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 In an infamous passage in his Summa Theologica (2.2.154.12) Thomas Aquinas argues that 

masturbation, alternative heterosexual practices and homosexual acts are more evil than incest, 

adultery and rape, because the former are non-procreative, where the latter are at least potentially 

procreative sex acts.  Aquinas adapted Aristotelian ontology for his axiology – he saw the sole value 

of sexual activity to be found in one function – reproduction.  Arguably, this is a rather forced use of 

Aristotle, but the impetus does not come from that particular ancient Greek philosopher.  Rather, 

Aquinas sought to bend Aristotelian philosophy to the service of his inherited religious traditions.  

The Patristic forbearers of Aquinas were almost unanimous in their rejection of non-procreative 

sex acts.  These Patristic forbearers were enamored of other pagan Greco-Roman philosophers, 

primarily Stoic and Platonic, who also found appropriate sexual activity to be restricted to 

procreation.  Elsewhere I have traced one particular metaphor from Plato’s Laws (838d-839a), 

through the Jewish Platonist Philo of Alexandria (SpL 3.32-34, 30; Vita Cont 62), to Clement of 

Alexandria (Pedagogue 2.10), Athenagoras (Embassy 33) and Augustine (City of God 14.23).1  This 

metaphor compares seminal emission to a farmer who goes forth to sow his field.  Unlike the sower 

in the parable of Jesus (Matt 13;3-9; Mark 4:3-9; Luke 8:5-8), this sower is “wise” when he restricts 

himself to sowing his seed only in such places where it will thrive and produce a crop. 

 Aside from the popularity of this metaphor, in spite of its dissonance with the synoptic 

parable, this broad and deep current of Patristic rejection of non-procreative sex acts is remarkably 

thin on New Testament foundations.  Such foundations in the Apostolic Age tend to be assumed, not 

demonstrated.  This is not to say that the New Testament writers were unaware of the connection 

between sexual activity and procreation.  However, that connection is explicit only once in the New 

Testament, when Mary asks the angel, “How can this be, for I have not yet known a man?” (Luke 

1:34)2 

In The New Testament on Sexuality, the concluding volume of William Loader’s monumental 

study of sexuality in ancient Jewish literature, he does note some disconnect between reproduction 

and texts which deal with sexual issues.  However, this is limited to two statements of two 

sentences each (pp. 221, 227), both confined to the writings of Paul.  In the first statement, Loader 

observes that, “Paul fails to mention procreation at all, an absence hardly to be explained away . . .”  

This paper will demonstrate that this “failure” is to be found across the variety of New Testament 

texts, and that this “failure” is significant and intentional on the part of the various authors, that its 

foundations are to be found in the fundamental ideals of Christianity, including those ideals which 

produced the schism between church and synagogue.  The chief defect of Loader’s book is its failure 

to give proper place to this aspect of sexuality in the New Testament texts, something which should 

                                                             
1   Miller, 2010, pp. 135, 141-142. 
2 Attempts have been made on this statement, attempting to read it such that Joseph is indeed the biological 
father of Jesus (Lincoln, pp 644-645), which ironically would remove from the NT its sole text which links sex 
and reproduction. 



be a part of any course on New Testament 101, not to mention any study on New Testament 

sexuality.  This is the missing 800 lb. gorilla in Loader’s book. 

This paper attempts to demonstrate a negative proposition, that New Testament sexuality 

has no place for procreation as a sexual value, and this disconnect is to be found across the range of 

New Testament texts.  The proper place to begin is with the background against which this negative 

is silhouetted. 

Reproduction in the Jewish Scriptures 

 The first statement on human reproduction in the Jewish Scriptures is somehow neglected 

in the New Testament.  In Genesis 1:28 God blesses his newly created humans, commanding them 

to, “be fruitful and multiply, fill the earth and subdue it.”  This text is quoted, referenced or alluded a 

total of zero times in the New Testament.  This is in contrast to the preceding two verses (“image 

according to likeness,” “male and female”), texts which are quoted, referenced and alluded at least 

14 times in the New Testament.3 

With the character of Abraham, inheritance becomes a key element of reproductive values.  

First Abraham considers his chief slave as his heir, but he is informed that his heir will be his 

biological descendant (15:2-4).  When he reproduces with a concubine he is informed that the heir 

will also be the biological descendant of his primary wife (17:15-21).  When his wife is taken into 

the harems of other men, God takes the initiative to preserve her sexual integrity, insuring that 

when she finally does reproduce, the child will be the product of the patriarch, not another (12:15-

20; 20:2-9).  Patriarchal wives were also close relatives (20:12; 22:2-4; 27:46),4 and descendants 

who marry outsiders are criticized for such marriages (26:34-35).  Incidentally, inheritance is for 

sons.  Jacob had 12 sons and one daughter.  Genealogical interest is paid to the sons, but Dinah is 

ignored.   

If we skip ahead to the time of Ezra and Nehemiah, we find that these two leaders take great 

pains to insure in their day that the remaining descendants of these patriarchs also take 

appropriate wives, avoiding outsiders and keeping the biological reproductive activity of their heirs 

pure (Ezra 10; Neh 13:23-31).  Ezra and Nehemiah show no interest in daughters who are given in 

marriage to foreign husbands.  In between Abraham and Ezra are various other examples 

illustrating the importance of patrimony, such as David restoring the patrimony of Saul and 

Jonathan to the son of Jonathan (2 Sam 9:7) and Naboth’s refusal to sell his vineyard (1 Kings 21:3). 

