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ABSTRACT 

 
Christian emerging adults struggle in their relationships because they lack a robust 
theology of intimacy. This thesis examines and analyzes the problem by combining 
practical theology, generational studies, and a study of the culture of faith communities. 
Biblical support is offered by an exegetical examination of three Scripture passages that 
demonstrate the three intimacy motifs of family, sexuality/marriage, and friendship. 
Trinitarian and covenant theology reveal the theme of intimacy in the triune God and 
redemptive history. The doctrine of Union with Christ connects human and Divine 
intimacy through a Christological lens. An ethnographic study involving a focus group 
and sixteen interviews is analyzed in order to uncover the intersection of faith and 
intimate relationships in emerging adults. This thesis investigates the role of faith in the 
lives of emerging adult relationships and offers a biblical and systematic theology of 
intimacy. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 ii 

Table of Contents 
 

Chapter One  Intimacy and Emerging Adults:                       1       
An Overview of the Problem 

 
Chapter Two  Biblical Support for a Theology of Intimacy               28 
 
Chapter Three Identifying Intimacy within Systematic Theology      50         
 
Chapter Four        Methodology, Ministry Intervention, and     68 

Analysis of an Emerging Adult Population in a  
College Context: In-Depth Interviews and a  
Focus Group used to Investigate the Current Theological 
Resources and Application within Intimate Relationships 

 
Chapter Five         A Theology of Intimacy: Conclusions                          108 
 
Appendices         Appendix A – Consent Forms                          114 
 

Appendix B – Interview Answers to               117 
Question 10: How Do You Define Intimacy?         
 
Appendix C – Focus Group Scenarios              120     

 
Sources Consulted                                             125 
Sources Cited                                                                  127 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 iii 

Figures 
 

Figure 1: Word Cloud Results for Q14       76 
 
Figure 2: Results Chart for Q12        77 
 
Figure 3: Results Chart for Q11         78 
 
Figure 4: Resources Cited by Participants for Romantic      82 
Relationships from Q15        
 
Figure 5: Resources Cited by Participants for Friendships     82 
from Q15 
 
Figure 6: Resources Cited by Participants for Family      82 
from Q15 
 
Figure 7: Results Chart from Q11        88 
 
Figure 8: Topics most addressed in Q13 related to poor teaching   92 
 
Figure 9: Pull Quotes for Q13        92 
 
Figure 10: Pull Quotes for Q15        94 
 
Figure 11: Pull Quotes for Q16       106 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 1 

 
INTIMACY AND EMERGING ADULTS: AN OVERVIEW OF THE 

PROBLEM 
 
 

My Role and Ministry Context 
 
 

Early in my career as a chaplain to college students, I was sitting in a pastoral care 

appointment with a young man who had come to talk about his girlfriend. He gave me the 

backstory of their relationship highlighting that they were both committed Christians who 

took sexual abstinence until marriage seriously. He relayed how happy their relationship 

was and how they were entertaining the idea of marriage after graduation. His monologue 

was entirely positive causing me to wonder what had prompted the appointment. Just as I 

was out of ideas he said: “I learned in church to only ever date Christians and to not have 

sex with them until marriage. So, I’m abiding by those two rules but … now what?” He 

went on to explain that after a lifetime of church attendance, he had nothing further to 

apply to his relationship from his faith context. His theology of intimacy had plateaued, 

but there were so many questions still swimming in his head. Does God have anything 

else to say on how to have a healthy, biblical, intimate relationship? 

 Unfortunately, this would not be the last time a student would bring this difficulty 

to my office. I have been in student ministry for twenty years now and the subject of 

intimacy has been and continues to be a significant and prolific topic. Because I am a 

college chaplain, all the students in my context are either currently in or have just 

recently graduated from a liberal arts, college. Their socio-economic backgrounds range 

from working class to upper middle class but those who have graduated live mostly 

within median to lower income brackets that are average for entry level advancement 
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from undergraduate higher education to either the work force or graduate studies. While 

the majority of students at my college are Caucasian, we have a significant and growing 

population of people of color from various racial and ethnic backgrounds.  

Due to a recent campus-wide survey, I can assert that eighty percent of the college 

students self-identify as Christian.1 However, their involvement and spiritual maturity 

vary greatly. The students I am connected to tend to be seeking spiritual maturity and 

growth. They can articulate their faith and have background narratives that outline 

significant Christian experiences. Most of these students come from Georgia or the 

surrounding states. Many describe themselves as Southern and are familiar with a cultural 

Christianity that is prominent in the South. The college draws hard-working, driven 

students who care about their world and communities. 

Berry College is located in the city of Rome, Georgia. Rome is a small, rural city 

in northwest Georgia. Our students tend to engage in the service and cultural 

opportunities that are offered by the city. However, Berry is the world’s largest college 

campus with 27,000 acres of land.2 While the main buildings of the college sit on a much 

smaller portion of this land, this allows Berry and my work to be comfortably isolated. 

This effect is well known throughout the college and is commonly referred to as “the 

Berry Bubble.” I see my work with college students as an opportunity to disciple them so 

that they can go out into new communities with the love of Christ.  

 
 
 

                                                
1 The study that is referenced here is the Religious Life Survey of Spring 2017 from the Berry 

College Office of the Chaplain. The study was conducted locally and the report distributed within the 
institution. Copies are available upon request. 
 

2 https://www.berry.edu/about 
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Emerging Adults 
 

My ministry context is almost exclusively limited to the ages of 18-25. This age 

range represents a critical developmental stage spiritually, emotionally, vocationally, 

relationally, and physically. In their book, Spiritual Formation in Emerging Adulthood, 

David P. Setran and Chris A. Kiesling use the phrase “emerging adult” to collectively 

refer to young adults in this unique range of life.3 Many young people coming out of high 

school are undergoing a developmental shift that can result in a number of important 

choices concerning their faith.  

Some emerging adults will compartmentalize their lives, continuing 
religious participation in their ‘Christian life’ even while living contrary to 
their beliefs in other venues. For others, moral choices will move them to 
redefine Christianity in order to bring it in line with their chosen 
behaviors. For still others, Christianity will be put on the shelf with the 
intent that it may be reclaimed once the fun is over. And, of course, others 
will abandon the faith altogether because it seems to interfere with new 
ways of living.4  
 

Their transition from young dependents to self-sustaining adults brings with it a host of 

changes that shape their worldview. Dr. James Fowler identified six patterns in which 

this worldview-shaping development takes place.5 Craig R. Dykstra paraphrases Fowler’s 

stages and specifically defines the move from stage three’s “synthetic conventional 

stage” (or young adolescence) to stage four’s “individuative-reflective stage” (late 

adolescence and young adulthood) as a significant shift in one’s faith journey.  

                                                
3 David P. Setran and Chris A. Kiesling, Spiritual Formation in Emerging Adulthood: A Practical 

Theology for College and Young Adult Ministry (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2013), 4. 
 
4 Ibid., 18. 
 
5 James W. Fowler, Becoming Adult, Becoming Christian: Adult Development and Christian 

Faith, Revised edition. (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 1999). 
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Stage 3, ‘synthetic-conventional,’ is usually the faith pattern of early 
adolescence, … It is the stage which synthesizes a basic outlook out of 
diverse influences in order to provide a basis for one's own identity and 
place in society. Its construction depends heavily on the influence of 
others. … Greater maturity of faith, gained through further 
transformations, leads us away from the group mind to a kind of 
personally tested and personally owned perspective. The first step is 
through ‘individuative-reflective faith’ (stage 4) in which the primary task 
is to stand against the given. It often begins in late adolescence and comes 
into full flower in early adulthood.6  

 
I get to witness this transition first-hand as emerging adults come to me for spiritual 

counseling and articulate the discomfort and confusion that comes with a developmental 

shift from a dependent “young adolescent” faith to an independent, exploratory approach. 

Setran and Kiesling’s observations along with Fowler’s stages, align with my own 

observations and experiences with emerging adults. They also affirm my desire to study 

this group and understand how this unique time of life contributes to faith development, 

relationship choices, and the intersection of the two.  

 
Primacy of Intimate Relationships 
 

This is also a time of life when many of my emerging adults are dating and 

looking to get married. My husband and I attend an average of five weddings a year and 

my boss, the head chaplain, and I often perform close to an average of eight weddings 

annually. My husband and I offer free pre-marital counseling to our students and we 

hardly ever have a lull where we are not working with a couple. In addition to those 

heading down the aisle, there are those who have come to college and are dating for the 

first time. Since our college is proudly residential, most of our students live, work, study, 

play, and eat in close quarters with roughly 2,100 other students. This intimate existence 

                                                
6 Craig R Dykstra, “Transformation in Faith and Morals,” Theology Today 39.1 (1982): 60. 
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makes romantic experiences even more intense and tenuous. My students are daily 

wading through the joys and mess of friendship and community in this residential bubble. 

Additionally, they are navigating the challenges and growing pains with their family of 

origin. My students seek out pastoral counseling on life-transitions with parents and 

family, maturing and brokenness in friendships, as well as the spectrum of romantic and 

sexual relationships (or lack thereof). So long as I am a minister to emerging adults, I 

imagine it will be impossible to escape the collision course of faith and relationships.  

In their study of marriage and sexual practices in young adults, Brian J. 

Willoughby, Scott S. Hall, and Saige Goff conclude, “that religion is still strongly tied to 

an individual’s perceptions regarding marriage and should be an important consideration 

of any scholarship in this area. Religiosity also significantly moderated relationships 

between marital centrality beliefs and emerging adult behavior, suggesting that such 

associations were largely only present among the highly religious.”7 In other words, 

religion and views on marriage and sexual behavior still have compelling ties to each 

other. Whether my emerging adults realize it or not, the beliefs they hold, or do not hold, 

are impacting and shaping their relationships and understanding of intimacy. This is why 

the subject of intimacy is integral to my pastoral work. My emerging adults are engaged 

in critical evolutions of intimate relationships. Their relationships with family, friends, 

and dating or marriage are all central to their lives and changing rapidly and significantly.  

The problems and frustrations I encounter with my emerging adult population 

almost always involve their intimate relationships. I cannot get through a day of work 

                                                
7 Brian J. Willoughby, Scott S. Hall, and Saige Goff, “Marriage Matters But How Much? Marital 

Centrality Among Young Adults,” Journal of Psychology 149.8 (2015): 812. 
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without having at least one pastoral conversation, informal or intentional, with a student 

or former student about intimate relationships. My emerging adults all struggle from 

similar maladies with these relationships. They want to please God but they are confused, 

hurt, and frustrated. As evidenced in the anecdote that opened this chapter, they have few 

theological tools to apply. What they lack, they are making up as they go along 

patchworking a theology of intimacy that is anemic at best and distorted at worst. In 

attempts to apply faith to their relationships they navigate volumes of content on some 

topics and encounter complete silence on others. As their chaplain, I am compelled to 

help them and use these opportunities to teach the gospel of Christ. Before starting this 

thesis project, I found myself unable to coherently address their problems with simplicity 

and clarity. This led me to ask more fundamental questions about their faith and how they 

understand the purposes of intimacy. I inquired about what they believe Scripture has to 

say about intimacy and our relationships and found that neither they nor I could articulate 

an abiding theology of intimacy.  

I began asking different questions of them and myself. Why are we created to 

connect? Why did God create relationships? What does intimacy have to do with the 

gospel? Why does Scripture use intimacy motifs to describe God’s relationship to us? 

How does the work of the church and the Holy Spirit guide our intimate relationships? I 

studied popular Christian works on relationships, not least because they were the sources 

my students were turning to, but also to seek clarity for myself. I found most of these 

resources lacking and their limited scope was reflecting back to me in the narratives of 

my students. It seemed to me that while Christian emerging adults are hoping to develop 

a robust theology of intimacy, their understanding of the gospel and their behavior in or 



 7 

opinions about relationships operate separately instead of cohesively.8 My hope is that 

this study will demonstrate the need for a new approach to the topics of intimacy for 

emerging adult ministry. Not only do we need to reunite faith and intimate relationships 

to align with a gospel-centered theology of intimacy, but we also need to dislodge 

ourselves from the well-worn ruts of niche, conventional topics that keep us from asking 

better questions about intimacy. In her work on desire and asceticism, Sarah Coakley 

summarizes this very challenge: 

The chief problem with the category of ‘desire’ is that it has 
become so heavily sexualized in the modern, post-Freudian period 
as to render its connection with other desires (including the desire 
for God) obscure and puzzling. The chief problem with the 
category of ‘asceticism’ is that within the same period it has 
become larded with the negative associations of repression, 
ecclesiastical authoritarianism, and denial. It follows that another, 
and deeper, level of reflection is required if these difficulties are to 
be faced and resolved.9  

 
My goal for this research is definitively to highlight the historic problems with the 

approach to the topic of intimacy in emerging adult discipleship and to observe how 

Scripture and systematic theology define and articulate intimacy. By comparing and 

contrasting the theology of intimacy (or lack thereof) articulated by my emerging adults 

with the themes and truths from Scripture and tradition, I hope to compel a deeper level 

of reflection that asks different and better questions that begin with a foundation of the 

gospel of Jesus Christ and the redemptive story of God.  

 
                                                

8 The use of the word “gospel” in this thesis is a type of short-hand reference to the single message 
of salvation told through all of Scripture. It encompasses the story of the triune God through creation, fall, 
redemption, and consummation. The word gospel denotes God’s initiation and invitation for us to 
participate in the work of the kingdom. It is not just a saving act, but a pattern of life where believers 
become God’s adopted children and heirs, called on mission for God’s glory and our good. 

 
9 Sarah Coakley, The New Asceticism (London: Bloomsbury Continuum, 2015), 4. 
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Intimacy in Scripture and Tradition 
 

 If one were to do a word study of the English word “intimacy” in Scripture there 

would be little to uncover. The use of this word has a modern application and is helpful in 

describing the scope of a problem that includes topics like sex but is not limited to sexual 

intimacy. I will outline further in this chapter the ways I distinguish intimate relationships 

and why they are chosen specifically for this study. However, just because intimacy is a 

useful term to address a modern problem, that does not mean that it is a purely modern 

concept. The goal of this thesis is not to take a modern problem and then proof-text a 

theological treatise with eisegetical research. In fact, my approach is the opposite. In the 

following chapters, I will attempt to summarize a theology of intimacy that arises from 

and is informed by the gospel in Scripture and systematics. I intend to demonstrate 

thoroughly how intimacy is bound up in and informed by the gospel and the story of God 

and how justification, sanctification, and our identity in Christ require a biblical 

framework of intimacy. 

Defining Intimacy 

 Identifying the theme of intimacy in theology requires a few parameters that must 

be met consistently in the study. First, intimacy requires a level of engagement that goes 

beyond mere cognition. Intimacy is a helpful designation when one’s theology seeks to 

demonstrate a knowledge of and relationship with God or humans that transcends general 

information gathering. In his book I and Thou, Martin Buber notes that there is a distinct 

different between knowing about another being and actually knowing that being. Buber 

describes a distinction between “I-it” and “I-Thou” relationships. The I-it relationships 
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reduce these encounters to objects, but Buber describes a mystical encounter, or 

connection to Thou, where the relationship brings life and connection.10 He goes on to 

explain how Jesus had the capability for these I-thou relationships more so than any other 

being.11 When we study the redemptive story of God and the emphasis on relationship 

between humanity and Christ, the theme of intimacy accompanies the deeper knowing 

that is described in contrast with simply adhering to religious dogma. “The Hebrew word 

for “know” is ya da, which means to know intimately. … Paul said in Philippians 3:10-

11, ‘I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the sharing of his 

sufferings by becoming like him in his death, if somehow I may attain the resurrection 

from the dead.’ This kind of intimate knowing cannot come from reason alone; it comes 

from being deeply connected to Christ.”12 When we are invited into relationship with 

God, intimacy is essential to understanding the kind of meaningful depth that this 

relationship requires. 

 This intimate relationship between God and His people is not the only product of 

the gospel, however. In Scripture passages such as Matt 22:36-40 and Mark 12:29-31, 

there is both a vertical and a horizonal element to the gospel relationship. “First and 

foremost, God chooses humanity to be in special relationship with himself. … Second, 

the relationship they have with God will extend to relationship with one another.”13 C.S. 

                                                
10 Martin Buber, I And Thou, trans. Walter Kaufmann (New York, NY: Touchstone, 1971), 31. 

 
11 Ibid., 86. 
 
12 Tony Campolo and Mary Albert Darling, The God of Intimacy and Action: Reconnecting 

Ancient Spiritual Practices, Evangelism, and Justice (San Francisco, CA: John Wiley & Sons, 2010), 14. 
 
13 Christina S. Hitchcock, The Significance of Singleness: A Theological Vision for the Future of 

the Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2018), 35. 
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Lewis describes the transfer of love embodied in intimate relationships as a gospel 

transformation that affects the intimacy we have with both God and others. “Thus God, 

admitted to the human heart, transforms not only Gift-love but Need-love; not only our 

Need-love of Him, but our Need-love of one another.”14 Intimacy, therefore is a defining 

aspect of how we understand the gospel both in relationship to God and to other people. 

 The defining variables outlined above allude to this premise, but it goes without 

saying that intimacy does not exist in a vacuum. To have a theology of intimacy is to 

study it in the context of relationship. Therefore, our study must begin with the 

recognition that intimacy must exist in relationship and that not all relationships are 

intimate. In fact, there are many kinds of relationships both in human experience and in 

Scripture, but not all are characterized by intimacy. There are relationships that are purely 

transactional or economic, like one’s relationship to his or her taxi driver or bank teller. 

There are slightly deeper relationships that still do not contain intimacy. Lewis assists 

with this distinction by describing the unbalanced exchange between a teacher and a 

pupil, or the like, by comparing Gift-loves and Need-loves.  

God, as Creator of nature, implants in us both Gift-loves and Need-loves. 
The Gift-loves are natural images of Himself; proximities to Him by 
resemblance which are not necessarily and in all men proximities of 
approach. … The Need-loves, so far as I have been able to see, have no 
resemblance to the Love which God is. They are rather correlatives 
opposites; not as evil is the opposite of good, of course, but as the form of 
the blanc-mange is an opposite to the form of the mold.”15  

 

                                                
14 C. S. Lewis, The Four Loves (San Francisco, CA: Harper One, 2017), 133. 

 
15 Ibid., 127-8. 
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Since the intimacy only God can give is distinct from the intimacy humans can have with 

each other or reciprocate to God, this study defines intimacy by focusing significantly on 

the Gift-love that creates the mold for all intimate relationships. 

