state of fallenness and temptation is not the 
final chapter in the Christian story. Suffering and sin will pass away in the resurrection, 
and the church will experience the supreme joy of eternal worship and perfect love in 
God’s renewed creation (1 Thessalonians 4:14; 1 Corinthians 15; Revelation 19:6-8; 
Revelation Chapters 21–22). 

 
While Scripture must be carefully interpreted, we take heart that our reading of the Bible on 
sexual holiness stands in harmony with that of countless other Christians throughout the ages. 
 
ON MARRIAGE AND CELIBACY IN GOD’S FAMILY 
 
Free Methodists confess that until we reclaim a Christian account of celibacy, marriage, and the 
church as family—our good news for those experiencing same-sex temptation will be both 
unbiblical and impoverished. 
 
Jesus, Paul, and countless saints across the centuries model and affirm that celibacy may be a 
rich and fruitful calling (1 Corinthians 7:7–9). And while the celibate life sets aside both 
marriage and sexual activity, it does not sacrifice deep friendship, possible leadership, and a 
place of honour in God’s house. Hence, Free Methodists seek to reclaim celibacy—alongside the 
spousal life—as a foretaste of the age to come (1 Corinthians 7:7–9, 25–35). 
 
Christ himself reoriented the ancient notion of “family” around obedient faith in him (Mark 3:35; 
10:29–30). Thus, early Christians spoke of one another as “brothers and sisters” in recognition 
that the Holy Spirit has knit together the church not as a gathering of individuals or nuclear 
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households, but as a family that makes space around the table for widows, orphans, married, and 
celibate persons. 
 
QUESTIONS OF IDENTITY AND SELF-DESCRIPTION 
 
Though many important and unique factors make us who we are, Free Methodists celebrate that 
the believer’s most important identity is found in Christ as a part of God’s new creation (2 
Corinthians 5:17; Galatians 3:28; Ephesians 1:4–10). Thus, when Paul speaks to Christians about 
their former sinful habits and lifestyles, he does so in the past tense: 
“And that is what some of you were. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were 
justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God” (1 Corinthians 6:11; 
emphasis added). 
 
Free Methodists therefore encourage all people to find their deepest identity as beloved 
image-bearers of God, and (for Christians) new creations being transformed by the Spirit of 
Christ Jesus. 
 
At the same time, we acknowledge the value of being honest about our unchosen inclinations. To 
deny or hide these aspects of our lives may push us further from community and impede our 
Christian transformation. 
 
For this reason, some Christians speak of being gay or lesbian not as an endorsement of 
homosexual practice, but as honest testimony to their unchosen inclinations. Other committed 
Christ-followers speak of being “celibate gay Christians” as a way of naming both their fallen 
predispositions and their faithful pursuit of sexual purity. These celibate Christians often face 
tremendous misunderstanding from all sides. How should we proceed? 
 
There is room for disagreement on some questions of terminology and self-description. Yet we 
offer the following advice with the goal of Christian charity and moral clarity: 

●​ We do not think it wise to prohibit the use of terms such as “gay” and “lesbian.” Instead, 
we strive for charity by understanding what individuals intend by these words. 

●​ Because talk of being a “gay Christian” is easily misunderstood as an endorsement of 
same-sex sexual activity, we ask Christians who align with Free Methodist doctrine to 
strive for clarity to avoid confusing one’s temptations for one’s truest identity in Christ. 
(The addition of the word “celibate” represents one approach to this challenge.) 

●​ Because these conversations are sometimes dominated by the loudest voices in the 
culture or on social media, we urge gentleness, discernment, and a posture of patient 
listening when individuals voice their experience with same-sex sexual attraction. In this 
way, we hope to avoid the kind of “quarrelling about words” that “only ruins those who 
listen” (2 Timothy 2:14). 

 
It is important to name our fallen struggles, but it is even more important to discover and live out 
our deepest belonging and identity as beloved children of God. We grieve abusive reparative 
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therapies even as we also reject the destructive modern myth that fallen longings represent one’s 
true self that must be obeyed. Hence, Christ’s command to his disciples was not “follow your 
heart,” but “follow me” (Matthew 4:19)—because he alone offers fullness of life (John 10:10). 
 
REJECTING TWO FORMS OF INTOLERANCE 
 
Free Methodists oppose two forms of intolerance regarding homosexuality: 
 
First, we reject and repent of the way our gay and lesbian neighbours have been mocked, bullied, 
ostracized, or even subjected to physical violence. Such actions do not represent the heart of 
Jesus, and they have no place within The Free Methodist Church in Canada. We also repent of 
the silence that leaves those who experience same-sex sexual temptation to feel ignored, unseen, 
or unwanted. Though Free Methodist leaders commit to unapologetically upholding our biblical 
convictions, we also call our churches to love and serve those who experience same-sex sexual 
attraction. 
 