As inheritance passes through the male line, so the mark of the covenant, circumcision, is 

also specific to the male line.  When circumcision is initiated in Genesis 17, Ishmael was several 

years old, but Isaac was not yet born.  The child of promise, Isaac, is the first to be circumcised on 

the eight day (Gen 21:4).  Also, Isaac had been sired by a circumcised father, where Ishmael had not.  

                                                             
3  “Image of God” and “likeness” – Rom 8:3,29; 1 Cor 11:7; 15:49; 2 Cor 3:18; 4:4; Phil 2:7; Col 1:15; 3:10;Heb 
1:3; Jas 3:9.  “Male and female” – Matt 19:4; Mark 10:6; Gal 3:28. 
4 Genesis allows for no actual adultery, which would compromise patriarchal inheritance patterns, but 
contains significant incest, some treated as legitimate and some as illegitimate (Miller 2000), which 
apparently does not compromise patriarchal inheritances. 



Closer to New Testament times, Philo would define circumcision as a declaration of humility in 

procreation (SpL 1.1-11).  Metaphorical circumcision of the heart is a frequent image (Lev 26:41; 

Deut 10:16; 30:6; Jer 4:4; 9:25-26; Ezk 44:7,9), and Moses claims his lips are uncircumcised (Ex 

6:12).  The last image probably uses uncircumcised as an image of impotence or infertility, related 

to his speech impediment (cf. Ex 4:10; 7:1-2). 

 Of course, there are exceptions to male-line biological inheritance, and this paper cannot go 

into detail on each case, but even so, exceptions remain tightly controlled.  The daughters of 

Zelophahad are granted an inheritance, as their father had no sons, but they were restricted to 

marry close relatives for reasons of inheritance (Num 26:33; 27:1-11; 36:10-12).  Tamar (Gen 38) 

and Ruth are exemplary wives, in spite of being foreigners, and they participate in levirate 

marriage, which again ensures that inheritance – inheritance of land -- remains with close relatives 

(Deut 25:5-10; Ruth 3:10-13; 4:1-6).  Biological reproduction, biological relatives and legitimacy are 

tightly tied to inheritance in the sexual values of the laws and narratives of the Jewish Scriptures. 

 Barrenness and polygamy have just been indicated as part of narratives which illustrate the 

drive to reproduce biologically and produce heirs.  Sarai forces a concubine on her husband when 

she despairs of producing an heir herself, as does her grandson’s wife Rachel.  A similar situation is 

implied in the first chapter of 1 Samuel, where Elkanah takes a second wife for reproductive 

purposes when it seems clear that his favored wife, Hannah, is barren.  A tragic counter story fills 

out the story of Jepthah.  Jepthah is the son of the other woman, and he is forced out of the 

household, and the inheritance, by his half-brothers when his father dies (Jud 11:2).  However, at 

the end of the story we find that he has only one offspring, a daughter, who is sacrificed, leaving 

Jepthah without descendants and heirs.  How is it possible that Jepthah would be left without 

descendants, except that he refused to do what his father did, take a second woman to supplement 

his child production and ensure himself heirs?  This refusal seems rooted in his treatment by the 

children of his father’s wife. 

 Jepthah, the prostitute’s son, is merely one of several illegitimate children found in the 

Tanakh.  Other reproductive prostitutes include the two prostitutes who stood before the king 

(context implies King Solomon) for judgment (1 Kings 3:16-18).  Hosea is instructed to marry a 

woman of fornication, Gomer, to produce children of fornication (Hos 1:2).  The woman of 

fornication may indicate that Gomer was herself an illegitimate child, or possibly an unmarried 

non-virgin.  The children of fornication are indicated in verses 3-8.  The first child she bore to 

Hosea, a child which he might be fairly certain is his biological child.  The second and third child the 

text identifies as born to Gomer, but does not indicate paternity, implying that they might be 

fathered by someone else, even though they are part of Hosea’s household.  In Leviticus 20:20-21 

the final two cases of incest are interesting in that the laws specify that these incestuous couples are 

to die “childless” (ערירים).5  If we assume that the other sexual transgressors of Leviticus 206 are to 

                                                             
5   The LXX has identical punishments for the two offences (), as does the Syriac, 
where the MT neglects mentioning the death of the couple in verse 21, as does the Vulgate. 
6   The parallel chapter, Lev 18, indicates that incest (vv 6-18) is seen as a distinct category from other sexual 
transgressions (vv 19-23).  However, Lev 20, along with Deut 27:20-23 and Ezk 22:9-11 show comfort with 
mixing incest and non-incest sexual transgressions.  It is not clear whether “fornication” (זנאות) is inclusive of 
incest, or not. 



be punished by the community, these two laws indicate that in these cases the community is to 

make sure they die before the woman can give birth.  In the law of the wife suspected of adultery, 

the punishment is an attack on her reproductive organs (Num 5:11-30).  If she is innocent, then she 

will remain capable of reproduction (v. 28).  Obviously, if a wife is adulterous, the husband does not 

want her to reproduce, while if she is faithful he does want her fertile. 