 
Identifying Intimacy in Scripture and Tradition 

 
 This thesis will not be an exhaustive study of intimacy in theology. Rather, I will 

focus on a theology of intimacy that includes ontology as well as the aforementioned 

vertical and horizontal plane of intimate relationships. Chapter three will discuss how 

intimacy is an eternally existing attribute of the immanent (ontological) Trinity which is 

then poured forth through the divine economy for the benefit of humanity and for the 

glory of God. “Relationality is what reality is all about, because it characterizes the very 

life of the Triune God who is spirit and whose Holy Spirit is the bond of love between the 

Father and the Son. God is also related to the world through the Word and the Spirit. The 

world is interrelated creationally through the Spirit, even as life itself is a relational 

dynamic of the Spirit.”16 The Father, Son, and Holy Spirit engage relationally with each 

other and humanity. While there are a number of relational motifs used to describe the 

connection between humanity and the Persons of the Trinity, there are three intimacy 

motifs used regularly in Scripture. The three intimacy motifs that will be the focus of this 

study are family, friendship, and marital/sexual relationships. Chapter two will explore 

how these motifs are used in Scripture and why they are valuable to a robust theology of 

intimacy. Chapter three will develop these motifs by demonstrating how they are used by 

                                                
16 Amos Yong, “Relational Theology and the Holy Spirit,” Brint Montgomery, Thomas Jay Oord, 

and Karen Winslow, Relational Theology: A Contemporary Introduction (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock 
Publishers, 2012), 20. 
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the triune God, specifically through the three Persons of the Trinity, to relate intimately to 

God’s people. 

 These spheres of intimate relationship establish the primacy of God’s love and 

Christ’s mission in a theology of intimacy. While it is obvious that these three motifs are 

not just ways to know God but also represent the forms of intimate relationship 

experienced by humans with other people, we do not start with these relationships within 

humanity. This is to avoid superimposing a broken, human understanding of intimacy 

onto God. It is critical that a theology of intimacy first understand how relationships are 

defined and embodied by the triune God so that any shadows of intimacy found in human 

relationships are lighted by the gospel and understood to be gifts from and results of 

God’s love and identity.  

Setran and Kiesling recognize this as a crucial framework for discipleship: “What 

if our model for developing emerging adult morality begins with a trinitarian view of 

personhood that sees individuation coexisting with a supportive community? What if we 

awakened to the reality that moral shaping in the emerging adult years depends on social 

arrangements and a shared moral order that gives plausibility to the moral life?”17 

Similarly, Henri Nouwen writes, “God alone is free enough from wounds to offer us a 

fearless place. In and through God we can be faithful to each other: in friendship, 

marriage, and community. This intimate bond with God, constantly nurtured by prayer, 

offers us a true home.”18 The following two chapters attempt to uncover the role of 

                                                
17 Setran and Kiesling, Spiritual Formation in Emerging Adulthood, 148. 

 
18 Henri J. M. Nouwen, Lifesigns: Intimacy, Fecundity, and Ecstasy in Christian Perspective (New 

York; NY: Image, 1989), 41. 
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intimacy in the gospel message. In essence, understanding intimate human relationships 

starts with the intimacy within the Trinity, revealed through the redemptive story of God, 

incarnated in Christ’s mission, and sealed with the indwelling of the Holy Spirit—where 

intimacy is a conduit to the gospel in familiar designations of parent, friend, and spouse. 

The primacy of the gospel is key to emerging adult discipleship and how it shapes their 

intimate relationships. 

 
Intimacy and Emerging Adults 

 In November of 2014 I attended a Q Conference where I listened to a speaker talk 

about a life of singleness and celibacy. She said something that has never left me: “I can 

live without sex, but I cannot live without intimacy.”19 The implications of this simple 

statement sent me back to my ministry context with new eyes for my students. What is 

the difference between sex and intimacy? What do we mean when we use the word 

“intimacy”? Is there something deeper we are all created for that requires more precise 

language? Have we been focusing on sex and romance for the answers to questions we 

can only ask of a theology of intimacy? This reframing was a catalyst for the journey that 

led me to this thesis project. I believe that if we study a theology of intimacy, we will 

then have the terms and tools needed to submit to gospel transformation in our 

friendships, families, sexual identity and behaviors, and the life of the church community. 

This distinction of terms is important to unpack in this introduction because it sets the 

framework for my ethnographic study and research goals. It occurred to me that just 

focusing on sex and romance, which is what often happens in my pastoral ministry, 

                                                
19 Julie Rodgers, “Freedom Through Constraint” (presentation, Q Women 2014, Nashville, TN, 

November 3, 2014). 
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meant that the underlying intention for intimacy was being taken for granted. In her book, 

Things Your Mother Never Told You, Kim Eckert makes this observation: "If sexual 

addiction is about consumption, then healing is about intimacy."20 Statements like this 

create a distinction between a specific problem in relationships and the application of a 

deeper reflection that requires its own unique designation. This distinction underscores 

my choice to pursue a more encompassing term by which to focus my research. Instead 

of just studying sex, or friendship, or family, I propose that the unifying element of 

intimacy in all of these relationships is the key to moving the conversation out from its 

current rut and into different questions toward better answers. Like Eckert’s observation, 

intimacy acts as a holy counterweight to the pitfalls of interpersonal relationships. Instead 

of combating something like sexual addiction with behavior modification strategies, why 

not learn a theology of intimacy that will, in turn, provide a foundation for any behavior 

modification strategies? 

 
Why Emerging Adults? 
 
 I work primarily with college students, but the context is always shifting. Unlike 

other ministry contexts, my primary population turns over in its entirety every four years. 

When I began this job at Berry College in 2013, I was dealing primarily with Millennials 

who were all on Facebook. Now my students are members of Generation Z. They all 

have a Facebook but haven’t used it since middle school in their transition from 

Facebook to Twitter to Instagram to Snapchat, back to Instagram and now TikTok or 

some combination therein. My need to adapt, stay current, and constantly educate myself 

                                                
20 Kim Gaines Eckert, Things Your Mother Never Told You: A Woman’s Guide to Sexuality 

(Downers Grove, IL: IVP Books, 2014), 92. 
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is an occupational hazard. In addition, my graduated students still keep in touch and I 

find myself ministering formally and informally to two generations that are all existing 

somewhere in the emerging adult spectrum. I use this term to encompass my ministry 

scope because it envelopes both my current college students and the graduates over the 

recent years.  

The term “emerging adults” was coined by Jeffrey Arnett to identify this new 

stage of life. To summarize the characteristics of this stage, Setran and Kiesling write: 

Between age 18 and the late twenties, he argues, emerging adults are 
characterized by five interrelated characteristics. First, they are actively 
engaged in identity formation, exploring personal meaning in love, work, 
and worldview. Second, they live lives marked by instability; regularly 
moving, changing jobs, and revising their life plans. Third, they tend to be 
very focused on themselves, free from parents’ oversight and yet also free 
from significant responsibilities to others. Fourth, they feel ‘in between,’ 
recognizing that they have transcended adolescence and yet unsure if they 
have achieved full adult status. Finally, they see this time period as an ‘age 
of possibilities,’ optimistic about the future and desirous of keeping all of 
their options open.21 

 
These five characteristics are true to my observations and frame the daily work of a 

college chaplain. Despite the variation I listed above between Millennials and Gen Z-ers, 

there are some consistencies, the chief one being consistency in the narratives orbiting 

their intimate relationships. In twenty years of student ministry, and the recent eight as a 

college chaplain, I find myself listening to the same frustrations, confusion, and difficulty 

about family, friendship, and romance with each new group that comes through. It is an 

anomaly that makes this study well worth the effort. 

 To support this observation, I will summarize the general topics that are 

consistent in the narratives of my emerging adults using the observations of other social 

                                                
21 Setran and Kiesling, Spiritual Formation in Emerging Adulthood, 3-4. 
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scientists who study the same demographic. The first consistent topic I observe is that 

where there should be intimacy, there is isolation. This isolation is often tethered to a 

high value of autonomy that is upheld both in society and the church. In her book 

Generation Me, Jean Twenge studies the connection between a strong emphasis of 

individual freedom and its effects on interpersonal relationships. “There is nothing wrong 

with individual freedom; this is the advantage of the social change of the last few 

decades. But there are consequences, and loneliness is often one of them.”22 Additionally, 

the rise of technology and social media has had a pronounced effect on people’s ability to 

connect.  

It’s almost as if GenMe is starving for affection. ‘There is a kind of 
famine of warm interpersonal relations, of easy-to-reach neighbors, 
of encircling, inclusive memberships, and of solid family life,’ 
argues political scientist Robert Lane. To take the analogy a little 
further, we’re malnourished from eating a junk-food diet of instant 
messages, Facebook posts, e-mail, and phone calls, rather than the 
healthy food of live, in-person interaction. One of the few 
exceptions: with more GenMe living with their parents, they do get 
more family interaction in their 20s than previous generations 
did.23  

 
While there is an uptick in longer interaction with their family of origin, there is a counter 

trend of regular transience that adversely affects emerging adults. “The other sad reality: 

not only is GenMe single for longer, but they often don’t stay in one place long enough to 

make friends. More than 1 out of 4 people aged 25-29 moved in the last year. It is 

shocking to consider the number of professions that require frequent moves for 

                                                
22 Jean M. Twenge, Generation Me: Why Today’s Young Americans Are More Confident, 

Assertive, Entitled--and More Miserable Than Ever Before (New York, NY: Simon and Schuster, 2006), 
156. 
 

23 Ibid., 150. 
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advancement.”24 This cocktail of isolation is not only affecting the relationships (or lack 

thereof) in the lives of emerging adults, but there are psychological and spiritual 

ramifications as well. “As intimacy or connection declines, the capacity and willingness 

for human vulnerability recedes. … the current cultural climate impedes our ability to 

connect with the Divine, live an inspired life, and manifest inspiration in the lives of 

those around us.”25 But one of the most glaring examples of how isolation in place of 

intimacy is distorting lives, is in the cultural and generational trends related to sex. 

Scholars and social scientists have all found an alarming pattern: that the 

destruction of intimacy has roots in what we, as a culture, have done to sex. “The most 

striking shift in teenage and twentysomething sexual behavior in the last decade is the 

disconnect between sex and emotional involvement.”26 One does not have to look far to 

discover that the distortions related to sex are at the top of the list of unmistakable 

symptoms of our problem with intimacy. Unfortunately, scholars have noticed disturbing 

parallels between how society and the church have reinforced the same distortions about 

sexual intimacy. By keeping personal autonomy, individualism, and the uncontrollable 

pull of lust as acceptable realities and priorities, both the church and society have kept 

sex front and center in the lives of emerging adults. Christina Hitchcock writes: “By 

attaching autonomy, perhaps America’s most valued virtue, to sexual activity, secular 

America has marked sexual activity not only as a sign of true adulthood but, more 

                                                
24 Twenge, Generation Me, 154. 

 
25 James P Bartz, “Expulsion, Intimacy, Christian Narrative and Practice, and the Kingdom of 

Heaven at Hand,” Anglican Theological Review 95.4 (2013): 688. 
 

26 Twenge, Generation Me, 215. 
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importantly, as the sign of true humanity.”27 With sex being maxime amet, the topic of 

sexual identity and behavior hijacks the primary approach to intimacy and makes itself 

necessary to understand one’s full human identity. The stakes become quite high and so 

the topic of sex takes center stage in our culture. And while it consistently demonstrates 

our anemic and distorted theology of intimacy, it also distracts us from asking better 

questions about intimacy that would ultimately affect our approach to sex. Nonetheless, 

both the church and society have kept sex as a primary topic, but each take significantly 

different approaches in their ideology and message.  

 
Hook Up Culture and Purity Culture 

While it is important to understand the difficulties that entangle emerging adults, 

it is not within the scope of this study to do an in-depth examination of sex in faith and 

culture. For brevity’s sake, I will highlight two areas that can sum up several of the 

distortions that will come up in my ethnographic study when my participants discuss the 

challenges of intimacy. Currently, emerging adults are challenged from secular society by 

hook-up culture and they are challenged in their faith contexts by purity culture. Donna 

Freitas has done exhaustive studies of college students and hook-up culture. She 

describes it as a spectrum of physical activities that must maintain a casual indifference. 

’Hooking up can vary from a make-out session to having sex … Then, 
with certain situations, you’ll know that it’s going to go further than that,’ 
said one young woman I interviewed, a sophomore at a Catholic college. 
By ‘further,’ she didn’t mean physically, but emotionally. During a 
hookup, if a person allows emotions to enter into the experience, he or she 
is betraying the social contract a hookup requires and will have to pay for 
this transgression.28 

                                                
27 Hitchcock, The Significance of Singleness, 14. 

 
28 Donna Freitas, The End of Sex: How Hookup Culture Is Leaving a Generation Unhappy, 

Sexually Unfulfilled, and Confused About Intimacy (New York, NY: Basic Books, 2013), 19. 
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Freitas’s study found that hook-up culture was essentially carnal gratification divorced 

from emotional connection, personal feelings, or true intimacy. It is essentially a 

bastardization of sexual intimacy. Instead of vulnerability, commitment, and deep, 

unique, connection, the sexual contract for emerging adults in hook-up culture requires 

that “everyone is supposed to be able to walk away from the experience as if it did not 

happen.”29 The result however, is that “most students fail at this goal.”30 Freitas discovers 

that while students are telling themselves (and others) that hooking up is no big deal, they 

all struggle for that to be true within themselves. While my participants in chapter four do 

not condone hook-up culture, the effects of this social narrative seep in as they navigate 

the way to articulate a theology of intimacy for themselves and their peers. 

 Similarly, purity culture makes a prominent appearance in chapter four. My 

youngest participants are not only navigating the narratives of purity culture, but this 

generation also encounters a new trend where authors and teachers construct narratives in 

reaction to purity culture. Although youth culture in churches have long worked to give 

students a healthy sexual ethic through creative engagement, the research shows that, in 

terms of influencing behavior and relational choices, purity culture has not been 

successful.  

What about those abstinence pledges you hear so much about? They don’t 
work. A whopping 88% of teens who take abstinence pledges have sexual 
intercourse before marriage. These teens do tend to wait about a year and a 
half longer to have sex and have fewer partners. However, participants in 
abstinence programs were less likely to use condoms and thus more likely 

                                                
29 Freitas, The End of Sex, 20. 

 
30 Ibid., 31. 
 



 20 

to acquire sexually transmitted diseases such as chlamydia or HIV 
infection.31  

 
Additionally, Setran and Kiesling point out that even though Christian emerging adults 

are not adhering to purity culture standards, they still give lip service to what they were 

taught. Robert Wuthnow’s study reports that “69 percent of unmarried evangelicals (age 

21-45) admitted to having sex with at least one partner during the past year.”32 However, 

the same study “points out that evangelical Protestants are the most likely to assert that 

premarital sex is always wrong (about 42 percent at the end of the twentieth century).” 33 

In my ethnographic study, some participants will be able to outline ethics of purity 

culture but struggle to explain why they are important or good. Freitas observes and 

laments the evidence that supports that the church has not done much better than society 

to provide emerging adults with a healthy sexual ethic, much less a robust theology of 

intimacy. “For most students, religion seemed to serve primarily as a provider of guilt, as 

opposed to a meaningful force that would help them with sexual decision-making.”34 Yet, 

many emerging adults, caught between these two narratives, find themselves wrestling 

with the implications of each. Their attempts to patch together a theology of intimacy 

using these two dominate narratives is the pastoral situation I find myself in everyday as I 

attempt to help them through this dilemma.  

 In my diagnosis of the need for a robust theology of intimacy, the distortions and 

issues with sex are simply a flagship for a much larger problem. Emerging adults are 

                                                
31 Twenge, Generation Me, 210. 
 
32 Setran and Kiesling, Spiritual Formation in Emerging Adulthood, 170. 

 
33 Ibid., 169. 
 
34 Freitas, The End of Sex, 125. 
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struggling with their intimate relationships in friendship, romance, family, and marriage. 

My study hypothesizes that the brokenness at the heart of their struggle stems from a 

distorted or anemic approach to intimacy that is incomplete and damaged in both society 

and in Christian education. In addition, the life stage of emerging adulthood adds critical 

complications to the development of healthy intimate relationships, both carnal and 

platonic. Twenge’s study found “that in 1985, the average American had three people 

with whom he or she could ‘discuss important matters’; by 2004, that had shrunk to zero. 

Our social contacts are slight compared to those enjoyed by earlier generations.”35 Now 

more than ever, Christian leaders should move aggressively to create content and develop 

relational ministry strategies targeting emerging adults and the subject of relationships.  

 
Starting with the Gospel 

 Given the problems outlined above, one might start any number of places in an 

effort to minister to emerging adults. In fact, in my research for this thesis, I have come 

across a number of talented scholars and practitioners who tackle these problems 

differently than I do. This study however, will not start with an attempt at a better 

presentation of a healthy sexual ethic or a new way to reframe purity culture. This study 

does not even begin with a theology of intimacy. The foundation for this thesis is the 

gospel. By keeping the gospel central and allowing the role and purposes of intimacy to 

arise naturally from the redemption narrative in Scripture, I hope to present a theology of 

intimacy that is woven into the covenant promise and new identity of all believers 

through Christ.  

                                                
35 Twenge, Generation Me, 150. 
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 To learn about intimacy is first to explore the primal condition of humanity.36 

Scripture teaches us a few central truths about how we should understand our entrance 

into this world. One central truth is that God’s intention and involvement does not begin 

with a profession of faith, but starts with creation itself at the very beginning of our lives 

(Psalm 139:13). In doing so, God bestows upon all human life the gift of His image 

(Genesis1:26; 2 Cor 3:18). Yet, in addition to being intentionally created by God in His 

image and likeness, we are also descendants of a broken line of humanity, resulting in sin 

and death (Romans 5:12-14; 1 Cor 15:21-22). This spiritual condition helps explain a 

similar primal condition shared by all humans from birth: the need to connect. Based on 

the extensive work of John Bowlby and Mary Ainsworth, Attachment Theory has 

become a booming field of study for psychologists and biologists alike. Attachment 

theory is a “comprehensive theory explaining the conditions under which parents and 

children, romantic partners, and close friends form, build, maintain, and sometimes 

dissolve attachment bonds.”37 It essentially studies intimate relationships by focusing on 

attachments and bonds that occur from the womb and throughout all of life. What is most 

important for our study is to recognize that attachment theory is one field that affirms a 

primal need to connect that is common to all of humanity.  