Second, Free Methodists oppose secular intolerance that seeks to punish or marginalize 
Christians for upholding what Scripture teaches. Though we do not expect the broader culture to 
share all our beliefs, we do seek to uphold basic freedoms of conscience, faith, and religion that 
are hallmarks of a free society. Disagreement does not equal hate. Nor is biblical faith 
synonymous with bigoted fundamentalism. When religious freedoms are imperilled, Free 
Methodists commit to love those who oppose us, pray for them, and peaceably advocate for 
liberty and justice with a posture of respect (Matthew 5:43–48). 
 
One way Free Methodists uphold our Christian convictions involves the kind of weddings we 
officiate and host. Free Methodist pastors do not preside over same-sex marriages or bless 
same-sex unions, nor do we hold same-sex blessing or marriage ceremonies in our church 
buildings (¶630.3.1.9). This decision stems not from a desire to be unkind toward friends and 
family who disagree, but from the biblical mandate that “we must obey God rather than human 
beings” (Acts 5:29). 
 
“Tolerance” is not enough; Free Methodists confess that love is both better and more costly than 
mere tolerance: Love compels us to go beyond begrudging coexistence to biblical hospitality, 
honest conversation, joyful service, and truthful witness to the gospel of Christ Jesus. 
 
PASTORAL CONCLUSION 
 
In the end, while we have done our best to articulate our position with clarity and charity, we 
know that God calls us to do more than make statements. He calls us to love our neighbours. We 
conclude, therefore, with a call to patient pastoral care toward those who experience same-sex 
attraction. May we not sacrifice truth for the sake of love, nor stop loving in the name of being 
truthful. 
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We rejoice that hope and holiness are offered not only to a particular type of person or to a 
particular subset of fallen humanity. All are loved by God; all are made in his image; all are 
fallen; and all are called to be renewed by the grace of Jesus Christ and the power of the Holy 
Spirit. Free Methodists believe in God’s transforming grace. And we rejoice together that we 
may raise our voices not merely in statements but in song: 

He breaks the power of cancelled sin,​
He sets the prisoner free;​
His blood can make the foulest clean;​
His blood availed for me. 

-​ O For a Thousand Tongues to Sing 
 

 
*This statement was originally drafted by our brothers and sisters in The Wesleyan Church 
(https://www.wesleyan.org/gso/position-statements; 
https://www.wesleyan.org/the-wesleyan-church-and-homosexuality). 

The Free Methodist Church in the United States has endorsed a version of this statement as a 
resource for their people. With the permission of The Wesleyan Church, we have made some 
stylistic and vocabulary changes to their statement so that we can offer it to the Free Methodist 
Church in Canada as guidance.  

 
 
APPENDIX: DENOMINATIONAL STATEMENTS COLLATED FROM THE MANUAL 
 
The Membership Covenant ¶154–160 
 
Chapter 1 of the Manual contains the common constitution of the Global Free Methodist Church, 
including the Membership Covenant (¶154–160). In the Membership Covenant members commit 
themselves to “honour and support the God-ordained institutions of family, state, and church,” 
and in particular, “to honour the sanctity of marriage, as the union of one male and one female in 
holy love, and the family they form” (¶154).  
 
Christian Life in the Modern World ¶630  
 
Chapter 6 of the Manual includes the Free Methodist vision for Christian life, including our 
approach to many social issues such. The following paragraphs outline our approach to sexuality. 
¶630.3.3.2 (see below) clarifies that all local leaders must uphold the Membership Covenant and 
live in harmony with the standards outlined in the statements below. 
 
¶630.2.1 Worth of Persons 
 
We are committed to the worth of all humans regardless of sex, race, colour, or any other 
distinctions (Acts 10:34–35) and will respect them as persons made in the image of God 
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(Genesis 1:26–27). The Old Testament law commands such respect (Deuteronomy 5:16–21). 
Jesus summarized this law as love for God and neighbour (Matthew 22:36-40). He ministered to 
all without distinction and His death on the cross was for all (John 3:16; Romans 5:8). 
 
¶630.2.7 Sexual Intimacy 
 
The biblical vision for healthy sexual intimacy is that it is a gift from God reserved for marriage 
between one man and one woman. Sexual intimacy creates a unique life-long bond that Scripture 
describes as “one flesh” (Genesis 2:24; 1 Corinthians 6:16). When expressed within the 
commitment of the marriage covenant, sexual intimacy can be a great blessing and source of 
fulfillment. The marriage covenant is designed to protect this one man and one woman bond 
against that which is destructive and harmful to the couple, their children, the extended family, 
and society as a whole when one acts contrary to God’s design for sexual intimacy. 
 
Some Christians will be single and therefore celibate while they follow Jesus (Matthew 
19:11-12).  Scripture honours and blesses celibacy equally as one of God’s gifts (1 Corinthians 
7:7–8). Therefore, those who are unmarried, have become single through divorce or have been 
widowed, remain sexual beings even as they respond to the call of a celibate life, which 
necessarily does not involve sexual intimacy. Following the biblical vision of the new family of 
God in Christ, Churches should support people in the unique need for intimacy that celibacy 
creates for single people. 