 The most famous case of reproductive fornication is, of course, David and Bathsheba (2 Sam 

11).  When Bathsheba informs David that she has become pregnant, he attempts to get the husband 

to have sex with his wife, so that he might believe David’s child is his own.  When this fails, David 

has the husband eliminated, and he takes his pregnant, adulterous paramour as wife.  In the end 

God kills the illegitimate child, eliminating the product of adultery.  Until the infant’s death, David 

demonstrates his strong desire that the child be allowed to live.  The second child of this union 

would turn out to be the inheritor of the royal throne, the progenitor of the royal line of the House 

of David.  This royal line would inherit both the blessings and curses of the family (1 Kings 2:4; 

8:25; 11:11-13). 

 Issues of inheritance include heritable blessings and curses, an idea upheld by certain high-

profile texts (Ex 20:5; Deut 5:9), but strongly denied in other high-profile texts (Ezekiel 18; Jer 

31:29-30).  The Jeremiah text is notable as the introduction to his statement of the New Covenant 

(Jer 31:31-34), a text and theme beloved in Hebrews 8 and 10.  Meanwhile, inheritance of the land 

remained operative, even when the exile was impending (Jer 32). 

 There are even indicators that prophethood may have been inherited, though the examples 

are critiques of the practice.  As an ironic replay of the sons of Eli (1 Sam 2:22-25), Samuel’s sons 

follow in their father’s profession, and likewise are a corrupt contrast to their father (1 Sam 8:1-5).  

To carry on the irony, the elders of Israel require from the prophet / priest a king, who would 

likewise be hereditary, and thus be expected to reproduce the examples of Eli and Samuel.  Behind 

this story is the assumption (in context, an inappropriate assumption) that the role of prophet 

could be inherited.  Likewise, Amos denies having prophetic parentage (Amos 7:14-15), as a way of 

elevating his prophetic calling above the assumptions of his critics.  1 Samuel 10:12 may also be 

read as a counter-example of inherited prophethood.  Apparently in the ancient Israelite culture, 

the hereditary culture was so strong that even prophets were hereditary, so that non-hereditary 

prophets could claim to be of a higher order. 

 The interrelated themes of sexual reproduction, legitimacy and inheritance continue to have 

a strong presence in Jewish literature produced outside the canon of the Tanakh, as noted by 

Loader (2013, pp 51-53 & passim), to which may be added interest in eschatological sexual 

reproduction (pp 97-99).  Whether the literature is apocalyptic, testamentary, historical, wisdom or 

philosophical, common themes show interest in reproductive values, including inheritance issues 

as legitimacy issues, and legitimacy issues as issues of sexual relationships. 

The New Testament and Reproduction 

 Against this backdrop we find substantial contrasts with the New Testament texts.  First we 

may briefly note that both genealogies of Jesus trace his inheritance through his legal father, Joseph 



(Matt 1:16; Luke 3:23), and Luke 1:27 (c.f. v. 32) identifies Joseph as being the parent who is of the 

house of David.  Yet, both gospels are very clear that Joseph is not the biological father of the child 

(Matt 1:18-19,25; Luke 1:34).7  Both genealogies are legal genealogies, which demonstrate that 

Jesus is the legal heir of David and Abraham, without any indications that he is heir by biological 

descent.8  Mary’s heritage is not at issue in either birth narrative.  Also, as Jesus is explicitly not the 

child of Mary’s husband, his status as an illegitimate child is ignored in considerations of 

inheritance, even though Joseph initially sought to divorce his espoused wife due to presumed 

adultery (Matt 1:18-19).  Jesus is not illegitimate in the conventional sense of being the child of 

fornication or adultery, but he remains a biological stranger to his legal patrimony. 

 The birth and teachings of John the Baptist take special significance against the backdrop of 

the Jewish Scripture.  As with Sarah and Hannah, Elizabeth is barren, and like Sarah, past the age of 

menstruation and childbearing.  The story of John’s birth can be read as a reworked version of the 

birth of Isaac to Abraham and Sarah.9  The point to the earlier story is the continuation of the 

bloodline for purposes of inheritance.  However, in the story of John, his circumcision provides our 

first indication that this birth is not for the usual family purposes (Luke 1:59-63).  Other family 

members wish to name the child after his father.  When Elizabeth insists on the name John, they 

object that this is not a family name.  Finally, they turn to Zechariah, who confirms his wife’s break 

with the family line of names. 

Zechariah, father of John, is a priest.  We first meet him as he is participating in priestly 

functions, indicating that he is an heir of Aaron and Zadok, as is any son he might produce.  

Elizabeth and Zechariah rejoice over the birth of their long-awaited child and heir, but unlike Isaac 

and Samuel, John is never described as married or as a parent.  Instead, John has a rather strange 

message for the inheritance patterns of their society.  John proclaims, “Do not say that, ‘We have 

Abraham for our father,’ for God is able to raise up heirs unto Abraham from these stones.”(Luke 

3:8 / Mt 3:9)  Such heirs would certainly not be biological descendants of Abraham.  Jesus himself, 

when asked to arbitrate inheritance, declines (12:13-14).  Incidentally, like John, Jesus dies without 

descendants to carry on his genealogy.  At least, the two die without biological or genealogical 

descendants.  We will see that they produce a different type of descendants. 