 In the list of human commonalities that transcend all of time, geography, and 

culture, we have the spiritual realities outlined in Scripture and we have this need for 

intimacy. To understand intimacy, we must understand the gospel and how the two have 

                                                
36 The use of the word “primal” is to indicate that this need for connection and intimacy is a 

primary and universal essential to being human. Before and after the Fall, evidence shows that humanity is 
created for relationship. The need for intimacy is original and fundamental to our existence and therefore 
primal. 

37 Jeffry A. Simpson and W. Steven Rholes, eds., Attachment Theory and Research: New 
Directions and Emerging Themes (New York, NY: The Guilford Press, n.d.), 1. 
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an indelible relationship that informs each other. For instance, we are all born with a need 

to connect but our attachments and intimate relationships are not automatically healthy. 

The common struggle of humanity is having to navigate the unending pitfalls and 

tripwires of intimacy in relationships with family, friends, and romantic partners. This is 

explained by the gospel. Our primal spiritual condition is one that aches for connection 

and intimacy but is tainted by sin. “Sin is really about broken relationships more than 

anything else. Salvation is salvation from sin. Salvation is really about God empowering 

us to repair those broken relationships. This brings us back into fellowship with God and 

enables us to live in right relationship with everyone else.”38  

Essentially, our human condition is shaped by a primal and unalterable need for 

intimacy. As we search for healthy intimacy in our lives, we are, often unwittingly, living 

out the story of redemption in the gospel. For in our pursuit of intimacy, the gospel shows 

us that our deepest ache is for an intimacy that transcends what we experience with each 

other. “Rooted in a bond that existed before and beyond human togetherness, bonds of 

true intimacy rest in the divine covenant. This is the covenant of God’s faithfulness 

expressed in the promises made to Noah, Abraham and Sarah, Moses and the prophets, 

and made fully visible in the incarnation of Jesus.”39 The gospel is the reality by which 

we understand our human condition and our pursuit of intimate relationships and 

connection. And intimacy is also how we understand the gospel and its significance in the 

                                                
38 Timothy J. Crutcher, “A Relational View of Salvation and Sanctification,” Brint Montgomery, 

Thomas Jay Oord, and Karen Winslow, Relational Theology: A Contemporary Introduction (Eugene, OR: 
Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2012), 44. 

 
39 Nouwen, Lifesigns, 41. 
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whole of creation. The two are inseparable and must be taken together if we hope to learn 

a better way to disciple emerging adults in their struggle with intimacy and faith. 

Key Terms and Concepts 

The two key terms most frequently used in this study, Emerging Adults and 

Intimacy are defined earlier in this chapter. This thesis will also refer often to three 

Intimacy motifs – Family, Friendship, Sexual/Marital. These three motifs represent three 

distinct kinds of intimate relationships. The reason these are singled out is that they have 

the unique distinction of being motifs used by God to describe His relationship to His 

people as well as being relationships that happen between humans.  

One of the major reoccurring concepts in a biblical study of intimacy is Gospel 

Reconciliation and Restoration. The grand narrative of reconciliation in Scripture is used 

primarily in Pauline letters as a significant metaphor for salvation (or redemption, 

deliverance, and justification). “Reconciliation literally has to do with the way in which 

God relates to us, the human ‘other,’ and in turn with our relationship to ‘the other,’ 

whether understood as an individual person or a group of people.”40 

Another major reoccurring theme in a biblical study of intimacy is Pneumatology 

or The Person and Work of the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit is the third Person of the 

Trinity and is active in both the Old and New Testament. The work of the Holy Spirit as 

it relates to a theology of intimacy is found in the indwelling of all believers (Romans 

8:9). The work of the Holy Spirit in intimate relationships, both human and Divine as an 

embodiment of intimacy provides volumes of insight into a theology of intimacy. 

                                                
40 John de Gruchy, Reconciliation: Restoring Justice (Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg Fortress 

Publishers, 2002), 51. 
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Alongside this theme is the similar doctrine of Union with Christ, whereby believers 

experience an indwelling of the Spirit of Christ. Since the reality of “indwelling” is its 

own kind of intimacy, both the doctrine of the Holy Spirit and the doctrine of Union with 

Christ are of special significance to this study. 

A third reoccurring theme in a biblical theology of intimacy is Gospel Identity. 

Scripture uses identity language to describe the effect of God’s saving grace on His 

people. A gospel identity is the new identity bestowed on sinners adopted into the family 

of God by grace through faith. The intimacy motifs found in Scripture contain language 

of gospel identity and connect identity to intimacy.  

One significant contribution to a discussion of intimacy from systematic theology 

is the Holy Trinity. This doctrine of the church of the three-in-one, Father, Son, and Holy 

Spirit, is reflected in the early creeds (Nicene, Apostles, and Athanasian). It is the eternal 

and relational nature of the Holy Trinity that informs a theology of intimacy. 

Finally, the chief end of relationships, both Divine and human, contains a 

Missional Ecclesiology.  This is the kingdom work commissioned by Christ for His 

church to carry out both individually and collectively by the Holy Spirit. Intimate 

relationships do not exist for private pleasure but are instead part of the tapestry of 

relationships that makes up the global and local church. When the church lives out 

Christ’s mission it does so through the power of the Holy Spirit working in relationships. 

The three intimacy motifs exist in and throughout the church to create a web of 

interconnected relationships that are both intimate and commissioned for the kingdom. 
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Ministry Challenge Statement 
 

As a minister to college students I am convinced that the gospel invitation from a 

trinitarian, relational God contains valuable foundations for human, intimate 

relationships. However, my students seem disconnected from how the gospel informs 

their relationships. Emerging adults seem to be operating in their intimate relationships 

without any theology of intimacy that is anchored in and informed by the gospel of Christ 

and without a missional ecclesiology. Instead, my emerging adults are making decisions 

about family, friendship, and sexual/marital relationships based on either poor, patchwork 

theology, reactions to poor theology, a syncretism of social psychology and anemic 

theology, or no applied theology at all. Their behaviors and choices in these relationships 

are then fraught with problems and struggle to reflect the gospel. 

The separation of the gospel from the relationships of my emerging adults causes 

an atrophied witness and spiritual formation in key arenas of life. Their failure to apply 

their faith to their relationships has far reaching consequences. Since relationships are the 

vehicle for fulfilling the two greatest commandments, and thereby all the laws of God in 

Christ, the ethos driving their decisions is of critical importance to their understanding of 

the gospel and ability to live it out on mission for the good of the world and the glory of 

God. What is at stake is the witness of God’s love as it is lived out through their intimate 

relationships. Also, since intimacy language is used prolifically to describe God’s 

relationship to His people as well as the relationship of the three Persons of the Trinity, a 

warped or syncretized theology of intimacy has the possibility of damaging the very 

foundations of their communion with God and understanding of His gospel. This thesis 

seeks to demonstrate a theology of intimacy that arises from the gospel narrative of 
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Scripture and systematic theology. It will evidence the struggle of emerging adults and 

their lack of a robust theology of intimacy through qualitative data. This thesis will then 

suggest further research as well as an approach to discipleship that recovers a gospel-

centered theology of intimacy that can be applied to the current problems in emerging 

adult lives. 
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BIBLICAL SUPPORT FOR A THEOLOGY OF INTIMACY 
 
 

Scripture contains abundant material related to intimacy. Themes of covenant 

relationship in multiple spheres of life are found across the redemption narrative in 

Scripture. Emerging adults seem to be drawn to a deeper, more abiding understanding of 

intimacy that will answer questions about why they are made for relationships, what 

constitutes a God-honoring relationship, how sin affects intimacy, and what intimacy is 

designed and created for ontologically.41 Ideally, a greater understanding of Scripture’s 

theology of intimacy will help give emerging adults a framework for working out how 

the gospel governs and affects their perspective and behavior in intimate relationships. 

 As I mentioned in the previous chapter, one cannot discuss a theology of intimacy 

without the context of relationship. Therefore, to develop a theology of intimacy, we 

must look to what Scripture itself says about relationships. The Bible contains varied 

examples of relationships among humans as well as between humans and God. However, 

since God is the creator of relationships as well as the initiator of His own relationship 

with humanity, our intimate relationships with other humans must first be understood in 

the context of how God conceives of and interacts in intimate relationships.42 God’s 

models for intimate relationship are distinct and serve to deepen our knowledge of and 

experience with God.  

The imaging of God in the Bible is as rich as human imagination itself, 
and Biblical writers shift freely from one metaphor to another, each 
reflecting a very specific life-setting—agricultural, pastoral, nomadic, 

                                                
41 Todd A. Wilson, Mere Sexuality: Rediscovering the Christian Vision of Sexuality (Grand 

Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2017), 69-70. 

42 It is recognized that God does not only exist in intimate relationships with humans, but also with 
other members of the Trinity. However, the doctrine of the Trinity as it relates to a theology of intimacy is 
appropriate for a chapter on theological support, and so that discussion will be saved for chapter three. 
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tribal, etc. And yet, in spite of the wide variety of God-images in 
Scriptures, what is particularly noteworthy is the fact that only some of 
these eventually developed into full-blown paradigms of understanding—
not just God, but the nature and purpose of the relationship of individuals 
and communities of faith with this God, and vice-versa.43  

 
The imaging of God in the Bible includes the use of metaphors that are familiar to the 

human experience. At the heart of humanity’s relationships with each other is a rich 

example from Scripture about how God interacts in his own relationships. Therefore, 

God’s relationship to humanity as it unfolds in Scripture is the central focus of this 

chapter.  

 So according to Scripture, how does God relate to humanity? There is a functional 

link between the foundational relational context of God’s relationship to humanity and 

the derivative relational context of human interpersonal relationships. While there are 

many examples of relational models between God and humanity, there are three 

relational motifs in which intimacy is a central variable. These three models are 

friendship, family, and marital/sexual.44 Since these are all interpersonal relationships 

that involve intimacy and are also relationships humans have with each other, an 

examination of Scripture’s treatment of these models provides a direct connection for 

how humans understand intimacy with God and subsequently, each other. A theology of 

intimacy can be mined from Scripture’s taking up of these models. The central passages 

                                                
43 Pablo S. David, “From Owner to Lover: Re-Imaging God in Hosea 3:1-3,” Landas 15.2 (2001): 

87. 

44 The diversity of these three models oppose the idea that intimacy is only sexual. Also, though it 
is recognized that not all sexual relationships happen in the context of marriage, this paper ascribes to the 
traditional, biblical model of sexual intimacy being designed for monogamous, covenantal marriage 
relationships between man and woman. Therefore, this paper addresses two spheres of intimacy: Sexual 
and non-sexual (or celibate). 
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treated here are Romans 8:14-17 for familial relationships, Ezekiel 16 for marital/sexual 

intimacy, and John 15:12-15 for friendship.45  

 A theology of intimacy is not simply gleaned from a compartmentalized treatment 

of these three models, but in understanding their place in both a Trinitarian and gospel 

narrative. As Scripture outlines the nature of these intimate relationships, intimacy itself 

is revealed to be a product of reconciliation and love. In addition, the witness, work, and 

indwelling of the Holy Spirit play a central role in the function of intimacy both between 

humanity and God as well as in human-to-human relationships. As a result, a theology of 

intimacy is understood as a product of reconciliation and love lived out in the context of 

intimate relationships made possible by and directly involving the Holy Spirit. 

 
Intimacy is a Result of Reconciliation 

 God’s relationship to humanity centers around God’s profound act of 

reconciliation and redemption. God’s gospel mission exists to bring His people back into 

fellowship with Himself.46 Each relational model includes themes of station and identity 

where believers shift from a political or economic model to an intimate relationship with 

God: servant to friend, slave to son or daughter, and isolated and unknown to unified and 

completely known.47 The explicit shift in each model is tied to God’s reconciling work 

and Christ’s mission. The fact that each model intentionally moves the identity of God’s 

people into an intimate relationship points to the necessity of factoring Scripture’s idea(s) 

                                                
45 All Scripture passages are from the English Standard Version (ESV) unless otherwise noted. 

 
46 Geerhardus Vos, Biblical Theology, (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2014), 6. 

47 Pablo, “From Owner to Lover,” 94. 
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of reconciliation into our theology of intimacy. A deeper examination of the dynamics of 

reconciliation in each passage will reveal that intimacy is, in fact, a result of 

reconciliation between God and humanity. 

 Both Old and New Testaments use the familial language of God as Father.48 This 

language is used intentionally throughout Scripture and prolifically in the New 

Testament.49 Familial language applied to/by God is a metaphor that shapes human 

understanding about the reconciling work of God. In his examination of familial language 

in Romans 8, David Garrard remarks,  

The authors of scripture constantly use terms which have meaning to us as 
humans to portray the reality of actions undertaken by God. 
These anthropomorphisms serve their purpose in facilitating our 
understanding … Consequently, what is stated here in Romans 8 regarding 
adoption, sonship, and inheritance presupposes a correct relationship 
between the believer and his God.50 

 
Galatians 4:17 also contains these themes explicitly when Paul notes twice that believers 

are no longer slaves but are made children and heirs, adopted with hearts that can now 

cry out “Abba, Father.” In Romans 8:14-17, Paul outlines this transition in more detail: 

“For you did not receive the spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received 

the Spirit of adoption as sons, by whom we cry, ‘Abba! Father!’” People are moved from 

slaves to children because adoption has relocated them out of a realm of fear and into a 

station of freedom. John Stott observes that in both the Galatians and Romans passage 

                                                
48 This project recognizes that the God-head is genderless and that Scripture uses both paternal and 

maternal imagery in Scripture. For the sake of this thesis, the word “Father” is used predominantly because 
of the Scripture’s chosen for this examination of intimacy. 

 
49 The use of term “familial” is used here to designate a parent/child relationship. It is recognized 

that  “familial” can also apply to husband/wife relationship, but for this chapter the term is distinctly used 
for the parent/child relationship and not for the husband/wife familial relationship. 

 
50 David J. Garrard, “The Eschatological Significance of Glory, Sonship and Inheritance in 

Romans 8 & 11,” JEPTA: Journal of the European Pentecostal Theological Association 31.2 (2011): 170. 
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“Paul uses the imagery of slavery and freedom with which to contrast the two eras, the 

old age and the new, and so our pre- and post-conversion situation,”51 moving believers 

from an unreconciled age of fear because God is judge, to a new reconciled status as 

children and heirs where God is Father and freedom is central to our new identity.  

The connection between slavery and fear in contrast with sonship and freedom is 

apt. The first recorded reference of this model is in Exodus when God the Father is 

enabling Moses to negotiate for the freedom of his people from slavery. “Then you shall 

say to Pharaoh, ‘Thus says the Lord, Israel is my firstborn son, and I say to you, ‘Let my 

son go that he may serve me.’ If you refuse to let him go, behold, I will kill your firstborn 

son,’” (Exod 4:22). In this way, the biblical narrative connects the intimate relationship of 

parent and child with the redeeming act of freedom from slavery. In his commentary on 

this passage, John Calvin observes that “God alleges the privilege by which the Israelites 

were excepted from ordinary laws; for by calling them His sons, He claims liberty for 

them; since it would be absurd that God himself, the supreme Ruler of heaven and earth, 

should be deprived of the sons whom He had deigned to adopt.”52 This familial 

relationship cannot be understood only in economic terms of status or legal rights. The 

parent/child relationship of slaves reconciled from fear to freedom outlined in Scripture is 

bound up in terms of affection. Even in Galatians 4:8-9 where the familial language is 

absent, intimacy is recognized because freedom from slavery comes from knowing God. 

                                                
51 John Stott, The Message of Romans: God’s Good News for the World (Leicester, England; 

Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2001), 231. 
 

52 John Calvin, Calvin’s Commentaries - Volume 3 - Harmony of Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and 
Deuteronomy (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1999), http://www.ccel.org/ccel/calvin/calcom03.iv.iv.iii.html. 
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This knowing is not superficial or transactional, but is a variable of intimacy that appears 

in other motifs in Scripture.53  

James Bartz in his article entitled, "Expulsion, Intimacy, Christian Narrative and 

Practice, and the Kingdom of Heaven at Hand," ties this act of reconciliation, in which 

God’s people are redeemed from slavery and adopted into sonship, in parallel with 

Jesus’s decision to surround himself with a “family of choice.” Similar to the act of 

adoption in Romans 8:14-16, Jesus’s action contained a “vision for living where those 

who were formerly isolated and disconnected would no longer live in isolation but 

experience the full inclusion of relationship to God and God's people through the 

technology of connection, which is blessing.”54 Knowing and connecting are key themes 

of intimacy in the reconciling work of redemption from slaves to children. However, they 

are also central in the model of God-as-lover. The metaphor of God as a husband or lover 

entails moves from both isolation to union and from being unknown to being fully 

known.  

There are many examples of this in Scripture but one of the most illuminating and 

captivating examples comes from Ezekiel 16. In the first seven verses, a graphic picture 

is painted for the readers of an abandoned child. The language and imagery show the 

child rejected in every sense. The passage describes that “[her] cord was not cut, nor [was 

she] washed with water to cleanse [her], nor rubbed with salt, nor wrapped in swaddling 

cloths. No eye pitied [her], to do any of these things to [her] out of compassion for [her] 

                                                
53 The connection between knowing and intimacy will be addressed further on in this chapter. 
 
54 Bartz, “Expulsion, Intimacy, Christian Narrative and Practice, and the Kingdom of Heaven at 

Hand,” 690. 
 