●​ The biblical word for “fornication” or “sexual immorality” includes pre-marital sexual 
intimacy and lists it along with other forms of immorality as sin (Galatians 5:19–21, 
Ephesians 5:3–5). Bonding sexually to a person to whom one has not covenanted in 
marriage robs the bond of an eventual marriage of its exclusivity. Similarly, sexual 
intimacy outside of a marital union occurring after divorce or the loss of a spouse is also 
fornication and undermines the biblical design for healthy sexual intimacy (1 Corinthians 
7:8–9). 

●​ Extra-marital sexual intimacy, which Scripture calls “adultery”, transgresses God’s moral 
law and betrays the marriage covenant. Adultery damages the one-flesh union in that it 
contaminates the exclusive bond of marriage and undermines trust (Exodus 20:14, Mark 
7:20–23). 

●​ In keeping with our reading of the scriptures (Leviticus 18:22; 20:13; Romans 1:21-27; I 
Corinthians 6:9–11), we do not believe that the above biblical vision is fulfilled by 
same-sex sexual intimacy. We maintain a distinction between same-sex sexual activity 
and same-sex sexual attraction. Furthermore, we acknowledge that the church has often 
rejected, condemned, and mistreated LGBTQ people. As followers of Jesus, this grieves 
us, and we strive to live out our convictions about sexuality in ways that are gracious and 
Christ-like. 
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In all of the above instances, all persons are accountable to God for their thoughts, words and 
deeds (Romans 14:10-12; 2 Corinthians 5:10). Because Christians are part of fallen humanity we 
must deal with many inclinations to sin. We trust the grace of God is available and completely 
adequate to forgive and transform (1 John 1:9; Hebrews 7:25, 9:14). 
 
The church has a corporate responsibility to be God’s agent of transformation to persons as they 
learn to live a Christian life that pursues the best of God’s design for healthy sexuality. This 
transformation can best occur as the church provides a loving and supportive environment. 
Because sexual desire is so powerful, counselling is recommended as a part of the church’s 
pastoral care. 
 
In summary, we recognize that this biblical vision contrasts with that of the prevailing culture, 
and we present it graciously as an alternative to the culture’s view of sex and sexuality. 
 
¶630.3.1.1 Principles Regarding Marriage 
 
Nature of Marriage: At creation God instituted marriage for the well-being of humanity. 
Marriage is the joining of one man and one woman into a lifelong, covenant relationship which 
the Scriptures call “one flesh.” (Genesis 2:18–24; Mark 10:6–9). The Scriptures also say that this 
covenant relationship illustrates the enduring, holy relationship between Christ and His Church 
(Ephesians 5:22–33). 
 
We believe therefore that marriage should be safeguarded and supported by both the church and 
society and should be formalized with public vows. It is not enough for a couple to live together 
in private commitment; we believe that they are to covenant before God and the state. 
 
Sexual intercourse is God’s gift to humanity, for the intimate union of a man and woman within 
marriage. In this relationship, it is to be honoured (Hebrews 13:4, I Corinthians 7:3–5). 
 
Marriage is therefore the only proper setting for sexual intimacy. Scripture requires chastity: 
celibacy outside of marriage and faithfulness within marriage. (See ¶630.2.8) 
 
¶630.3.1.9 Same-Sex Unions 
 
The Free Methodist Church in Canada holds that Christian marriage can only be the union of 
“one man and one woman” who have made a public covenant and vow before God and the state 
(Genesis 2:20–24, Mark 10:6–9). Therefore, it would be a breach of the doctrine and polity of 
our church for ministers or members of The Free Methodist Church in Canada to conduct a 
Christian blessing of a union between a same-sex couple, or to perform the marriage of a 
same-sex couple. In light of our beliefs, ministers and members of The Free Methodist Church in 
Canada reserve the right of conscientious objection to any demands to perform marriages of 
same-sex couples. 
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The Free Methodist Church in Canada holds that its congregations are stewards of the church 
property. The blessing of a union between a same-sex couple or the performance of a same-sex 
marriage in any Free Methodist church would be a violation of consecrated Free Methodist 
property. Therefore, such blessings or marriages may not be performed at Free Methodist 
churches. 
 
¶630.3.3.2 Leadership in the Church 
 
Leadership in the church is an honour that has accompanying responsibilities and sacrifices. The 
Scriptures provide descriptions of the qualities of leaders in such passages as: Exodus 18:21, 
Acts 6:3, 1 Timothy 3:1–13 and Titus 1:5–9. Those who are chosen to lead in the church do so in 
a spirit of humility and dependence upon God. They must be spiritually mature individuals 
whose lifestyle shall be in harmony with the Scriptures, the doctrine of The Free Methodist 
Church in Canada (¶100–131), the principles of the Membership Covenant (¶156–160) and of 
¶620, ¶630. They must live personal and public lives that clearly exemplify these principles. 
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