In Matthew this theme takes a slightly different form, in which the children of the kingdom 

retain their designation, but are rejected a heirs of Abraham (8:11-12, cf. 21:43).  The heirs end up 

being those outside Israel, but inside the ring of discipleship. 

 In the broader context of the Synoptics, the family of Jesus is set aside in favor of the new 

family formed of his followers and those obedient to his (heavenly) father (Matt 12:46-50; Mark 

3:31-35).  The call of discipleship is inherently disruptive of family structures (Matt 10:35-38; Luke 

                                                             
7   Davies & Allison, pp. 183-185; Fitzmyer, p 499.  Cf. the conundrum posed by Jesus about the Messiah as the 
son of David (Mt 22:41-46; Mk 12:35-37; Lk 20:41-44).  Is the conundrum solved by the biological 
independence of Jesus, or does it remain by virtue of his inheritance through his legal father? 
8 Occasionally Jesus is spoken of as David’s  (Acts 13:23; Rom 1:3), but his production from the 
 of David (Acts 2:30; cf. 1 Kings 8:19; Ps 89:4; 132:11) is the most difficult text to square with Joseph’s 
non-biological relationship with Jesus (Lincoln, p 640). 
9   Miller 1993. 



12:51-53; 14:25-27).  Any family ties which oppose a life of faith are to be severed (Matt 10:34-38; 

Luke 12:51-53; 14:26).  When a believer’s relationship to his/her family is disrupted by faith, the 

community of faith is offered as a replacement family. (Matt 19:29; Mark 10:29-30)  This new 

family is produced through conversion, “new birth” and baptism, forms of reproduction aside from 

biological reproduction.  In this sense John, Jesus and Paul can all be understood as reproductive, in 

spite of dying childless – at least they are never represented as having children in the New 

Testament texts.  Their converts are legion, however.  Meanwhile, we have indications that at least 

one core disciple, Peter, was married (Matt 8:14; Mark 1:30; Luke 4:38; 1 Cor 9:5)10, but, as with 

John, Jesus and Paul, there is no record of children.  This does not mean Peter had no children, but 

rather that any children he might have had with his wife were not considered important enough to 

mention.  Here, as elsewhere in the New Testament, marriage does not imply any interest in child 

production. 

 The excision of reproduction may be found in the legal demands which the church placed on 

gentile believers in Acts 15.  If these demands are based on Genesis 9:1-7 (Bockmuehl),11 it is 

interesting how the sexual component is represented.  Bockmuehl finds the issues of idolatry and 

 to be “straightforward” (p 94), with more significant question on relating ‘ and 

 to bloodshed and dietary blood (pp 94-95).  However, the sexual component is interesting 

for this study.  Genesis 9:1,7 twice quotes, almost verbatim, Genesis 1:28.  The only sexual value 

expressed in Genesis 1 and 9 is reproduction.  In contrast, Acts 15:20,29 says nothing about 

reproduction, counseling the converts to refrain from  only.  This “straightforward” 

substitution indicates a shift in sexual values between Genesis and Acts. 

 John, Jesus and Paul are all circumcised, of course, but in Acts 15 we find an end to 

circumcision for non-Jewish converts.  Paul argues, at times forcefully (Gal 5:2-12), against the 

requirement of circumcision in the church, though he also rejects the idea of surgical reversal of 

circumcision (1 Cor 7:18), advising both the circumcised and the uncircumcised to remain as they 

are, because circumcision no longer matters.  Colossians 2:11-13 explicitly links spiritual 

circumcision with baptism, making physical circumcision superfluous.  The mark on the male 

reproductive organ becomes as superfluous as biological reproduction in the church. 

 Inheritance and genealogy are attacked directly in the letter to the Hebrews.  In Hebrews 

Jesus is defined as a true priest, even more priestly than the heirs of Aaron.  No genealogical 

connection to Aaron is attempted in Hebrews, however.  Rather, the author argues for dismissing 

genealogy, using Melchizedek as his example.  Melchizedek is a priest to Abraham, a priest who is 

presented without genealogy, even though Genesis has a number of genealogies tied to the other 

characters.  The writer’s point is that Melchizedek is a priest by divine appointment, without regard 

for genealogy, and so Jesus, of the tribe of Judah (through Joseph, his legal, but not biological father) 

is priest by the same divine appointment, aside from genealogy and its inheritances (Heb 7:12-

17).12  Also, as priest to Abraham, Melchizedek takes precedence over Abraham’s (biological) 

                                                             
10   1 Cor 9:5 is our one indicator that the brothers of Jesus had also married, without, of course, any interest 
in their descendants. 
11    Cf. Johnson 1992, p 273. 
12    Johnson 2006, p 176. 



descendants, including Levi, Aaron and Zadok, the priestly line in accordance with genealogy.13  

Hebrews is in conflict with Matthew and Luke on the importance of the genealogy of Jesus, but 

shares with the Synoptics a disregard for biological descent when considering issues of inheritance. 