 34 

but [she was] cast out on the open field.” When the character of God-as-lover finds her, it 

says that she is “wallowing in [her own] blood.” The metaphor of isolation and exposure 

is acute. Yet, in a powerful act of intimacy, God chooses her, and as she matures, He 

draws her into marital union where they are fully known to each other and He covers her 

nakedness (Ezek 16:6-14). However, common to this analogy is the return of isolation 

through the wife’s adultery and God’s subsequent reconciling act towards His adulterous 

lover who breaks the bond of intimacy (Ezek 16:15-63). As the story unfolds, the theme 

of isolation and exposure is woven into the narrative, demonstrating the contrast between 

disunity and rending on the one hand and intimacy and reconciliation on the other.  

 In the unfolding narrative of the God-as-lover metaphor, the Dictionary of 

Biblical Imagery describes “God as jilted husband, the victim of a wife’s adulterous 

unfaithfulness. The book of Hosea is the extended text on the subject, as Israel is 

portrayed as a faithless wife whom God reclaims.”55 In a similar story, Hosea and 

adulterous wife Gomer parallel the metaphor of God-as-husband and God’s people as 

idolatrous lovers who engage in infidelity. Yet, as another example of God’s reconciling 

work, the husband chooses his lover and continues to shift her identity from isolation to 

union. The dynamic prose of Hosea is similar to Ezekiel and explains this shift using 

language of knowing and choosing and reconciling that are consistent with other models: 

And in that day, declares the Lord, you will call me ‘My Husband,’ and no 
longer will you call me ‘My Baal.’ For I will remove the names of the 
Baals from her mouth, and they shall be remembered by name no more. 
And I will make for them a covenant on that day with the beasts of the 
field, the birds of the heavens, and the creeping things of the ground. And 
I will abolish the bow, the sword, and war from the land, and I will make 
you lie down in safety. And I will betroth you to me forever. I will betroth 

                                                
55 Leland Ryken, James C. Wilhoit, and Tremper Longman III, eds., Dictionary of Biblical 

Imagery, (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1998), 415. 
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you to me in righteousness and in justice, in steadfast love and in mercy. I 
will betroth you to me in faithfulness. And you shall know the Lord. (Hos 
2:16-19) 

 
The political model of Israel’s identity is reframed in this intimate relationship. Israel’s 

infidelity is not couched with political language. In this marriage metaphor we see once 

again where intimacy becomes a product of God’s reconciling work. “This is the gap 

which Hosea attempts to bridge, when he introduces a new way of understanding the 

relationship between Yahweh and Israel, by adopting the relational model of the marriage 

between husband and wife.”56 The author of Scripture uses familiar relational models and 

language to embed the critical and transcendent idea that God’s reconciling work 

produces not only salvation from sin and death, but also intimacy with God. 

Similarly, in John 15:12-15, Jesus makes some explicit statements about 

friendship. Like marriage and parenting, the motif of friendship was not uncommon to 

the original audience. G. R. O’Day recognizes that “when the New Testament speaks 

about friends (Greek, philoi), it is using a vocabulary current for its cultural context.”57 

Yet, the concept of friendship with God was a foreign idea that transcended the traditions 

of the age. “Aristotle thought there could be no friendship between a god and a man, any 

more than a man could be a friend to his slave or his tools, because they were too 

dissimilar in nature.”58 In contrast to this cultural narrative of the time, Jesus explicitly 

calls his disciples friends and “no longer servants,” (John 15:15). Humans can be friends 

with God in Christ.  
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The marks of this intimate friendship are sacrifice and communication. In these, 

Jesus is the active agent and example. He not only tells and shows them how to have 

intimate friendships, but his showing them is the very act that reconciles them, allowing 

there to be friendship with Christ. O’Day observes, “There is complete unanimity 

between what Jesus says about laying down his life and what Jesus does. Because Jesus is 

the Word-made-flesh, speech and action are inextricably linked in John (e.g., 14:10). 

What he receives from God Jesus speaks in God's words and does in works (5:19-24; 

10:38; 12:49-50; 17:7-8).”59 This speaking and acting is both a model and a means. In his 

article, “Christian Friendship: John, Paul, and the Philippians,” J. Fitzgerald adds Paul’s 

affirmation to the passage in John: 

For Paul, it is in and through Christ's death that God has reconciled Christ-
believers and made them his friends. Christian friendship is thus 
inextricably linked to God's reconciling act, with Christ's death forming 
the basis for both reconciliation and friendship with God and with one 
another. … In short, for the Gospel of John, Jesus' crucifixion is a death 
for his friends (John 15:13), who already have been cleansed by Jesus' 
words (15:3; see also 13:10).60  
 

Jesus’ disciples are reconciled to Christ. Consequently, they move from being servants to 

being friends. This act of reconciliation is not just profound in its finality and totality, but 

also because it bestows trust upon servants who are not worthy. “The disciples will 

immediately demonstrate that they are utterly untrustworthy, with Peter denying him 

(18:15-18, 25-27) and the others abandoning him (16:32).”61 In fact, this reconciling 

transition is demonstrated in other parts of Scripture as a redemption of enemies. “The 

                                                
59 O’Day, “Jesus as Friend in the Gospel of John,” 151-2. 
 
60 John T Fitzgerald, “Christian Friendship: John, Paul, and the Philippians,” Interpretation 61.3 

(2007): 292. 
 
61 Ibid., 285. 



 37 

whole plan of salvation is an act of friendship whereby God took on human likeness so 

that people might take on his likeness, transforming enemies into friends.”62 Fitzgerald 

observes that this reconciling act is also a powerful act of love. The theme of love, while 

distinct from reconciliation, is a variable of intimate relationships and weaves itself 

throughout a theology of intimacy. “In establishing friendship with the world, both God 

and Christ have gone far beyond what had been previously contemplated. To emphasize 

this fact, Paul invokes the idea— common in theory but rare in practice—that friends are 

willing to die for each other (John 15:13).”63 

 
Intimacy is a Product of Love 

 Exactly how does God demonstrate his love to his disciples and alter their 

identities from servants to friends? John 15:12-15 states directly that love is through total 

sacrifice of one’s life for another (13) and through intimate revelation of the mind and 

heart of Christ through open communication (15). “In this verse, the two motifs of 

friendship, love and open speech, come together in Jesus' relationship with his disciples. 

They are his friends because he speaks plainly and openly to them and tells them 

everything about God (15:15; 16:25) and because he loves them and gives his life for 

them (13:1; 15:12-13).”64 In a hierarchy of mortal sacrifice and good communication, one 

might assume that giving up of one’s life outranks open communication as evidence of 

love. If we look closer however, there are layers of meaning that come from Jesus’s 
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command about candid and personal disclosure. These layers inform another variable of 

intimacy in relationships. 

 First, there is a distinction between the way friends communicate and how 

servants/slaves are treated. “Normally, a slave does what he is told without understanding 

his master’s mind or business. Since Jesus had opened Himself to His disciples, the title 

‘slave’ did not fit their relationship.… Jesus called His disciples friends because He had 

disclosed His Father’s revelation to them.”65 This disclosure is an act of intimacy in 

which Jesus brings the disciples across a firmly demarcated line between servants and 

friends. Ephesians 4:15 affirms this when it says that “speaking the truth in love” is how 

disciples “grow up in every way into” Christ who holds the whole body together. 

Speaking the truth in love is a bond in and of itself and a conduit for love. “Love and 

friendship are the goal of Jesus' ‘plain speaking.’ Rather than simply initiating fresh 

comprehension on the disciples' part, Jesus leads them to trust the relationship of love and 

friendship that they have with God and Jesus … Plain speaking has its effect when the 

disciples act on God's love of them and their love of Jesus.”66  

This open communication is also how Jesus reveals to His friends that He is also 

going to also show his love through his sacrificial death. Both communication and action 

are portals by which Jesus demonstrates His great love for his friends. “These two 

friendship traits are connected: Jesus is willing to speak and act boldly throughout his life 

because he is willing to lay down his life. Jesus is the ultimate friend. Friendship in John 
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is the enactment of the love of God that is incarnate in Jesus and that Jesus boldly makes 

available to the world.”67 This great love, shown to those who were even enemies of God, 

is echoed in Romans 5:8 when Paul writes, “[B]ut God shows his love for us in that while 

we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” In Jesus’s friendship motif in John, God 

initiates his reconciling act of love toward sinners. Similarly, the reconciling act of love 

in the husband/lover motif is how God pours out his affection and love even in the face of 

infidelity. 

It has already been demonstrated how in Ezekiel 16 God-as-lover is often tied to 

an act of reconciliation where God-as-jilted-lover lives out His covenant promises. By 

describing Himself in this metaphor, He illuminates his sweetness and affection by going 

after His beloved. “Through the old covenant prophets, the Lord God repeatedly used the 

image of marriage to describe His love for Israel and to call her to faithfulness toward 

Him. God’s relationship with His people is a love story, where His undeserved kindness 

is answered by their infidelity, until His grace breaks their hearts and brings them home 

to live in covenant with Him (Ezek 16).”68 Similarly, in Hosea 11:8 God’s turning back 

towards Israel is described in these terms: “my compassion grows warm and tender.”  

However, God’s intimacy displayed in love is not just at the reconciling act but 

also at the initiating point where He draws the exposed and isolated orphan into a love 

relationship (Ezek 16:8-14). “It begins with God’s act of betrothal, as God declares 

regarding Israel, ‘You were at the age for love; and I spread my skirt over you … yea, I 
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plighted troth to you and entered into a covenant with you, says the Lord God, and you 

became mine’ (Ezek 16:8). As divine lover God promises to love his people freely (Hos 

14:4).”69 His love makes intimacy endearing and affective. This bond is a labor of 

affection used even into the New Testament as a metaphor for how He loves his bride as 

his own body and becomes one with His beloved (Eph 5:28-32).  

We see the theme of love appear as well in the familial motif. In Ezekiel and 

Hosea, this act of love takes shape in an act of choosing his people. The God-as-lover 

who initiates intimacy by choosing His beloved is also the Father who chooses His 

children through the love act of adoption. In his article "Why did God choose father-son 

familial language for the biblical text?" Mark Hausfeld observes: 

As humans we can only grasp meaning and feeling values in finite human 
terms and experience. How does the omnipresent, omniscient and 
omnipotent God relate his love, grace, sacrifice and mercy in greater terms 
that humans can understand than found in a healthy family? What greater 
intimacy can be identified among any people, culture and languages of the 
world than deep, meaningful familial relationships? Therefore God had to 
use familial language to communicate the intimacy He expresses towards 
people. Such language is the pinnacle of what God can use to 
divinely accommodate Himself to human beings.70  

 
Romans 8:14-17 uses the language of adoption to make a profound statement about the 

kind of love God the Father has for those He is reconciling to Himself. “Rightly to 

understand this concept of adoption, we have to remember that the choice lay entirely 

with the Father and was motivated only by his nature of love.”71 God chooses His people 

and by so doing, the new language of relationship takes on an affectionate and intimate 
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tone. Even just the title of “sons and daughters of God” is a “name of endearment.”72 In 

fact, in the Gospel tradition “the stories and sayings about children were very important 

for the first followers of Jesus in their various attempts to work out what it meant to be 

God’s new covenant people.”73 However, God calling Himself “Abba Father” was a 

startling personal reference that brought with it the weight of God’s character. For while 

“God is a loving Father who has compassion on all his children,” the title “‘Abba’ was an 

everyday word, a homely family-word. No Jew would have dared to address God in this 

manner.”74   

 These terms have an ontological relationship to both love and intimacy. As 1 John 

3:1 states: “See what kind of love the Father has given to us, that we should be called 

children of God; and so we are.” David Jackman explores the rhetoric of this passage and 

observes a powerful message. “There is an aorist imperative at the beginning of the verse: 

‘Look!’, ‘See!’ The force is that we need to take time to contemplate this love and allow 

its reality to sink down into the depths of our being. It is meant to take our breath away; 

to startle and amaze us so that we are left gasping, ‘What sort of love is this?’”75 

Therefore, in open disclosure, in sacrifice, in choosing and in the very terms and models 

used, God is demonstrating intimacy resulting from His love. This love is extravagant 
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and deeply personal. The kind of intimacy acquired in relationship with God can only be 

understood in the shadows of these motifs and models. However, the final variable of 

biblical support for a theology of intimacy ties together these demonstrations of love and 

reconciliation. The reconciling act of love and affection whereby we, His beloved, can 

call Christ “Friend,” and God “Abba Father,” is all witnessed to and made possible in and 

through the Holy Spirit. 

 
Intimacy Through and By the Holy Spirit 

This theology of intimacy is thoroughly Trinitarian. The Son is friend, God is 

Father, and though God is also Husband, the Holy Spirit is a unifying agent representing, 

creating, witnessing to, and enacting intimacy. At every turn, the presence of intimacy in 

Scripture is woven indelibly in the work and person of the Holy Spirit. It is the work of 

the Holy Spirit that enables believers initially to become lovers, friends, and children of 

God. The eighth chapter of Romans is focused on the work of the Holy Spirit and His 

place in the redemptive gospel narrative. Paul uses this section of the letter to explain the 

concept of the “law of the Spirit” setting us free and how believers are called to live by 

the Spirit and not the flesh (1-8). He writes about the Spirit’s work in the life of Christ 

and how the Spirit enables belonging to Christ (9-14). It is in the heart of this context 

where Paul explains a theology of intimacy between God as Father and disciples as 

children of God.  

Within the midst of a reconciling transition of identity and acts of love, we find 

the Holy Spirit enabling and witnessing. Stott observes that in Romans 8:14-17 it is 

significant that in each verse “God’s people are designated his children or sons (which of 

course includes ‘daughters’), and that in each this privileged status is related to the work 
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of the Holy Spirit.”76 In the reconciling shift from slaves to sons and daughters, it is the 

Spirit who enables and is the initiating catalyst for a change of station and identity that 

humans could not do on their own. The very act of freedom from slavery is attributed to 

the Holy Spirit.  

The new situation in Christ and his Spirit is depicted as manumission 
(8:2), and effectiveness with respect to the standard the law had required 
but had not been able to effect itself (8:4). Significantly, it is also depicted 
as a new kind of obligation that is not founded on the law, but on the work 
of the Spirit in directing the father-child relationship (8:12–14).77   

 
Similarly, Puritan pastor Rowland Stedman wrote about the occurrence of a mystical 

union that happens between disciples and Christ under the model of God-as-lover. He 

observes that “union with Christ is that special relation, which believers have to the Lord 

Jesus” and that this union is enabled by the “Mediator of the Covenant of Grace; arising 

from their close and intimate conjunction with him: whereupon they are accounted as one 

with Christ, their spiritual state is fundamentally changed, and the benefits of redemption 

are effectually applied unto their souls.”78 Therefore, the very act of reconciliation and 

love is the ascribed work of the Spirit of Christ, bestowed to us in the Holy Spirit that 

makes us children, lovers, and friends to God. 

The Spirit also witnesses to and assures our station in intimate relationship with 

God. Stott recounts that “only in verse 16 [of Romans 8] is it specifically said that the 

Spirit testifies … that we are God’s children. Yet the whole paragraph concerns the 
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witness he bears us, that is, the assurance he gives us.”79 Stott goes on later to say, “Each 

verse gives us an example of the Holy Spirit’s ministry of inward assurance, as he 

convinces us of the reality of God’s love on the one hand and of God’s fatherhood on the 

other.”80 In other examples throughout Scripture, the Holy Spirit is central to the new 

identity of disciples who are now in intimate relationship with God, assuring and bearing 

witness to this transition (Acts 15:8, Heb 10:15, 1 John 5:6). 

Another way the work of the Spirit facilitates intimacy is by enabling candid, 

intimate communication. In the passage on friendship when John records Jesus saying 

“You are my friends if you do what I command you” (14), he makes a connection 

between friendship and obedience. In the next verse, however, Jesus reveals their 

transition from servants to friends in that they have received open disclosure from Him. 

These two references imply a kind of communication between friends that makes it 

possible to know and then enact the will of Jesus. In other parts of Scripture, friendship 

with God is linked to the ability to know and obey. “Abraham was called God’s ‘friend’ 

(2 Chr 20:7; Isa 41:8) because he obeyed God. Like close friends, Abraham and God 

communicated well with each other (cf. Gen 18:17).”81 The need for healthy, open 

communication has already been stated by Jesus as an essential variable for friendship, 

but being friends with God also requires a standard of obedience bound in a robust 

knowledge of God’s will, heart, and work on the earth through the mission of Christ. 

How else would a friend of God know these things except through the revelation of the 
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Holy Spirit? “The Spirit is not merely a servant of God. On the contrary, precisely 

because he is other than God, he can bring the Father’s will to pass. And precisely 

because he is other than the Father, he can do so by working within us to win our 

consent.”82 The Spirit both communicates and prods the will so that obedience can be 

enacted by believers. “Friendship implies the sharing of information about oneself. Psalm 

25:14 links the friendship of God with the fact that God makes his covenant known to his 

friends.”83 Without the Holy Spirit, this kind of essential communication would not be 

possible. As Philippians 2:13 attests: “for it is God who works in you, both to will and to 

work for his good pleasure.” 

In our theology of intimacy, the Spirit is witness, assurer, communicator of God’s 

will and heart, and the bond that makes an intimate relationship with God possible. 

However, the role of the Holy Spirit in the lives of believers is also where the Spirit is, in 

fact, a kind of intimacy in and of itself. The first example of this is understood in the 

Holy Spirit’s role in the relationship of Jesus to God the Father.  

The communion between Father and Son in this High Priestly prayer, in 
Gethsemane, and even at the Cross (according to John's account) is a 
communion mediated by the Spirit, a mediated intimacy. And if this is the 
manner of the intimacy of Father and Son here ought we not to confess 
this as the manner of their eternal intimacy? … [A]s the mediator of the 
intimacy of the Father and the Son maybe we should think of the Spirit, 
not just in typically Western terms as the one who holds them together, but 
as the one who, as the mediator of their mutual love, holds them in their 
distinctiveness as Father and Son and preserves them from an indistinct 
oneness.84    
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The Holy Spirit’s role in the Trinity consists of pure intimacy that binds Father and Son 

to one another as well as the Father to adopted sons and daughters through Jesus the Son. 

The fluidity of presence that the Spirit embodies allows for the mystery of the indwelling 

to reside in every believer.  