 Probably the most iconic discussion of inheritance is to be found in Paul’s letter to the 

Galatians, chapter 3.  Galatians is one of the core writings generally considered to be authentically 

from Paul’s hand – though lacking treatment as such in Loader’s chapter 4.14  In Galatians 3 Paul 

takes on inheritance directly.  In verses 6-7 Paul points out that Abraham was a person of faith, 

therefore all people of faith are his true descendants and heirs – without reference to biological 

reproduction.  In verse 16 Paul quotes from Genesis that the promise of the inheritance was not to 

the seeds (plural) of Abraham, but rather to his seed (singular), and Paul identifies that seed as 

Christ.  The argument climaxes with verses 26-29, especially the iconic verses 28-29.  Christ is the 

seed of Abraham, so those who are in Christ are also seed and heirs of Abraham (v 29).  You take on 

Christ through baptism (v 27), and so become children of God (v 26).  Here we find understanding 

of the famous verse 28.  Jews are heirs of Abraham, but gentiles / Greeks are not.  However, if you 

are in Christ you are Abraham’s seed and heir, Jew or Greek.  Inheritance is for free people, not 

slaves, but if you are in Christ you inherit in him, slave or free.  Inheritance is for males, not females, 

for in the Law of Moses females do not inherit in their own right, but share the inheritance of their 

father or husband.  But if you are in Christ you share in his inheritance equally, male and female 

alike.15  Inheritance through biological reproduction or family relationships is deliberately set aside 

in favor of inheritance through faith in Christ, faith that makes the believer a participant in 

Abraham’s “seed.”  In Galatians 4 the great Genesis issue of inheritance through the wife or 

concubine becomes allegorized into a lesson on law and grace.  The biological issue, so important in 

Genesis, had already been set aside in Paul’s letter to the Galatians. 

 In 1 Peter we find another formulation of these themes.  1 Peter focuses on the concept of 

inheritance, beginning with 1:4.  In 1:3,23 we find the theme of rebirth, which would find its way 

into the famous discourse of John 3.  In 1 Peter this rebirth is specified as being not of corrupt seed, 

but rather uncorrupted (),16 so that the believers may be 

addressed as newborn babes (2:2).  As if borrowing from Luke’s John the Baptist, the believers are 

also living stones to be used by God in building, and then, without any reference to Aaron as 

ancestor (c.f. Hebrews), the believers are also a priesthood (2:4-5, 9).  1 Peter gives the impression 

that it took a wide variety of images from other New Testament writers and crammed them all into 

his discourse, but he also used these images in ways distinct from the other writers with whom he 

seems to have intertextuality (Elliott, pp 20-30).  Even with these variations on these themes, 1 

Peter is consonant with other New Testament writings in defining inheritance, and pure “birth”, 

through the responses of the believer, aside from biological descent -- which is treated as “corrupt” 

                                                             
13   Op cit., p. 180. 
14   In Chapter 4 of The NT on Sexuality, Loader examines sexuality in the letters generally considered to be 
authentically authored by Paul. 
15   “Nor” () separates Jew and Greek, then slave and free, but Paul switches to “and” () for male and 
female, calling attention to the shift and indicating a quotation of Genesis 1:27. 
16   Unlike ,  is usually reserved for grain seed.  However, here it seems to have borrowed the 
semantic range of  to include human reproductive seed. 



seed.  1 Peter shows no interest in whether sexual activity or marriage results in, or is “open to”, the 

propagation of corrupt seed.  Only the uncorrupt seed of conversion is of interest. 

A less explicit excision of inheritance is the minor omission when Ephesians 6:1-3 quotes 

from the Decalogue.  Ephesians quotes the promise, “that your days may be long in ”, 

omitting the phrase, “which the Lord Your God has given you.”  As quoted in Ephesians,  tends to 

be translated as “earth,” a general term for the physical world.  However, in the Decalogue itself, 

LXX or Hebrew, it tends to be translated “land,” a reference to a limited geographical region which 

was promised to Abraham and was taken from its prior inhabitants under Moses and Joshua.17  As 

quoted in Ephesians, the promise is one of long life, where in the Decalogue it is clearly a promise of 

long enjoyment of the inheritance promised to Abraham.  In the Ten Commandments, the command 

to honor one’s parents is the commandment specifically tied to Jewish possession of the Promised 

Land, but in Ephesians 6, with a careful omission, the commandment becomes universal, equally 

applicable to gentile and Jew alike. 

 If Abraham’s true heirs are by faith, not descent, and that faith in Christ; if God is able to 

raise up descendants to Abraham from the stones; if the true family of Jesus consists of those who 

obey the Father; therefore those who consider themselves heirs of Abraham, but who reject the 

Christ, are not really Abraham’s heirs.  And those who follow Christ are the true heirs of Abraham, 

regardless of parentage, whatever non-believers may call them.  Here we have one of the roots of 

the split between synagogue and church.18  From such claims comes the practice of denying 

legitimacy to those on the other side of the divide.  In the New Testament this divide is most explicit 

in the Fourth Gospel and the Revelation.  In John 9 the separation is described as between “Jews” 

(Jewish leaders) and disciples of Jesus (also Jews, but apparently not “Jews”)19, with the former 

putting the latter out of the synagogue (9:22,34).  We find terminology playing its part in boundary 

maintenance, with followers of Jesus avoiding the label, “Jew”,20 even though Jesus and his disciples 

were clearly Jewish, as well as current or former members of the synagogue.21  In Revelation we 

find those in the synagogue described as “those who call themselves Jews, but are of the synagogue 

of Satan” (Rev 2:9; 3:9), using an inverse of the gospel’s terminology, denying those in the 

synagogue legitimate use of the term, “Jew”.  Most such texts do not identify sexual and 

reproductive issues defining the divide, but inheritance and legitimacy are front and center in other 

texts, such as the dispute in John 8. 