The reconciling work of God through Christ results in the union of every believer 

with God through the living presence of the Holy Spirit in them (1 Cor 6:17). In writing 

this intimate union, Paul draws explicit parallels between the indwelling and sexual 

intimacy. “The spiritual union of the Bridegroom and His bride is compared to the one-

flesh union of man and woman (1 Cor 6:16-17; Eph 5:31-32; both citing Gen 2:24).”85 In 

his book Rediscovering the Holy Spirit, Michael Horton writes that the Spirit is “the one 

who consummates the work of the Father in the Son.”86 Nothing could be more intimate 

than the living, abiding presence of God’s Spirit inside His people. The profound idea 

that God is literally inhabiting His people must remain central to any discussion of a 

theology of intimacy.  

Christ’s union with His body transcends the union between any earthly 
husband and wife because He lives in His body by the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 
6:15, 17; 12:12-13). Christ promised to send the Spirit to dwell in His 
people, and promised, “I will come to you … Because I live, ye shall live 
also” (John 14:17-19). Thus it is “the Spirit of Christ” who dwells in those 
who belong to Christ (Rom. 8:9). Through this spiritual and organic 
connection, Christ shares His life with His body so that it grows and builds 
itself up (Eph. 4:15-16; Col. 2:19). Though we may perish physically in 
our afflictions, yet we shall live forever, for already we are joined to 
Christ in His resurrection, and are “his body, the fullness of him that 
filleth all in all (Eph. 1:23).87  
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Therefore, the work and presence of the Holy Spirit is the glue holding together the 

works of love and reconciliation that are central to our understanding of intimacy with 

God. Now that this great intimacy is a gift and source to all believers, there is a missional 

quality to how intimacy is understood and lived out between believers and God and 

person-to-person. 

 
Conclusion 

 In this treatment of a theology of intimacy, it has been noted that intimacy only 

happens in the context of relationships. So, an understanding of intimacy must first begin 

with an understanding of relationships where intimacy is a central variable. Fortunately, 

Scripture is saturated with models whereby humans can understand intimacy because of 

the familiarity with the models of friendship, family, and marriage. While these models 

are known to humans because they share these intimate relationships with each other, the 

most perfect examples of intimacy come in the context of these relationship models 

between God and humanity. The narrative of Scripture provides perfect examples of 

intimacy demonstrated by God as a part of His loving and reconciling work and the role 

of the Holy Spirit. The Bible shapes our narrative of intimacy in a covenantal redemption 

narrative unfolding throughout Scripture. The implications of this understanding are 

critical to our own understanding of our relationship to God as well as our understanding 

of how intimacy is intended and created. Intimacy is tied to identity whereby we come to 

know ourselves as friends, lovers, and children of God. In the folds of these intimate 

relationships are love, sacrifice, disclosure, depth of knowing, union, and fidelity. It is a 

picture of safety, abundance, understanding, and mission. This theology of intimacy not 

only allows but demands transference into intimate relationships between humans. 
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 Scripture does not stop with a command to be in intimate relationship with God. 

Throughout the above passages is woven the command to go and do with others what has 

been demonstrated perfectly by God. In the John 15 passage about friendship, Jesus’s 

words not only shape the disciple’s relationship with Jesus but with each other.  

The Johannine literature of the NT reflects no hesitancy in using the term 
"friendship" to describe both the relation of Christ to his disciples and the 
relationship of the disciples to one another. The Johannine community 
traced its use of the term back to Jesus himself, who, on the night before 
he died, declared his disciples his friends. Implicit in that declaration was 
the disciples' friendship with one another.88  

 
In the same way, the model of God-as-lover is directly linked by New Testament authors 

to the way disciples understand their own intimate relationships in marriage. Romans 7:2-

4 uses the example of fidelity in marriage to mirror the way believers “have died to the 

law through the body of Christ, so that you may belong to another.” Believers cannot 

merely live in intimacy with God and fail to apply these truths to each other. In fact, as 

has been shown, it is in the context of intimate relationship with God that God compels 

and enables disciples to be in right intimate relationships with each other through the 

work of the Holy Spirit. Continuing the verse from Romans 7:4, Paul states the 

connection between sexual/marital fidelity and belonging to Christ to then go on and state 

that this is “in order that we may bear fruit for God.” The work of the Holy Spirit in 

intimacy is bound up in the missional work of God in Christ reconciling his people to 

himself in love and then equipping them and calling them into a mission of reconciliation 

and love (2 Cor 5:18-19). The saturation of this message through the passages on 

intimacy and intimate relationships invites the conclusion that intimacy with God is both 
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the catalyst and the means by which humanity engages in intimate relationships with both 

God and others. 
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IDENTIFYING INTIMACY WITHIN SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY 
 
 

A theology of intimacy asks unique biblical and systematic theological questions. 

Instead of modern frameworks such as “how far is too far?” or “how to win at 

relationships,” a theology of intimacy in systematic writing goes back more 

fundamentally to the ontological nature of intimacy, creation, and the Divine. Timothy 

Lane and Paul Tripp observe: “The problem with relationships is that they all take place 

right smack-dab in the middle of something, and that something is the story of 

redemption, God’s plan to turn everything in our lives into instruments of Christlike 

change and growth.”89 Questions about where intimacy comes from, how it was designed 

and intended, along with the nature of God, are all fitting for an examination informed by 

systematic theology.  

 The theme of intimacy rises to the surface in a number of places within Scripture 

and Church tradition. For example, intimacy is a theme fundamental to covenant 

theology. The authors of Kingdom Through Covenant outline the important role of 

intimacy in covenant: “[A]t the heart of the covenant is ‘intimacy’ with God. Think of it 

in terms of the nation of Israel. … God’s devotion to them is crystallized in the famous 

term hesed, i.e., a love of devotion in which God binds himself to those who cannot 

demand or deserve such commitment.”90 All throughout covenant history, God infuses 

intimacy into His relationship with His people. This is a radical revelation since the 
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option to remove intimacy and make the exchange merely contractual is not only well 

within God’s prerogative but it is also a relationship familiar to the ancient Near East 

peoples with whom God first made his covenant.91 However, intimacy becomes a 

startling and invaluable piece of covenant theology whereby we are met with a relational, 

personal God and gospel. Thomas R. Schreiner describes this difference between mere 

contract and the significance of God using covenant: “A covenant is a relationship, and 

that sets it apart from a contract. Contracts also contain promises and obligations, but 

they are impersonal and non-relational. Covenants stand apart from contracts because the 

promises are made in a relational context.”92 This aspect of covenant theology highlights 

a relational bend towards intimacy as a variable within the gospel and how God has 

chosen to interact with and be known by His people. So where does this relational 

motivation come from? How do we understand God’s relational nature and purposes in 

light of this pervasive theme of intimacy? 

 To understand covenant theology and other arenas where we find intimacy 

emerging from systematics, we must start before the beginning. Relational intimacy starts 

in the Trinity before the dawn of time. This chapter will show how the inner life of the 

Trinity is the starting point for articulating a theology of intimacy. However, this 

intimacy does not just manifest abstractly in the inner life of the Trinity. Humanity’s 

understanding of intimacy comes from engagement initiated by the Persons of the 

Trinity. Therefore, a robust theology of intimacy will be explored in the doctrine of 

Union with Christ. This inquiry, in conjunction with the chapter on biblical theology, will 
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delineate a way to understand why intimacy exists, what it is for, how it allows us to 

know God, and how it lives in our human relationships for God’s glory and our good. 

 
The Abundant Life of the Trinity 

The importance of the doctrine of the Trinity occupies central stage in the first 

500 years of the Church age. The trinitarian theology and creeds resulting from this 

period establish the Trinity as a timeless rubric for evaluating orthodoxy and heresy in the 

Church. The importance of abiding in the mystery of the three-in-one is central to the 

creedal unity of Christianity and is a living, active heuristic for a theology of intimacy. 

To engage the Trinity is to encounter a perfect cohesion of three distinct Persons whose 

internal nature and external acts are undivided. In his book, The Triune God, Fred 

Sanders observes: “The internal actions of the Trinity help us conceive of God in himself 

as the living and active God, not as a God waiting for a created, historical stage on which 

to be living and active. They enable a confession of dynamism as part of the divine 

life.”93 He goes on to explain that the intimacy of the Trinity is not static but dynamic in 

that it is constantly, and from before the beginning of time, generating and producing. 

“Anchoring the livingness and activity of God in eternal generation [of the Son] and 

eternal spiration [of the Spirit], Trinitarianism has the necessary resources to declare the 

external works of the Trinity as undivided.”94 This core identity, cohesion, and 

productivity are helpful in informing a theology of intimacy because the Modern secular 
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liturgy of human interaction with both God and others is one of isolation, stagnation, 

insecurity, and disenchantment.  

As Freitas explains, intimacy is being replaced with a narrative of isolation and 

detachment.95 This does not however, mean that people are disconnected from 

experiencing change that is forming them through their habits and practices. Chronic 

engagement in these practices and narratives are still forming emerging adults whether 

they know it or not. This pervasive problem is reforming the central identity, relationship, 

and product of human faith, life, and practice. As James K. A. Smith notes in his book 

You are What You Love, what we love “orients us toward some ultimate end or telos,”96 

and our loves are shaped by “imitation” and “practice.”97 The result of isolation where 

there should be intimacy, as Freitas observes, reveals how both practical intimacy and 

one’s view of God have often become distorted. It is reminiscent of Charles Taylor’s 

observation of the “buffered self” where our present age is marked by people who are 

“happy living for goals which are purely immanent.”98 Taylor connects this 

disenchantment with “a kind of intellectual Pelagianism” where God “still plays a role” at 

the start of all things but then isolates Himself becoming distant and uninvolved.99 This 

stands in direct contrast to Sanders’s observation about the Trinity. 
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Sanders notes that one must begin with the self-sufficient intimacy and love of the 

Trinity that existed before creation in order to discern the internal life of the Trinity and 

its overflow into the life of all creation. “Although the doctrine of the Trinity gives rise to 

an experience of God, it does not derive from an experience of God; Trinity grounds 

experience rather than vice versa. It has to be carefully taught.”100 What then is the 

grounding attribute of the triune God that informs a theology of intimacy? Sanders delves 

into the “happy land of the Trinity above worlds” in his book The Deep Things of God, 

and calls us to “rejoice in the sheer reality of who God essentially is.”101 Sanders notes: 

To recognize this is to come face-to-face with the final foundation of all 
God’s ways and works. And when we have carried out the thought 
experiment of thinking away everything we can (both redemption and 
creation), leaves nothing but God, we are not left with a formless and 
solitary divine blur. Instead we confess that God exists essentially and 
eternally as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Christians have much to say 
about grace. But the ground of grace is God’s absolute triune self-
sufficiency.102 

 
This timeless, dynamic, self-sufficiency of love and intimacy is the foundation for 

discerning how the Trinity impacts our understanding of intimacy in relationships. 

Instead of beginning with need and lack, the triune God lives in a “happy land” of 

abundance that defines the generation and spiration that results and engages with 

creation. These principles of Trinitarian life serve as a framework for understanding how 

the actions of the Trinity in Scripture brings us closer to a deeper understanding of our 

humanity, relationships, and mission as the Church.  
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Does the doctrine of the Trinity affirm that humanity, like the God-head, are 

created to be in relationship with God and each other? In his book, Delighting in the 

Trinity, Michael Reeves notes, “As the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit have always known 

fellowship with each other, so we in the image of God are made for fellowship.”103 While 

this is true, it is important to note that this theology of relationship is not explicitly stated 

in Scripture. Theology is done at the concept level, not at the word level. So, while there 

are no explicit words in Scripture that state this doctrine, the concept of intimacy clearly 

is assumed throughout Scripture as God continues to reveal himself in covenant 

relationship with his people. It has been drawn out by Trinitarian theology and 

“overheard” by scholars mining the Scriptures for a deeper understanding of trinitarian 

life. Sanders writes about the happy and lively inner life of the Trinity and remarks, “We 

know about it because we have overheard Father, Son, and Holy Spirit talking amongst 

themselves with the intent that we overhear them and be brought into the conversation. 

Simply knowing that the life of God in itself is the liveliest of all lives is a medicinal 

correction to our sick, self-centered thinking.”104 Similarly, C.S. Lewis detects a grand 

mission of intimacy and relationship where the Trinity exits in such a way that it forces 

us to know the truest love despite the brokenness all around us. “But all that is far away 

in ‘the land of the Trinity,’ not here in exile, in the weeping valley. Down here it is all 

loss and renunciation. … We are then compelled to try to believe, what we cannot yet 

feel, that God is our true Beloved.”105 Sanders describes how the inner life of God is not 
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just happy for its own sake but also informs the highest ideal of human longing and 

relationship. Peeking inside the Trinity, humanity gets a glimpse of relationship that is 

dynamic, vibrant, self-giving, and indelibly connected while also distinct. 

The isolation that has replaced intimacy affronts this picture of the triune God as 

well as the spiritual identity of image bearers. Hearkening back to Taylor’s diagnosis of 

an “intellectual Pelagianism,” the “buffered self” views a detached God and, as Smith 

observes, responds accordingly.106 This secular dilemma mirrors the problem with 

intimacy where individuals are less and less engaged in intimate relationships of any 

kind. However, the Trinity presents a very different kind of God. The Persons of the 

triune God – Father, Son, and Spirit, are engaged and in relationship with the world and 

each other. As Maria Boccia notes, this reality points to humanity’s capacity for 

intimacy:  

What is more likely is that God created the capacity for attachments in us 
in order to form a foundation for attachment to himself, and this primary 
capacity also allows us to form attachments with other human beings. God 
himself is the foundation for our capacity to form attachments to him and, 
therefore, also to one another. That foundation is found in the very nature 
of God as the Trinity, a perfect, loving community of three persons in one 
being.107  

 
The Trinity is in relationship with itself and never lets us forget that we are created for 

relationship. So herein lies the origins of intimacy in relationship. The triune God exists 

in a abundant inner life of intimacy. From this origin, the source of intimacy and 

relationship weaves into the gospel narrative of creation and salvation. But where does 
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intimacy reside in this narrative? How does the engagement between humanity and the 

triune God in the Bible contain a theology of intimacy? How are the people of God meant 

to understand God’s purposes in the world as well as their own relationships with one 

another? For the answers to these questions, we follow the abundant inner life of the 

Trinity in covenant with humanity by turning to the doctrine of Union with Christ. 

 
Union with Christ 

 
 If the Trinity reveals the ontology of intimacy, how is that intimacy manifested in 

the triune God’s relationship to the world? As demonstrated above, covenant theology 

highlights God’s relational, intimate engagement with His people in the redemption story. 

However, in addition to the redemptive historical progression of the triune God’s actions 

in the world as told by covenant theology, there is another doctrine that not only 

demonstrates a theology of intimacy, but ties directly back to trinitarian theology and the 

gospel narrative of Scripture. The doctrine of Union with Christ does not just contain 

variables of intimacy, but it also exists as intimacy. Union with Christ is intimacy within 

intimacy.  

First, we must summarize this doctrine and compare and contrast it with 

trinitarian theology. In their book, Union with Christ: The Way to Know and Enjoy God, 

Rankin Wilbourne and John Ortberg sum up this doctrine concisely: “Union with Christ 

means that you are in Christ and Christ is in you.”108 Strong’s Systematic Theology goes 

on to include, “Union with Christ is not union with a system of doctrine nor with external 
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religious influences nor with an organized church nor with an ideal man, but rather, with 

a personal, risen, living, omnipresent Lord.”109 This union between Christ and His people 

describes not only a connection, but an identity found in the very heart of the gospel. 

Todd Billings describes this holistic understanding of Union with Christ: 

Union with Christ is a central New Testament description of Christian 
identity, the life of salvation in Christ. It entails the giving of a new 
identity such that in Christ, forgiveness and new life are received through 
the Spirit. Union with Christ involves abiding in Christ the Vine. It means 
that through the Spirit, sinners are adopted into the household of God as 
co-heirs with Christ. It means that God’s Spirit is poured out to make the 
life and teaching of Jesus real to us. It implicates our worship, our 
vocation in the world, and our witness as the church. Union with Christ is 
theological shorthand for the gospel itself— a key image that pulls 
together numerous motifs in the biblical witness.110  

 
Essentially, when we discuss and understand Union with Christ, we are discussing and 

understanding the life and identity of every Christian in the gospel. Union with Christ is 

manifest throughout Scripture and is a key image that partners with an understanding of 

justification and sanctification. It is how the Trinity secures salvation and mission 

through the people of God. Union with Christ is a foundational doctrine that orients how 

Christians know themselves and God. However, since this doctrine is so expansive and 

all-encompassing, it is important to determine specifically how this informs a theology of 

intimacy. 

For emerging adult believers, the question of “what is God like” is common but 

certainly not new. Questions about the nature and goodness of God has captivated people 
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throughout the ages. Acknowledging a higher, more powerful, divine person is one thing, 

but to know whether that God is loving and benevolent, or distant and fickle, are themes 

of much historical theology and modern inquiry. How does one come to know what God 

is like? Union with Christ provides a framework for these answers by demonstrating a 

way to know God in Christ. 

A relational communion with Christ moves beyond mere cognitive revelations. 

John Owen compares different kinds of revelation and how they affect our worldview. 

One the one hand, there is a more detached but often popular road of revelation he calls 

“understanding the doctrine of the Scripture as in the letter,” and on the other hand is “a 

true knowing of the mind of Christ.”111 Owens notes, “The former is merely cognitive, 

while the latter assumes a relational character of intimacy that is only possible by the 

Spirit of Christ, who opens the eyes, softens the heart, and awakens the affections of his 

people.”112 Union with Christ by His indwelling Spirit moves us from a mere cognitive 

relationship with the person of Christ to a deep abiding and knowing. Billings observes 

that the condescension of the high and powerful God, in Philippians 2, is an intentional 

act to facilitate mutual intimacy: 

The vastness and greatness of God, which renders him incomprehensible 
to human perception, is the condition for God’s condescension for the sake 
of mutual intimacy. Presumably, God could have made himself known in 
a more exalted way, but then human consciences would not dare to 
‘intimately approach God.’ Ultimately, such a God would be a different 
God than the one made known in Jesus Christ— the God who is at once 
incomprehensible and yet makes close relational communion possible.113  
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This brings us back to Sanders’s language of the “happy inner life of the Trinity.” This 

union between Christ and His people is an inevitable product of His nature and desire. “In 

Jesus Christ, the relational God is specially incarnated. In him, we have the fullest 

revelation of God as relational.”114 There is little to support that the triune God is, by 

nature, distant, detached, and too lofty for relationship. God through Christ has not made 

Himself known on a purely cognitive level, but has created a way by which He is deeply 

known and mutually intimate with His people. 

 
Union with Christ in Scripture 

 
 Just as we observed in the previous chapter, motifs of intimate relationships in 

Scripture provide vehicles for both an understanding of and an engagement with God’s 

intimacy and affection for His people. Similarly, the doctrine of Union with Christ arises 

from these intimacy motifs, demonstrating that this doctrine is useful for a biblical 

theology of intimacy. Ortberg and Wilbourne write that the Bible provides pictures of 

Union with Christ such as marriage (Eph 5), the body (1 Cor 12), stones in a building (1 

Pet 2) and vines and branches (John 15). They conclude: “The number of metaphors tells 

us how important this is; the variety tells us how far reaching. But the fact that metaphors 

must be used at all tells us there is no way to describe or explain union with Christ 

directly.”115 Similar to the previous chapter, the relational intimacy of Christ’s union with 

believers is a reality aided by metaphors, specifically the intimacy motifs of family, 

friendship, and marriage. Since these intimacy motifs exist as relationships between 
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human persons, a direct link can be found between human intimate relationships and our 

understanding of the gospel. While no motif is complete in and of itself, those listed 

above are used throughout Scripture with the doctrine of Union with Christ to access how 

the gospel is central to a theology of intimacy. 

 In this section, we revisit these three intimacy motifs in order to observe the 

doctrines that form a more robust theology of intimacy. First, the family motif informs 

union with Christ. The Romans 8 passage used in the previous chapter is a key passage 

used to demonstrate our union with Christ through the intimacy of adoption. Billings 

notes: 

The God of the Bible has no ‘natural’ or ‘begotten’ children apart from 
Jesus the Son; all the rest of us need to be adopted. … [W]e should not 
underestimate the extraordinary power of this biblical analogy: for all of 
God’s people are adopted, both in Israel and in the church (Rom. 9:4; Eph. 
1:5). Thus it is good news when Jesus tells us in John’s Gospel, “I will not 
leave you orphaned; I am coming to you” (John 14:18). Instead, through 
the Spirit, we can be united to Jesus Christ, becoming daughters and sons 
of God through our union with the one perfect Son of God.116  

 
This intimacy between parent and child is a powerful motif for our participation in the 

gospel. In his book, Living in Union with Christ: Paul’s Gospel and Christian Moral 

Identity, Grant Macaskill writes that the adoption metaphor in Romans 8 is not simply a 

legal arrangement. The parent-child relationship is not one of a distant benefactor who is 

ensuring the success of an heir. Rather, our being united to Christ actually draws us into 

and allows us to participate in the intimate relationship between God the Father and 

Christ the Son by means of the Spirit which binds us to them together with each other. 

“Adoption becomes a richer category for the nature of our new covenant friendship with 
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God; it describes our relationship in terms of participation in the sonly relationship of 

Jesus to the Father. The Spirit makes that participation a real thing: we really are sons 

who address God with all the intimacy of the eternal Son, because he is the Spirit of the 

Son.”117 Here we see how this combined understanding of Union with Christ and inter-

trinitarian relations illuminates our understanding of the Father’s intimacy with us 

through Christ, by the Spirit. These metaphors create an avenue for deeper knowledge of 

and engagement with the triune God. If we wish to understand intimacy, we cannot 

dismiss the centrality of the gospel. As we seek a more robust theology of intimacy it is 

vital to embrace the inexhaustibly deep resources of rich joy and communion because of 

who God is. 

 Continuing this line of inquiry, we find avenues of deeper knowledge and 

engagement with Christ in the other motifs of friendship and marriage. John Owen makes 

use of the marriage motif to evidence the deep, abiding relationship between Christ and 

His people. Owen not only uses New Testament passages to show this, but he sees Union 

with Christ as a doctrine that hearkens back to the Old Testament and how prophets like 

Hosea describe God’s covenant with his people in terms of marriage. “Christ makes 

himself over to the soul, to be his, as to all the love, care, and tenderness of a husband; 

and the soul gives up itself wholly unto the Lord Christ, to be his, as to all loving tender 

obedience. … ‘You shall abide for me,’ says he unto her, ‘you shall not be for another, 

and I will be for you’ (Hos. 3:3).”118 For Owen, the marriage motif reveals a union that is 

reciprocal and intimate. Union with Christ, therefore, is “a mutual resignation, or making 
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over of their persons one to another. This is the first act of communion, as to the personal 

grace of Christ.”119 The gospel relationship between intimacy and identity shows up in 

this motif. In both human marriage and the spiritual metaphor, one cannot have both 

intimacy and infidelity. There is a new identity that allows for true intimacy. This concept 

is echoed in Ortberg and Wilbourne’s description of Union with Christ. “You no longer 

belong only to yourself. Your identity now includes another: it is broadened from ‘me’ to 

‘us.’”120 By receiving our identity in Christ, we receive a union and bond that allows and 

demands a deep, abiding relationship.  

Christ’s union with us in friendship can be seen in the passage in John 15 where 

Jesus explains the value of friendship in the disciple’s relationship with Him and His 

mission. “[T]he imagery of union with Christ receives its fullest development in two New 

Testament locations: Paul’s letters and John’s Gospel. … In John’s Gospel, union with 

Christ is connected with both faith and obedience.”121 In the previous chapter, we 

unpacked how Jesus’s definition of friendship is characterized by obedience, 

communication, and His disciples not just following but knowing Him. He calls His 

disciples friends instead of servants because “the servant does not know what his master 

is doing; but I have called you friends, for all that I have heard from my Father I have 

made known to you” (John 15:15). Assumed at every point in John’s portrayal is Jesus’s 

communication of Himself in order to have not merely communion with us, but union 

with us. Owen writes: “To experience communion there needs to be fellowship and 
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communication – e.g., shared affections, response, delight, and satisfaction. In other 

words, … active communication, and not merely a state of passivity.”122  

The other friendship variable revealed in John 15 is one of sacrificial love: 

“Greater love has no one than this, that someone lay down his life for his friends” (John 

15:13). As we noted in the previous chapter, this theme of sacrificial love is not only 

present in the friendship motif, but along with reconciliation and indwelling, sacrificial 

love is a pervasive theme in all three intimacy motifs. Our union with Christ is obtained 

through sacrificial love. “The transformation of our lives through the presence of Christ 

must manifest itself in the practices of love. He is Love, and it is Love that now inhabits 

us and that we, in turn, inhabit. Our rendering of new obedience to God is a manifestation 

of the Son’s love for the Father but also of the Father’s love for the Son and for those to 

whom the Son is united.”123 Macaskill goes on to observe that this love is not one that we 

can hoard for ourselves. In fact, if we believe we are clothed with Christ, then anyone 

united to Christ is also clothed in this new identity. The fellowship of baptized believers 

creates a situation whereby all Christians must think of their identity in Christ 

collectively. The use of intimate relationship motifs is for more than just personal 

gratification. In fact, this collective becomes the very place where our identity in Christ is 

lived out in intimacy with each other. 

The sacrificial love, reconciliation, and indwelling found in each motif is woven 

into the doctrine of Union in Christ. We understand ourselves and our neighbors through 

the nature and mission of the triune God. Union with Christ shows that the reconciling 
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sacrifice of Christ on the cross and the resurrection are the means and mode by which we 

have union with Christ. We cannot have a theology of intimacy that does not start with 

this essential reality. Christ has reconciled and is reconciling us to Himself through His 

sacrificial love bestowed upon us by the Holy Spirit so that we can be agents of love and 

reconciliation on mission in the world (2 Cor 5:18-19). “Significantly, then, 

reconciliation tells us something about the personal and relational character of God, 

namely, that God is love. This understanding is embodied in the way in which Christian 

tradition understands the triune nature of God in whom difference is not the cause of 

division but the enrichment of unity.”124  

But it is not simply the Holy Spirit who indwells us, but the Spirit of Christ. 

Ortberg and Wilbourne explain how union with Christ is also a form of indwelling. “To 

be united to Christ is to have the Spirit of Christ within you. The Spirit is the real, living 

bond between Jesus and us. If you do not have the Spirit, then you do not have Christ 

(Rom. 8:9).”125 This indwelling is not only the means by which we live out our loving, 

reconciling identity in Christ, it is also intimacy itself. As we showed in the previous 

chapter, the indwelling of the Spirit is not simply a helpful type of access, but is the 

ultimate act of intimacy. For Christ to dwell within His people is to have a union that is 

closer than close. This kind of intimacy is not matched in human relationships and is only 

known in shadows of powerful acts of human intimacy. Yet, we can know our identity in 

Christ only by embracing this means of intimacy. Nouwen summarizes this deep 

intimacy: 
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God’s immeasurable love for us is expressed in this holy interchange. God 
so much desired to fulfill our deepest yearning for a home that God 
decided to build a home in us. Thus we can remain fully human and still 
have our home in God. In this new home the distinction between distance 
and closeness no longer exists. God, who is furthest away, came closest by 
taking on our mortal humanity. Thus God overcomes all distinctions 
between ‘distant’ and ‘close’ and offers us an intimacy in which we can be 
most ourselves when most like God.126 

 
To know God is to know intimacy and true intimacy is only known because it is gifted by 

God. There is no separating the gospel from a theology of intimacy and this is 

unmistakable in the doctrine of the Union with Christ. 

 
Conclusion 

 
How then do we understand intimacy in Scripture and systematics? Trinitarian 

theology lays the foundation for an ontology of intimacy. Intimacy, like so many other 

aspects of the triune God, predates time and space. Intimacy exists in and out of a God of 

love in the abundant inner life of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. But what is the 

connection to human intimacy? The divinity and perfection of the triune God demands 

recognition of the distance between Creator and creature. While image-bearers, humanity 

is also broken and our intimate relationships are plagued by the pervasiveness of sin. 

How can human relationships ever hope to dream of such perfect, loving intimacy? The 

doctrine of Union with Christ gives us the means, access, and transformation needed to 

recreate the kind of intimacy that brings flourishing in human relationships. Union with 

Christ is an intimacy that begets intimacy. Christ’s presence in His people is an infusion 

of divine intimacy into humanity. It is reconciling, sacrificial, communicative, steadfast, 

affectionate, and transformational. It is the conduit that not only enables humans to enjoy 
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intimacy, but it does so by embodying intimacy as the catalyst of saving grace. In 

essence, intimacy exists in pride of place informing justification, sanctification, and 

gospel identity. Perhaps we have overlooked the presence and priority of intimacy in the 

gospel to such a degree that we have approached human intimacy as a separate endeavor, 

disconnected from the primacy of our salvation and God’s nature. In this next chapter, we 

will test this hypothesis in an ethnographic exploration of Christian, emerging adults. 
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METHODOLOGY, MINISTRY INTERVENTION, AND ANALYSIS 
OF AN EMERGING ADULT POPULATION IN A COLLEGE 

CONTEXT: IN-DEPTH INTERVIEWS AND A FOCUS GROUP 
USED TO INVESTIGATE THE CURRENT THEOLOGICAL 

RESOURCES AND APPLICATION WITHIN INTIMATE 
RELATIONSHIPS 

 
 

Methodological Analysis 
 
 

A Theory Producing Project 
 

I have chosen a theory producing project based on the premise laid out in chapter 

one and summarized below. Practical theologians and religious social scientists, Peter 

Ward, Charles Marsh, and Mary Moschella lay the ground work for a compelling case on 

the application of practical theology and social sciences to a ministry context.127 My 

emerging adult population is an embodiment of the data needed to recognize and study 

this theory. Their stories, lived experiences, narratives, and backgrounds paint a picture 

of this problem and the many variables about how this came to be in their lives. Mining 

this data requires tools and methods that have already proven effective when applied to 

religious settings. In addition, the extensive and ongoing work of Donna Freitas, David 

Kinneman, and Christian Smith pioneer the study of emerging adults and their intimate 

relationships as well as their faith influences.128 Their contributions have sparked my 

imagination for ministry intervention and provide helpful guidelines for studying my own 
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population. Knowing the stories and experiences of my emerging adult population is 

extremely important in my pastoral ministry. By connecting biblical and theological 

study to their lived experiences and inquiries, I then have the tools I need to be more 

effective in my ministry. 

 
Research Methods and Data Collection 

 The participants in this study were selected from the population of my 

ministry and are limited by age, geography, and education and thus are not representative 

of the larger emerging adult population.  As this study took place during COVID-19, all 

interviews were done virtually.129 For my field research, I followed the template below 

provided by the Trinity School for Ministry DMin program. My field research consists of 

two sets of data that include in-depth interviews and a focus group.  

In-Depth Interviews 
1. I conducted 1-hour interviews with 14 individuals from my ministry setting. I 

used Purposive Sampling to choose my participants. The sampling included the 
following categories/proportions:  

a. 7 current students at Berry College 
b. 7 recently graduated students from Berry College 
c. 6 males 
d. 8 females 
e. 7 Caucasians 
f. 7 People of Color (5 African-American, 2 Hispanic/Latinx) 
g. 14 emerging adults ages 18-25 
h. 5 recently married  
i. 9 not married 

2. I used responsive interviewing techniques and I conducted all interviews using the 
Berry College Zoom account. 

3. The questions asked in every interview were as follows: 
a. Do you consider yourself a Christian? Why? What people or situations 

have been most formative to your spiritual journey thus far?  
b. How do you define intimacy? [Coded Question 10] 
c. Should Christians be better at relationships than non-Christians? How so? 

[Coded Question 11] 

                                                
129 See Appendix A for Consent Form and Recording Addendum 
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d. (Scaling provided for question) How important is it (or is it) to apply your 
faith to your relationships? How is it important? [Coded Question 12] 

e. We often learn Bible stories, verses, or Christian rules about relationships 
from church or another religious resources. What is one thing you learned 
that you think might be misapplied or wrong and why? [Coded Question 
13] 

f. We often learn Bible stories, verses, or Christian rules about relationships 
from church or another religious resources. What is one thing you learned 
that you think is of upmost importance and why? [Coded Question 13] 

g. What sort of things do you look for in a romantic partner? [Coded 
Question 14] 

h. What sort of things do you look for in a friend? [Coded Question 14] 
i. Is there a book, sermon, study, or influential person who helps you tackle 

challenges in romantic relationships? [Coded Question 15] 
j. Is there a book, sermon, study, or influential person who helps you tackle 

challenges in friendship? [Coded Question 15] 
k. Is there a book, sermon, study, or influential person who helps you tackle 

challenges in dealing with family members? [Coded Question 15] 
l. Is there anything else you want to share? [Coded Question 16] 

4. Each interviewee signed an informed consent document. See Appendix A. 
5. Each interview was recorded. The recordings and transcriptions are kept on a 

password protected computer in a locked location to ensure confidentiality. 
6. Coding citations can be read as follows: 

a. Number code for interview question (see above) 
b. Number code for marital status: 1 = unmarried; 2 = married 
c. Sex: F = Female; M = Male 
d. Race/Ethnicity: C = White/Caucasian; P = Person of Color (Black or 

Latinx) 
e. For example, an unmarried, white, female who is quoted from her answer 

to question 13 would be coded: 13.1.FC  
 
Focus Group 

1. I conducted one focus group with 4 individuals from my ministry setting. I select 
the participates using Purposive Sampling. The participants in the focus group 
were not participants in the interviews. 

2. The sampling represents the following categories/proportions:  
a. 4 current students at Berry College 
b. 2 males 
c. 2 females 
d. 3 Caucasians 
e. 1 Person of Color (African American) 
f. 4 emerging adult college students 
g. 4 not married 

3. The Focus Group lasted 60 minutes and met in person. Social distancing was 
required and a room in the Berry College student center was reserved after usual 
business hours. 
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4. The participants were given hypothetical situations to read and analyze. The 
hypothetical situations were presented in the form of three storied scenarios. All 
three scenarios and questions can be found in Appendix C.  

5. The three scenarios used for the focus group: 
a. Intentionally include all three spheres of intimate relationships (see 

previous chapters).  
b. Content creation came from actual experiences of emerging adults in my 

ministry context. However, false names were used to disguise identities 
and details were left out to obscure any possibility of speculation. Since 
my focus groups subjects attend (or attended) school with some of the 
people whose content was used to create the scenarios, I did not want them 
trying to guess or assume anyone they may know.  

c. Approximately twelve different people and experiences were distilled 
down to create eight characters and three stories.  

7. I started the group with instructions and turned on recording devices before I left 
the room. The participants then read through all three scenarios one at a time, and 
answered questions about the characters while I was out of the room. Though the 
questions were tailored to each scenario, the basis for the inquiry is outlined in the 
questions below.  

a. Do you identify with anyone in the story? Why or why not? 
b. What advice might you give the characters in this scenario? 
c. What biblical or theological principles would you claim to back up your 

advice? 
8. Each Focus Group participant signed an informed consent document. See 

Appendix A. I provided a small gift card as an incentive for each participant. 
9. The Focus Group was video and audio recorded. The recordings and 

transcriptions are kept on a password protected computer in a locked location to 
ensure confidentiality. 

10. Coding:  
a. Focus Group quotes are cited parenthetically 
b. Numbers are given to note which scenario is being referenced in the quote: 

i. Scenario 1 – 21 
ii. Scenario 2 – 22 

iii. Scenario 3 – 23 
c. Each participant is given a letter: A, B, C, D 
d. Example: a quote from participant B responding to the third scenario is 

cited: 23.B 
 

Following my careful data collection, I reviewed it critically, offering analysis as 

objectively as possible, minimizing bias, and paid close attention to patterns and common 

themes that arose as the basis for these conclusions. All interviews and focus group 

discussions were transcribed, coded, and analyzed for the content of this chapter. All data 
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cited can be traced back to the transcripts of this ethnographic study. Any quotes from 

participants use ID tags as pseudonyms to protect confidentiality (see above), although 

marital status, sex, and ethnicity are noted if relevant.  The range of participants in the 

sample are deliberately selected in order to assess whether results vary or are similar 

among white participants and people of color as well. The selection of current college 

students mixed in with recent graduates, both married and not married, is to establish how 

an anemic theology of intimacy effects emerging adults at different stages of life. The 

addition of the focus group was to add a separate point of view for assessing a theology 

of intimacy. By encouraging students to assess other people instead of themselves, I 

hoped to learn whether their advice to others would be consistent or inconsistent with 

their assessment of themselves. Using these various methods, I was able to secure a 

valuable amount of information for detecting patterns and observing the lucid and 

confusing approaches to a theology of intimacy by these emerging adults. 