Within John 8:37-47 are explicit competing statements of descent, inheritance and 

legitimacy.22  Those who dispute with Jesus are those who claim legitimate descent and heritage 

from Abraham, which Jesus challenges based on their choices and actions.  They counter by 

                                                             
17    Fowl, p 184. 
18   Of course, only one side of this split is to be found in the New Testament.  The synagogue side of the story 
is a distinct, though related topic of study.  A scholarly discussion of the New Testament treatment of this split 
should not require this reminder, but due to the sensitive nature of the topic, it seems necessary, 
nevertheless. 
19   See Sheridan for a recent attempt to grapple with the issues of this terminology. 
20   The gospel is not consistent, cf. 4:22 
21   Brown (379-380) reads this terminology as late 1st century polemic inserted into the gospel story. 
22   Sanders & Mastin, pp 228-232. 



pointing out they are not born of fornication – they are not illegitimate, probably alluding to 

traditions about the questionable biological parentage of Jesus.  Based on choices and actions, Jesus 

denies their patrimony from Abraham and identifies their true father (but not biological father) as 

the Devil (c.f. 1 John 3:9-10).  The dispute is between legitimacy based on sexual purity vs. spiritual 

purity and inheritance based on biological descent vs. discipleship.  Here in one short passage we 

find issues of legitimacy, inheritance, faith and divine or satanic allegiance directly tied to the 

breach between church and synagogue put so succinctly in Revelation 2:9 & 3:9.23 

John 8 presents a variant of the statement of John the Baptist in the Gospel of Luke.  In these 

New Testament texts, the synagogue is defined by biologically legitimate descent from Abraham, 

but that legitimacy is found inadequate.  Instead, the definition of legitimacy is found solely in 

relationship to God and his representative, Jesus, without reference to biologically legitimate 

descent from Abraham.  These definitions are consonant with Galatians 3.  In the Fourth Gospel and 

Revelation these definitions of true, legitimate heritage of Abraham, or true Judaism, are placed 

explicitly in the context of the breach between synagogue and church, a breach represented in 

extreme terms.  Consonant with these texts on the heritage of Abraham, Hebrews uses similar 

paradigms to redefine legitimate roles once specified by inheritance, especially concerning the 

priesthood. 

 In Genesis there is an obsession with biologically based inheritance, beginning with 

Abraham, but in the New Testament several texts divorce this inheritance from biological 

procreation.  Even Jesus, no doubt a biological descendant of Abraham through his mother, has two 

genealogies which trace his heritage through his legal, but not biological father.  Those who are 

indeed Abraham’s biological heirs are denied legitimacy, or given equal legitimacy with gentiles 

should they be among the believers, aside from biological descent.  There is even a New Testament 

story which describes levirate marriage (Matt 22:23-33; Mark 12:18-27; Luke20:27-38), but one 

lacking any procreation, which is the whole purpose of levirate marriage.  In contrast, Tanakh 

narratives of levirate marriage (e.g. Tamar and Ruth) focus on procreation.  The inheritance and 

reproductive activity of value in the New Testament is divorced from sexuality and procreation, but 

rather is based on faith, conversion and baptism.  Given these treatments of legitimacy and 

biological reproduction, we might expect marriage to receive similar shifts in values in the New 

Testament. 

 As with inheritance and legitimate reproduction, likewise with fornication, the New 

Testament takes none of the reproductive interest shown in Jewish Scripture.  Fornication receives 

varied treatment in the New Testament, but is never associated with reproduction.  Incest in 1 

Corinthians 5:1-5 and prostitution in 6:15-20 are discussed without mention of potential offspring.  

When John the Baptist attacks Herod Antipas for an incestuous relationship with the former wife of 

his brother (Matt 14:3-4; Mark 6:17-18; Luke 3:19-20), again, no interest is taken in any children 

from this union, real or potential.  Various other calls to flee sexual temptation never raise the 

potential for children, much less discuss the legitimacy of such children (Acts 15:20,29; 21:25; Eph 

5:3; Col 3:5; 1Thes 4:3; 2 Tim 2:22). 

                                                             
23    For an irenic approach to these texts, Blount, pp. 54-55. 



 

Marriage, Divorce, Adultery and Polygamy 

 Loader’s book lacks a specific section on marriage in the New Testament.  Rather, issues of 

marriage are treated piecemeal throughout the book.  With the topic of marriage come a few texts 

which actually assume procreation.  For instance, in 1 Tim 5:14 young widows are encouraged to 

remarry, so that their child production will keep them busy and out of trouble.  1 Cor 7:12-14 

allows for sanctified children from marriage to an unbeliever.  However, it is not clear whether this 

refers to children already produced, possibly before the conversion of one of the couple, or to future 

children.  There is the assumption that married couples could have (but not that they should have) 

children, and Paul assures those in mixed marriages that their children are not lost causes.  We lack 

any New Testament texts which find specific value in the procreative aspect of marriage, which 

recommend that married couples procreate, or which recommend that believers enter into 

marriage so that the church would grow through their being fruitful, multiplying and filling the 

earth.  In 1 Cor 7 marriage is a soft option for those who cannot withstand the rigors of celibacy, 

and sex within marriage is for the purpose of reducing temptation, without reference to 

reproduction.  Paul argues that marriage reduces the effectiveness of the individual – effectiveness 

in evangelism, the type of reproduction promoted in the New Testament (1 Cor 7:25-35). 

 Another passage merits consideration concerning marriage.  1 Timothy 4:3-4 attacks those 

who forbid marriage and promote abstinence from certain foods.  The writer’s reasoning is key.  

These may be received with thanksgiving as good things created for us.  Classic commentary applies 

the reasoning solely to food, and debates whether the reference is to vegetarianism, or the unclean 

foods of Leviticus, or possibly to the Eucharist / Lord’s Supper (e.g. Kelly, pp 95-96; Hanson, pp 88-

89).  However, more recent commentaries have explored the idea that the reference is also to 

marriage as part of creation and something to be received with thanksgiving (Knight, pp 189-190; 

Johnson 2001, pp 241-242).24  If marriage is included in the creation lines, this is yet another New 

Testament text which describes the value of marriage while neglecting reproduction as part of that 

value. 

 Twice in the NT marriage is associated with reproduction.  However, adultery, remarriage 

after divorce, and fornication are discussed without mention of the production of offspring.  Paul 

recommends that married couples who practice celibacy within their marriage, do so for short 

periods only, in order to avoid adultery (1 Cor 7:5).  For Paul, at least in 1 Corinthians 7, the 

purpose of marriage is a legitimate sexual outlet for the purpose of preventing fornication, 

especially prostitution.  In Matthew 5:31-32; 19:3-9; Mark 10:2-12 divorce and remarriage is 

discussed without reference to the children of the first marriage, children potentially produced 

through , and children produced in second marriages, much less defining any such children 

as legitimate or illegitimate, or discussing their inheritance. 

 Loader makes an interesting assumption concerning the statement by Jesus that 

eschatological people would not marry (pp 72, 434-435).  Loader argues that in Luke’s version 

                                                             
24  This idea is considered and emphatically rejected by Marshall, p 542. 



(20:34-36), those who do not die do not need to reproduce.  However, this is far from explicit in the 

Synoptics, and moreover, is in strong contrast with other eschatological texts from the period, as 

Loader has pointed out (2013, pp 99-100), where reproduction is an eschatological value, even in 

eschatologies that emphasize eternal life.  The assumptions include the idea that marriage implies 

reproduction, that reproduction cannot occur without marriage and / or sexual activity, and that 

immortality precludes reproduction.  The last assumption does not seem to be held in common 

with other eschatological texts examined by Loader, and all three assumptions should be made 

explicit.25 

 When the Covenant of Damascus (4.21-5.1) opposes polygamy, it cites two texts from 

Genesis, Genesis 1:27, “a male and a female he created them” (so Gaster, p 71), and Noah taking 

animals into the ark in pairs.  Of course, as Noah’s pairs imply reproduction, it is not used in 

Matthew 19 and Mark 10.  Instead Matthew and Mark cite Genesis 1:27, which Loader cannot see as 

in opposition to polygamy (p 289) and Genesis 2:24.  Not only does Genesis 2:24 imply monogamy 

(How often can a man leave his parents to become one flesh with his wife?), but it also lacks any 

hint of reproduction.  It finds the institution of marriage founded on completely different terms, the 

union of two people into one unit, implying an affective bond. 

 Although there are two New Testament texts which link marriage with procreation, 

procreation cannot be said to be a marital value in these texts.  Marriage values in the New 

Testament include monogamy, endurance, avoiding fornication, and an affective bond between the 

two spouses, and possibly a part of the created order to be received with thanksgiving.  At best, in 

the New Testament collection, procreation is a byproduct of marriage.  Procreation is given no 

particular value within marriage. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 Widespread in the Jewish Scripture are various narratives and laws indicating the high 

value of biological reproduction, especially legitimate reproduction, for purposes of ensuring 

inheritance.  Also widespread, though not as common, are treatments of fornication and incest 

which result in reproduction.  These themes are also widespread in Jewish literature outside the 

Tanakh.  The New Testament, in a variety of text traditions, usually neglects to mention biological 

reproduction, whether treating legitimate sexual activity (marriage, levirate) or proscribed sexual 

activity (fornication, incest, prostitution).  Even in the few cases which mention reproduction 

within marriage, reproduction is not given any particular value as a goal of marriage.  However, the 

evidence is not merely a negative contrast to the Jewish Scripture.  In a variety of New Testament 

texts, there is a specific, consistent pattern of denying significance to inheritance based on 

biological descent.  Instead, the specific, consistent pattern is to ascribe significance to non-

                                                             
25  Other scholars insert reproduction into various other New Testament texts.  E.g. Carmichael (pp 7-9) 
argues that the juxtaposition of the divorce text and the blessing of children (Mt 19:3-15; Mk 10:2-16) 
indicates that the quotation of Genesis 1:27 implies reproduction.  In contrast to this conjectural link, the 
blessing of children is firmly linked to the following teachings on who may enter the kingdom, and the 
material preceding the divorce teaching focuses on personal relationships. 



biological inheritance.  Related to this pattern, various texts deny significance to circumcision, 

ascribing significance instead to conversion, baptism, and other such faith-based patterns of 

inheritance.  The most important reproductive impetus in the Tanakh has to do with inheritance, 

and that impetus is directly attacked and denied significance in a variety of New Testament texts. 