 
The Thesis 

The conversations resulting from the ethnographic study resulted in a number of 

interesting observations about intimate relationships and faith practices in my emerging 

adult context. Before delving into the specifics of what the analysis of the transcripts 

revealed, an overview indicates that, upon reflection, I observed that these participants 

were able to articulate the importance of the gospel in their lives. While for some, this 

was nothing more than a shibboleth, others could articulate a depth of maturity and 

relational habits that emerge from their Christian faith. In the same way, the participants 

were able to articulate variables that make for healthy interpersonal relationships. While 

they did not always know how to get there, or how their faith informed this journey, they 
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had a sense that they knew a healthy relationship when they saw one. There was no 

defense of unhealthy modern practices like hook-up culture. This sampling by and large, 

rejected any attempts to justify poor practices like hooking up or pettiness. Therefore, I 

conclude that participants do not lack discernment of the building blocks of healthy 

relationships. They do however, struggle to make meaningful connections between these 

discernments and the gospel. The origins of this struggle are discerned through patterns 

that emerge from the study. As the data analysis below will indicate, these patterns 

suggest that, for my emerging adult participants, a traditional Christian education of 

intimacy and relationships focused too exclusively on one type of relationship to the 

detriment of others, and lacked a full application of gospel truths. 

 
In-Depth Interviews: Listening to the Frustrations of Faith and Intimacy in an 

Emerging Adult Context 
 
 

Articulating Concepts of Healthy Intimacy 

To begin a defense of my thesis, I offer a rationale for why I believe that my 

participants do not lack good discernment of healthy relationships.130 I began my 

interviews by asking participants to define intimacy. The question was intentionally 

vague and broad. I hoped to observe which direction my participants would take and 

what they would include or exclude from their own definition. Almost all participants 

recognized that intimacy exists in different kinds of relationships and did not simply 

default to using it as a synonym for sex. But some struggled to distinguish intimate 

                                                
130 To address questions concerning the summary statement, “building blocks of healthy 

relationships,” I defer to years of social science research. While a full inquiry into this is beyond the scope 
of this paper, I can refer any questions to the work of John and Julie Gottman on which I draw heavily. 
Specifically, the book The Science of Couples and Family Therapy contains data supporting my claims as 
they relate to healthy practices in intimate relationships. 
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relationships from any other kind of relationship (see Appendix B). The focus of this 

study is on intimate relationships but there are also economic, political, and transactional 

relationships that each of us experience everyday with various people. However, these do 

not all contain or manifest intimacy the way friendship, family, and marital/sexual 

relationships are meant to do. Setran and Kiesling make this same observation in their 

own study of emerging adult Christians. “Young adults have difficulty naming and 

distinguishing between different types of romantic relationships, creating confusion in 

defining interactions and commitment levels.”131 In my study, the words most commonly 

used in the collective answers were “deep,” “connection,” “vulnerability,” “sex,” and 

“emotional.” One male participant observed: “I think that intimacy is the all-around level 

of vulnerability and trust. And I think those two things are really crucial for intimacy. … 

allowing for uncomfortable questions and conversations to occur that might make you 

uncomfortable—that might even point out your fault, or the other people’s faults, in a 

sense. So, that’s what I think of intimacy.”132 The participants all held intimacy as 

intentional and valuable. None were flippant or dismissive in their definition of intimacy.  

Additionally, in defining intimacy, no participants looked at the origin or 

collective meaning of intimacy. They focused almost entirely on the fruits of and critical 

variables for intimacy. For example, this female participant stated: “You can know 

someone and love someone but not necessarily be intimate. I think commitment is the 

word I’m looking for. There's a commitment when you're intimate with someone that you 

both put effort to making sure that you're loving each other well, until you put in energy 

                                                
131 Setran and Kiesling, Spiritual Formation in Emerging Adulthood, 165. 

 
132 Interview Data Coding Sheet 10.1.MP 
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to continue the relationship and do it well.”133 This example is a common type of 

response to the question where participants reflected more on what it takes to have and 

keep intimacy rather than why God created it or what the spiritual ontology might be. 

There is no spiritual depth to their assessment but they are able to define intimacy by 

identifying a general, healthy intimate relationship. Distinguishing healthy interpersonal 

practices from dysfunctional ones seemed to be a priority that oriented their responses. 

While this was a general theme across several transcripts, the analysis below seeks to 

support this in detail. 

My assessment that they do not lack good discernment of healthy relationships 

showed up again in their responses to the questions of what they look for in a romantic 

partner and also a friend. My original hypothesis was that participants would have more 

thoughts about romantic partnerships than friendships, yet, they were all just as articulate 

about what they hope for in a friendship as well as a romantic partner. In fact, some of the 

non-married participants had less to say about their ideals for a romantic partner than for 

the friend, which challenged my assumption that single emerging adults were consumed 

with seeking a romantic partner and thus articulating a depth of reflection on the subject. 

I assumed that non-married participants would be diligently focused on the subject of 

romance in anticipation of seeking out and acquiring a partner. However, I was surprised 

when participants had more thoughts on friendship. Even though they all articulated 

desired traits of romantic partners, this was not as much of a consistent priority as I had 

assumed.  

                                                
133 Interview Data Coding Sheet 10.1.FC 
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In addition, when asked about romantic partners and friends, many top traits were 

identical or similar across both categories. Coding the responses from participant to 

participant, the lists of traits contained few overall patterns but I did observe that the 

majority of terms and traits listed referred to more basic aspects of healthy relationships 

with few spiritual qualifiers. For example, honesty, respect, kindness, authenticity, 

reciprocity, and good-naturedness were all top traits in both lists. These could certainly 

result from a mature Christian faith but are not inaccessible to non-Christians. The word 

cloud below shows the variety of words used in their answers and which ones were used 

more often based on size. 

 

Struggles to Connect Healthy Intimacy to the Christian Faith 

Despite being able to articulate these rudimentary building blocks of healthy 

relationships, when asked to demonstrate how their faith informed these conclusions, my 

participants struggled in other ways. The first example is found in their responses to the 

question, “How important is it to apply your faith to your relationships?” The difficulty 

participants had with this question resulted from two places: first, a struggle to 

understand the nature of the question, (i.e. what would it mean to “apply” their faith). In 

Figure 1: Word Cloud Results for Q14 
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several of the transcripts, I end up reiterating the question for the participants. Second, 

they demonstrated an inability to discern how or where their faith is evidenced in their 

relationships. This was a scaled question followed up by an inquiry into why they scaled 

themselves that way. The chart below shows the results. While several participants 

responded that it is very important to apply their faith to relationships, the majority were 

less sure. In their answers, I noticed that the participants framed their response based on 

whether they have a shared faith with the other person in the relationship. There was no 

indication that the gospel somehow informed the way they act and understand any kind of 

intimate relationship. 

 

Similar to their confusion with the last question was their response to the 

question: “Should Christians be better at relationships than non-Christians? Why or why 

not?” Almost all who answered this question were hesitant with their answer and 

questioned the validity of their own answers by asking why, in their observation, 

Very, 5

Mostly, 1

Kinda, 4

Not much, 1

I Don't, 0

I Don't Know, 3
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How Important is it to Apply Your Faith to 
Your Relationships?

Figure 2: Results Chart for Q12 
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Christians were not often better at relationships. Also, the anecdotal evidence of non-

Christians who exceeded Christians in healthy relationships was a puzzle for almost all 

participants. Though almost every participant answered that Christians should be better at 

relationships than non-Christians, they struggled to articulate why. Most of the 

participants could not provide a confident or cohesive reason for their answer. The most 

cited answer was that Christ was an example. However, they could not articulate any 

specifics to support this observation. The Holy Spirit and gospel were never mentioned in 

any answers. The closest an answer came to mentioning this was from a female 

participant: “Because Christians, being secure in who Christ has made them to be, are 

freed of the emotional and other burdens—in theory—freed from these burdens, so that 

they can bring a more fuller—more human— version of themselves to the people they’re 

interacting with and they’re wanting to love and they’re wanting to serve, just wanting to  

 
1 2 3 4

Ethical Superiority: We are just supposed to be better

Implicit General Values Inherited from Faith: God is…

Because of Christ's Example

Because Scripture Talks About Things Like Marriage

Because Everyone is Made in God's Image

Being Secure in Christ transforms Us into the Kind of…

Christians Are Held Accountable for the Way They Act

Why Are Christian's Better Than Non-Christians at 
Relationships?

Figure 3: Results Chart for Q11 
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grow in relationship with.”134 However, this recognition of our freedom in Christ and 

transformational power are couched in the pop-psychological language of security or 

self-esteem. The participant speaks of this transformation as though the gospel makes us 

people with greater self-esteem and personal confidence and security so that we can be 

healthier versions for our relationships. Overall, the pervasive lack of confidence in their 

answers was striking in and of itself. This inability to articulate how the gospel informs 

intimate relationships is one of the key evidences that supports my hypothesis and 

highlight the problem in my ministry context. 

 
A Traditional Christian Education 

In my thesis, I make claims that come from what I call “a traditional Christian 

education on intimacy and relationships.” In the ethnography, I attempted to discern the 

origins of any theology of intimacy. Where had my participants learned about intimacy? 

What were the resources from their faith contexts that drove their education of intimate 

relationships? The sources used by my participants that inform their answers to my 

questions result in what I designate as their traditional Christian education. This 

education however, is derived from a number of church or youth programs, books, talks, 

sermons, and other resources dedicated to these subjects of intimacy and relationships. In 

the course of the interviews, all participants cited multiple engagements with these kinds 

of resources or discussions that came directly from their Christian context, both implicit 

and explicit. The answers provided about their traditional Christian education revealed a 

number of patterns that support the rest of my thesis. It is to these patterns that we now 

turn. 

                                                
134 Interview Data Coding Sheet 11.1.FC 
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Saturated Romance: A Discussion of the intimacy Resources Used by Emerging 
Adults 

 
I was not surprised when so much of my qualitative research was dedicated to 

romantic relationships despite my attempts to ask about and discuss all three intimacy 

motifs. As I spoke with each participant however, I did not uncover a robust theology of 

intimacy despite their having so much to say about intimacy in relationships. As chapter 

one states, the topic of intimacy is prolific in my ministry context. I spend a great deal of 

time in conversations with emerging adults about their intimate relationships. The 

frustration and confusion I encounter on a regular basis, and thus prompting this project, 

is evidenced in my ethnography. Despite the common prevalence of these topics as well 

as the evidence that all participants are practicing Christians, there remains a pattern that 

points to an anemic theology of intimacy. With all the resources and spiritual discipleship 

at their disposal, why are my emerging adults still struggling? In this section, I will 

summarize my findings to show that participants are immersed with information about 

one area of intimacy to the detriment of the others. I will show that despite the amount of 

information, the quality of information in discipling emerging adults in a gospel-centered 

theology of intimacy is lacking. I’ll attempt to demonstrate the narrowness and lack in 

these resources and use my participant’s answers to summarize why this is and how it is 

affecting them. 

 When I asked my participants to answer the question, “How important is it to 

apply your faith to relationships,” an interesting pattern emerged where my emerging 

adults found it easier to describe how faith has positively or negatively influenced their 

ideas about romantic relationships rather than friendship or family. One participant, after 
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explaining the importance of friendships, confessed that faith is a more common issue 

whenever romance is involved: “I feel like in a romantic relationship [faith] would come 

up sooner than it would in a friendship. Especially just like with my parents, like 

whenever I would talk about a guy the first thing my mom would say is ‘so what church 

does he go to’ like, just trying to make sure he even goes to church.”135 Similarly, the 

participants were quick to discuss how their church or youth group had affected their 

ideas about romance, sex, and marriage. When asked what lesson or truth they had been 

taught from their Christian context was the most important or most faulty, not only did 

the realm of romantic relationships come up most often in their answers, but it was 

largely present in the negative responses.  

 In order to thoroughly assess what resources participants use for navigating their 

intimate relationships, there were three separate questions on how they used faith or 

secular sources in healthy friendships, family, and romantic relationships. Before 

conducting the ethnography, I hypothesized that participants would be able to cite more 

resources for the romantic relationship category than the other two; I was correct in this 

assumption. Participants easily produced both specific and general resources they knew 

or used for navigating romantic relationships (dating, marriage, sex, etc.). One participant 

observed: 

I just think it’s interesting that there are a lot of relationship books and 
resources, for romantic relationships, as far as Christians in romantic 
relationships. And there are so few compared to our relationships with our 
friends, and I think that’s just very…interesting, kind of disheartening. 
Because there needs to be a lot of growth and we need resources, right? 
We can go to the Bible as much as we want, we can go to our prayer—we 
can go pray—but I think, hearing people who have allowed God to heal 
their hearts—their family members’ hearts—and people who write about 
their experience and also help those who are in similar situations. I think  

                                                
135 Interview Data Coding Sheet 12.1.FP 
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Figure 4: Resources Cited by Participants for Romantic Relationships from Q15 

Figure 5: Resources Cited by Participants for Friendships from Q15 

Figure 6: Resources Cited by Participants for Family from Q15 



 83 

that is really crucial that there’s not as much for that, for families, healing 
their hearts and healing that relationship.136  
 

Friendship resources were much more difficult to come by. While some books were 

cited, none of them have to do specifically with friendship but instead, they all contain 

elements of healthy relational habits in general. Participants had even less to say about 

resources for navigating familial relationships. Almost any resource cited had to do with 

a) latent lessons learned from general life-transition resources, b) basic self-reflection 

practices (like the enneagram) or c) other friends that they consulted about family 

matters. I had two participants who could not cite a single resource of any kind that 

helped them navigate their families. 

 
Romance Is Not the Only Kind of Intimacy Emerging Adults Prioritize 

Some observations that also arose from these conversations revealed that just 

because there were more resources and more to say about romantic relationships, did not 

mean that participants were only interested in romantic relationships. In fact, participants 

were able to articulate the need to apply their faith to relationships that spanned all three 

spheres of intimacy. Setran and Kiesling make the observation: “Our society, including 

the evangelical church, struggles to imagine a relationship that is intimate, fulfilling, and 

committed yet is not the result of or striving toward a sexual union. Because of this, both 

the idea and the practice of friendship are under assault.”137 Friendship is a major topic 

for emerging adults. Not only do aspects of healthy friendship cross over into questions 

                                                
136 Interview Data Coding Sheet 15.1.MP 
 
137 Setran and Kiesling, Spiritual Formation in Emerging Adulthood, 136. 
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about dating and marriage, but emerging adults are navigating this topic as it relates to 

singleness, roommates, church, and community.  

Additionally, emerging adults are uniquely navigating family issues. They have 

questions and concerns about how to transition from a dependent child to an independent 

adult in relationship with their parents. They are also reflecting, many for the first time, 

on how their upbringing has affected them. This comes into questions about romantic 

relationships as well as navigating trauma, and healthy or unhealthy habits learned from 

home. Many emerging adults who have left home for the first time and have the space 

and maturity to reflect on these aspects are needing guidance and spiritual resources for 

this journey. They are frustrated that they have almost none. One recently married 

participant stated: “I do wish that the church, especially in youth ministry culture, that we 

talked about relationships outside of dating.”138 Emerging adults are engaged in a time of 

life where they are realizing that much of what they learned about intimacy from their 

Christian context is too narrow in its focus.  

 
Multiple Resources from Multiple Perspectives 

 Western Christian culture geared towards youth and young adults has produced a 

steady variety and volume of resources about dating, marriage, sex, and romance. When I 

asked about what resources were used by my emerging adults, books were the most 

common resource cited, but participants also cited other people as resources. Figures 4, 5, 

and 6, above show that the people they mentioned included counselors, parents, mentors, 

and friends. These however, were not the only places participants went to for faith-

informed information about romantic intimacy. If taken collectively, virtual resources 

                                                
138 Interview Data Coding Sheet 16.2.FC 
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such as podcasts, online articles, YouTube videos, and social media accounts surpass 

books and other people as the dominant locale for relationship advice. Interestingly, as 

many people cited using the Bible as a resource for navigating romantic relationships as 

those who regularly get advice from Instagram accounts and social media influencers. 

Most participants cited two or more types of resources they go to about romantic 

relationships.  

 Participants reflected on the fact that there were a staggering number of different 

voices in the mix of resources about how to conduct godly dating relationships or have 

Christian marriages. A few participants expressed a frustration with the amount of 

information they encounter. They feel the need to get multiple perspectives in order to 

just make a simple decision about how to use Scripture.  

Just a myriad of YouTube videos, articles, podcasts, social media types 
from very theological [resources]. I’ve kind of realized that I have to look 
at more than one perspective. And I may really agree with this perspective 
but then this perspective really disagrees with this one, but I also agree 
with this one. And it’s trying to put both of them both in my head, and I’m 
like, ‘How can I agree with both that may disagree?’ if that makes sense. 
And so I think it’s just finding a lot of different sources and being really 
thankful when they label their theological perspective and call out those 
that they disagree with because it makes the math in my head easier.139 

 
While an exhaustive study on the content of these popular resources is beyond the 

purview of this study, a recommended future study coding the content and questions 

found in these popular resources would be a valuable parallel to this ethnography. Based 

on the assessment of my participants, and as the quote above demonstrates, there seems 

to be similarity in the kinds of topics and issued addressed in these resources that is only 

slightly nuanced in their advice to young adults. It was difficult to determine the source 

                                                
139 Interview Data Coding Sheet 15.1.FC 
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of these nuanced variations. Are they coming from the printed resources or the public 

teaching? In his essay, “What Makes Sex Beautiful,” Matt O’Reilly notes that even if 

helpful resources are being published, they may not be affecting the teaching of intimacy: 

The problem is that we—their pastors—have not given them a robust 
theology of human sexuality to substantiate the tradition they have 
inherited.  This is not to suggest that no one is writing helpful books about 
human sexuality; it is to suggest that such material seldom finds its way 
into the regular teaching ministry of many local churches. And so, without 
solid constructive and compelling theology, our people are left to be 
‘tossed to and fro and blown about by every wind of doctrine’ (Eph 
4:14).140 

 
My participants were unable to thoroughly assess where the material has gone awry from 

a robust theology of intimacy, they just know that they are in a sea of many voices that all 

sound similar. But these similar voices are all just different enough to create a volume of 

various opinions and teachings about the same topics. These nuances, whether 

theological, anecdotal, or simply niche, led to a common frustration: that it was difficult 

to know whose advice should be followed and what was truly biblical and not just 

anecdotal. One participant ended her interview by saying: “We all have questions … that 

nobody has answers to yet or not that they could like, just give you and I think that as a 

young adult in this phase we have questions about it, and it's hard to find the answers. 