In short, the New Testament demonstrates a consistent pattern across its varied texts and 

traditions which removes reproduction as a sexual value, or even a topic of interest.  Instead, sexual 

values are discussed without reference to reproduction, and the reproduction of interest in the New 

Testament is non-biological, without reference to parentage and genealogy, and aside from sexual 

activity, or lack thereof, among the church faithful. 

 Any course in New Testament 101, and more so, any course or book on New Testament 

sexuality, should include significant notice that the New Testament texts take no interest in 

biological reproduction, and treat sexual values without including reproduction as one of those 

values.  This is not merely benign neglect, but rather an intentional omission on the part of the 

various New Testament authors and their communities. 
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 The primary critique of this paper, as I understand it, finds the imminent eschaton sufficient 

explanation for the de-emphasis on sexual reproduction, at least in some texts.  If the end is nigh, 

reproduction becomes a non-issue.  This response to the paper has multiple problems. 

 First, the majority of examples cited in this paper where sexual reproduction is devalued 

are concerning reproduction in the past – ancestry, not reproduction in the future.  There are 

multiple examples where ancestry and sexually-legitimate pedigree are devalued, sometimes using 

explicit sexual terminology, such as “seed” (and), and in John 8:41 fornication 

() in conjunction with ancestry and inheritance.  Ancestry issues are not affected by 

immanence of the eschaton, and if legitimate ancestry is devalued, most of the impetus for 

reproduction in the Jewish Scripture and related texts is lost. 

 Many of the texts are from works which are moving away from the immanence of the 

eschaton.  In the Synoptics, when Jesus says that some present will still be alive to see the Son of 

Man in his glory / Kingdom of God, the next event is the transfiguration on the mount (Mt 16:28-

17:8; Mk 9:1-8; Lk 9:27-36).  The Fourth Gospel ends with its author denying claims that Jesus said 

he would survive to see the Second Coming.  Ephesians 6, with its promise of a long life on the 

earth, does not make the eschaton seem imminent, tying the de-emphasis on ancestry to everything 

implied in a long life, including children and grandchildren, should the believer so choose.  1 Peter 

1:23, “corruptible seed” seems, to me, to reference the decline of old age and eventual death, again 

not looking for an eschaton which is immediate.  This corruption, which is passed on in sexual 

reproduction, is contrasted with the uncorrupt seed of conversion / new birth.  Many of these texts 

were written at a time when the original generation was dying off, and two or three new 

generations had arisen, both from conversion and from sexual reproduction.  The silence becomes 

more significant with each new generation in the church. 

 The texts which show the most evidence of seeing the eschaton as imminent are the core 

letters of Paul.  1 Cor 7:14 (children of couples where only one is a believer) is of interest here.  If 

this text is read with a view to an imminent eschaton, it would best reference children already born 

before one of the parents converted.  If it references children yet to be born, the eschaton does not 

seem quite so immanent.  In 1 Cor 7 Paul treats marriage as a distraction, to be entered only by 

those who cannot do without it.  He specifies the distraction of marriage itself, but does not mention 

the distraction of child-production, which would certainly be as great, if Paul assumed one implied 

the other. 

 Related to the eschaton are texts describing how in the resurrection there is no marriage.  In 

none of these texts is procreation, or lack of need for procreation, addressed.  Any reading which 

finds information about procreation in these texts is somewhat speculative.  One assumption is that 

marriage only exists for procreation, which is not how the three quotations of Genesis 2:24 (two of 

them Synoptic) tend to be understood in most commentaries.  Another assumption is that eternal 

life precludes reproduction, which is not consistent in Jewish eschatological writings from the 

period.  One final assumption is that escatological reproduction requires either sexual activity or 

marriage. 



 A critique from lack of contraceptive options cannot stand.  The literature from the period 

indicates a widespread awareness of contraceptive and abortifacient methods, though there is 

controversy over the effectiveness of some herbal / pharmaceutical methods (John M Riddle, Eve’s 

Herbs, 1997; Contraception and Abortion from the Ancient World to the Renaissance, 1992, Harvard 

Univ. Press).  The simplest method for a heterosexual couple is to engage in alternative sexual 

activities which make it impossible for gametes to meet.  These alternative sexual practices are 

what Clement of Alexandria (Pedagogue 10.86-87) and Augustine (De Bono Conjugali) understood 

as the topic of Romans 1:26.  Augustine said that such activities were shameful even for a prostitute 

to do with her client, they are even more shameful between a man and his wife.  As disciples of 

pagan philosophy, Clement and Augustine attack such heterosexual practices for being 

contraceptive – for wasting human “seed”.  Other contraceptive methods include simple barrier 

methods, some more effective than others. 

 As a closing note, I want to make clear that this paper does not find New Testament texts 

advising members against procreation.  The texts find no particular value in procreation, they tend 

to devalue procreation, and they certainly do not promote or encourage procreation.  1 Peter 1:23 

has the only truly negative language about biological reproduction, and is the one text which can be 

said to denigrate procreation.  Otherwise, the New Testament texts are neutral on procreation. 

 

 

 

 