And so it really is like trial by fire. At least in my experience, that's what it's been.”141 

 
 
 
 

                                                
140 Matt O’Reilly, “What Makes Sex Beautiful? Marriage, Aesthetics, and the Image of God in 

Genesis 1-2 and Revelation 21-22.” Gerald L. Hiestand and Todd Wilson, Beauty, Order, and Mystery: A 
Christian Vision of Human Sexuality (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2017), 198. 
 

141 Interview Data Coding Sheet 16.1.FC 
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Volumes of Resources but Narrow in Content 

Though the amount of Christian content about intimacy in romantic/sexual 

relationships is a proverbial mile wide, this study suggests that is also an inch deep. 

While participants articulate a frustration of the often similar, slightly nuanced nature of 

these resources, people of color had another critique we must note. Most people of color I 

interviewed observed a critical lack of resources written by or for non-white emerging 

adults. One participant spoke at length about how his Hispanic context varied 

significantly from the information he consumed from only white, Christian resources. 

Having to mine the resources so that he could learn from Christian leaders revealed that 

he was having to discern whether the advice given was from universal, Christian truths or 

just a white, dominant culture extrapolation of faith. Another participant told me how he 

finally gave up on finding a theology of intimacy in popular Christian resources because 

it was so detached from his world as a black male. “I will personally get frustrated with 

[relationship advice only given from a white context], because I think they purposely do 

it. And sometimes if they try to explicitly not do it, it still ends up happening. Do these 

things work [for everyone]? I think people are just way more diverse than that.”142 For 

people of color, the lack of diversity in these resources creates an additional skepticism of 

what kind of theology they are learning. They have to ask what aspects are truly a part of 

a timeless Christian ethic and what has been shaped by a white dominant or colonized 

culture. The result appears to be an increased isolation, leaving them to figure it out on 

their own. 

                                                
142 Interview Data Coding Sheet 15.1.MP 
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 The content in these resources also appears to be narrow in its substance as it 

relates to healthy relationship habits. One might hope that the content emerging adults are 

consuming about intimate relationships will at least contain basic building blocks of 

healthy relationships such as communication, reciprocity, conflict resolution strategies, 

etc. When I asked students about whether or not Christians should be better at 

relationships than non-Christians and why, I was surprised at the discussions that ensued. 

As I mentioned above, participants largely answered that Christians should, by their 

account, be better at relationships than non-Christians. They did however, struggle to 

articulate why they thought this was so. In their exploration, I talked with many of them 

about their perceptions of non-Christians. Who had they observed experiencing healthy 

relationships without any faith element? And why are some of the most toxic and 

dysfunctional relationships they observed or experienced with professing Christians? 

These observations were such a substantial part of the interviews that it is worth 

highlighting the significance with direct quotes: 

11.2.FC 
“And I think the same thing happens— like I know so many people that 
in their faith deconstruction journey that was one of the first places they 
found refuge were in friendships that weren't in the church where they 
could be honest.” 

11.1.MP 

“I think of people I know that are non-Christians that have amazing 
marriages, or even just treat people [well] in general … are just really 
good, genuine people. And so it seems odd that I would say yes, 
Christians should be [better at relationships than non-Christians] and then 
I also think of these people that are rocking it and so it's weird because … 
[then I have to ask], ‘people are you actually Christian?’” 

11.2.FP 

“Unfortunately, a lot of times I have seen the opposite be true. A lot of 
times because of a lack of honesty, especially in romantic relationships. I 
remember so many girls saying that they fell for this guy that treated 
them better than any Christian guy ever had. Because they were just 
honest about what they were there for and what they wanted and didn't 
cover it up with christianese.” 

 
 Figure 7: Pull Quotes from Q11 
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Some participants drew similar conclusions in the course of this inquiry. One such 

concept was that there was a common grace bestowed to all people by God where, 

regardless of faith or a relationship with Christ, this common grace empowers all to be 

able to exist in healthy intimate relationships. This concept is upheld by other Christian 

theologians and philosophers who have tackled this subject. In The Four Loves, C.S. 

Lewis writes at length about the concept of “Gift-love” whereby all of humanity 

experiences God’s “Charity” which results in a compatible way of gifting each other with 

the gifts of God through relationship. “Since God is blessed, omnipotent, sovereign and 

creative, there is obviously a sense in which happiness, strength, freedom and fertility 

(whether of mind or body), wherever they appear in human life, constitute likeness, and 

in that way proximities, to God. But no one supposes that the possession of these gifts has 

any necessary connection with our sanctification.”143 Timothy Lane and Paul Tripp 

summarize this another way:  

Every good relationship we have is a gift of God’s grace. Left to 
ourselves, nothing good would happen! God’s grace is the reason why a 
mom who struggles with selfishness can also exhibit genuine care for her 
children. It’s why a self-absorbed husband can serve his wife when she 
becomes ill. Have you ever wondered how two non-Christians can have a 
reasonably good relationship? It is because the very God they deny is 
showing them his grace and blessing despite their ignorance.144 

 
However, this idea of common grace does not explain the dilemma of why it appears that 

those who claim Christ can so often be toxic and dysfunctional in intimate relationships. 

Some participants articulated a theory that brings us back to our assessment of the 

narrow content of popular Christian relationship resources. It seems that even though the 

                                                
143 Lewis, The Four Loves, 5. 

 
144 Lane and Tripp, Relationships: A Mess Worth Making, 39. 
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popular resources are all discussing similar topics, few of those topics are the 

fundamentals of healthy relationships. One participant mused that Christians have to 

think about “a ton of different rules” surrounding healthy relationships. This participant 

found the volume of things to discern and practice so dizzying and difficult that she 

found herself paralyzed by shame and a fear that she was doing it all wrong in the eyes of 

God. While many participants could articulate good basic fundamentals of healthy 

relationships in the course of our interview, I was unable to detect exactly where these 

notions came from. There was almost no content to support them having learned these 

from their traditional Christian education. In fact, many participants articulated any 

number of regular topics given precedence in their Christian formation (relating to 

intimacy). Instead of learning about a theology of intimacy articulated in the previous 

chapters, the topics that are focused on are niche or behavior related. One participant 

stated, these topics seemed to be a way of “majoring in the minors” or focusing on the 

details instead of foundational topics. What are these niche topics that jump in front of a 

fundamental theology of intimacy? The next section will assess the data from participants 

on what they are learning (and what they are not learning). 

 
Majoring in the Minors: Reoccurring Topics that Do Not Contribute to a Robust 
Theology of Intimacy 

 
So, if the resources are not comprehensively teaching emerging adults about the 

fundamentals of healthy relationships, what are they teaching? Based on the responses 

from my interview, I am able to surmise a few possibilities. One point of note is that I 

had hoped that the faith-based resources on intimacy would distinguish themselves from 

secular resources by tackling the gospel-centered theology exhibited in the previous 
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chapters. I was looking for remnants of the gospel in the answers provided by my 

participants. Unfortunately, the bulk of their responses led elsewhere. They talked about 

how most of what they were taught or read had a preoccupation with a selection of topics 

that, for whatever reason, have become the primary focus of this body of content. In 

seems that these niche topics disconnect the content from the core doctrines of intimacy 

within the gospel. So, what are these other topics? A few participants affirmed that 

Christian teaching about intimacy tends to over-complicate relationships. In their 

observation, Christian teaching seems to add a myriad of “rules” about relationships that 

non-Christians have the luxury of avoiding. This was particularly apparent when I asked 

participants to give me something taught to them about intimacy or relationships that was 

particularly damaging or something we should avoid teaching altogether. Purity culture 

was specifically cited, but even negative teachings on dating, sex, singleness, or marriage 

were described from within a purity culture context. See Figure 8 for specific examples.  

In their answers, many participants stated not just damaging things they were 

taught, but they also lamented what they had not been taught. In some ways, what was 

left out was just as troubling as what was emphasized. Participants told stories about 

difficulty in friendships because all they were ever taught was about how to win souls 

and that any other focus was un-Christian. Just building friendships with others was never 

taught. Some lamented that they never learned about a healthy sexual ethic and several 

married participants confessed that what they were taught did nothing to prepare them to 

have a strong marriage or healthy sex life.  
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 A good amount of information was provided by participants about certain things 

that were emphasized in their Christian education on intimacy. To get an idea of what 

was being emphasized and how participants felt about it, I feel that it is best for readers to 

see it for themselves in the participant’s own words: 

13.2.FC “I was trained to chant: “2-4-6-8 Girls do not initiate!” … And that guys 
and girls can never be friends.” 

13.2.MP 

“[They] gave you a card to put in your wallet that you would sign to 
basically commit to abstinence until you got married. And, I don't know, 
there's just a lot around that. Why do we need a card for that? We just don't. 
And there's many things on a similar plane that I don't know. It's just a 
weird, strange thing.” 

13.1.FC 

“I was thinking about those True Love Waits rings – I still have mine in a 
jewelry box. I remember having that ring and signing the little card, I did all 
those things. And I feel that doing all those things tied my identity to getting 
married. That was the end goal for me. As a woman one of the biggest 
things was that I had to get married, I had to be a mom, and those roles 
taught me that being in a marital relationship was kind of the end all be all. 
It was this message that my life didn’t start until I got married. And I really 
held on to that belief for a long time, that I had to wait for my husband 
before I could really do anything. I had to wait for a husband before I could 
do anything in ministry because I couldn’t do anything in ministry on my 

Figure 8: Topics most addressed in Q13 related to poor teaching  
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own so I had to be in some kind of covenant relationship for my life to 
really start. And to be able to do whatever it was I need to do.” 

13.2.MC 

“And so I'm sure some of the things they said were good, but we're at a 
beach camp. And so the amount of times that [lust] was talked about …  the 
scenario is, you know, you're walking on a beach and there's a bunch of 
girls and swimsuits around you like that sort of thing. That's just beat into 
your head in a way that maybe over time isn't as helpful as some people 
might think. I don't know. I don't know what the right pivot for a 
conversation is exactly. But talking about it over and over and over and 
over and over again, in a way that likely placed some level of shame on 
especially women, but also men, boys and girls of that age.” 

13.1.FC 

“It was all really weird in high school because I had a lot of really great guy 
friends, but I felt like I could never actually go deep with them on anything 
without it being considered something weird. But now that I'm in college, 
it's been really life giving to be able to hang out with people, and just get to 
know them for who they are, and what they have to offer. And share their 
perspective and, you know, learn more about them not for gain of possible 
future relationship, but just because they're awesome.” 

13.1.FC 

“I remember we left the talk and I got [the speaker’s] book, and it’s called 
How to Find Your Soul Mate Without Losing Your Soul. And I look back 
at that book and everything’s highlighted, there’s so many little sticky notes 
in there, pages clipped back to mark them up for me. I thought that that was 
my holy grail for relationships. Again, that’s probably not even getting too 
much into specifics but [chastity, modesty, and purity were] definitely like 
the biggest messages I heard, just in general.”   

 
All the examples above are pulled from moments when participants were describing not 

just what they were taught but what did not draw them closer to Christ or the gospel. 

These quotes are a sample of what emerging adults are having to sort through in order to 

discern a valuable theology of intimacy. In their own words, much of what was supposed 

to help them apply their faith to meaningful intimacy not only did not, but often had the 

opposite effect.  

 
Personal Examples Are Teaching a Theology of Intimacy 

This is not to say that participants lacked any gospel-centric teaching about 

intimacy. When I asked them to articulate what they learned from their Christian context 

Figure 9: Pull Quotes for Q13 
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about intimacy that was extremely valuable to them, they were able to relay powerful 

lessons they had learned, but it was not from where I had assumed. A majority of 

participants cited specific people who exemplified good, healthy relationships, not as the 

basis for their answer, but as their answer. There were almost no references to books, 

talks, or lessons about relationships given in the positive responses. And the people cited 

as examples always had a personal connection to the participant. Only once was a faith 

leader’s material cited but none given as personal examples of good relationships. In 

connection with the answers about faith application, many participants cited over-arching 

or implicit Christian principles, values, or doctrines as the positive/necessary truths about 

good relationships. More references to the gospel and Holy Spirit were made in these 

answers than anywhere else. Below are several of the participant’s stories of how the 

gospel, or people who exemplified the gospel, shaped their view of intimate relationships: 

15.2.MC 
“As I look back, I never would have become a different sort of person without the 
Christian faith. I just don't see how I would have changed. And so I think when it 
comes to relationships, I feel that the reality of God and the Holy Spirit with us and 
working in us, like really does give hope for change over the long haul.”  

15.1.FC 

“There is a level of accountability that I think is our duty to share grace and truth, 
and that can be tough and accountability sucks, but it’s also really important and can 
be really good. And so I think just understanding the whole dichotomy of grace and 
truth and how they’re together. And they need each other and they can’t be taken 
apart, and sometimes it can be really hard to grapple with but I think it’s also really 
important in Christian friendships and relationships and intimacy as a whole.” 

15.2.MP 

“Something I saw in my dad is he's super, super selfless … Because I remember, 
more recently, … he gave his car to a family. He just gave it to them. He had been 
wanting to buy a new truck. He bought like a used truck or whatever. But yeah, he 
just gave it to them. And the guy was like, not the nicest guy ever but he went to our 
church. He was apparently a pastor in Venezuela. But somehow they found 
themselves in our church, and yet he gave him the car and maybe like six months 
later, for whatever reason, they just stopped coming to the church, which is really 
weird. But my dad, if you asked him if that made him angry, it doesn't. He's not 
affected by that. He's just happy to help.” 

15.1.FC “This grace that brings me to my knees, weeping, like, ‘I don’t even understand. 
I’ve messed up so many times. I’m late to an event that you asked me to come to. 
I’m in an awful mood. I treated you in a bad way, x, y, and z. I’ve messed up in all 
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the ways,’ and I’m still met with love and kindness, and care, compassion, and 
service, even in the midst of my failure. That is something that I’m like, ‘This does 
not make sense.’ And so, yeah, I just think the concept of grace and, more than that, 
just service coming out in relationships is something that’s just been a huge, yeah—
been a ‘home run,’ I would say. It hasn’t been in every single one of my 
relationships, but it’s, yeah—it’s something that has been super, super 
transformative.” 

 

As the conversations progressed, some participants were able to discern key moments or 

revelations about faith in their relationships. One participant told the story of how her 

mom would take her and her siblings on the weekends to bring food to desperate families 

in their church and community. On the way, her mom would pray for the family. This 

participant recalled how this was often lost on her as a young pre-teen, but how, as an 

adult, the lessons she gleaned about servanthood, self-giving, intentionality, and how her 

faith should inform her view of others became one of the driving forces in her own faith 

and relationships. Some participants, when they spent more time on the questions in the 

interview, would often reveal how there were moments or people or catalytic events that 

truly gave them the faith tools for healthy intimacy and relationships. 

 
Conclusions from In-Depth Interviews 

 Overall, these interviews revealed that participants did not have much confidence 

in the lessons taught to them specifically about intimacy and relationships from their 

formal faith educational experiences. In many cases, it was articulated that the resources 

were too narrow in subject matter, representation, and substance. Participants spoke 

easily about the distortions they encountered and have had to wade through in order to 

find any helpful teaching on intimacy. They were unable to communicate a robust 

theology of intimacy and cite their traditional Christian education as a source. In fact, 

Figure 10: Pull Quotes from Q15 
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many are trying to deconstruct the unhelpful lessons they learned from their Christian 

context. While there was less attributed to the gospel than I had hoped, many participants 

were able to detect and articulate some gospel influence on their theology of intimacy. 

These influences however, were informal and often came through examples around them. 

In the end, many participants were still left puzzling over why the people of God who 

have the Holy Spirit in them are not more consistently healthy in their intimate 

relationships. 

 
A Graceless Ethic: A Focus Group’s Revelations About What is Necessary for 

Healthy Intimacy 
 

 I conducted the focus group after I completed the individual interviews. The 

participants for my focus group had not experienced the interviews so as not to taint their 

initial reactions and observations. The addition of the focus group allowed me important 

distinctions for my research. I wanted a group of peers who could discuss the issues 

around intimacy without my presence or influence. This exercise was designed to get 

them thinking about these issues from a different vantage point. Instead of assessing their 

theology of intimacy, the focus group would discuss their theology of intimacy as it 

applied to other people. The scenarios and questions provided were pulled from actual 

experiences from people their age (see Appendix C).  

 
Hesitation to Confront Sin Even When Significant 

One observation from this study was that when presented with the opportunity to 

hypothetically help someone with explicit and obvious unhealthy relational habits, the 

participants opted for communication that avoided any shaming, calling out, or direct 

assessment. Essentially, they gave the participants the benefit of the doubt and hoped to 
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avoid the appearance of judgement. This was revealed in the first scenario, with two 

college roommates who are also friends. I create a situation where one roommate’s 

boyfriend is likely unfaithful as well as exhibiting an unhealthy attachment to the other 

roommate (see Appendix C for details). The description was designed to alarm any 

readers who would be able to detect the early warning signs of a potentially dangerous, 

boundary-crossing situation. Since, several participants in the group were familiar with 

these experiences, I assumed that, when asked to give advice to the concerned roommate, 

that they would know that this situation was potentially dangerous and that she would 

need to seek immediate help. While the group did, in fact, recognize the danger, their 

responses were also layered with hesitation. In a moment when I suspected that they 

would be decisive when confronted with a moral deviance, they were not. This quote 

from one participant summarizes this approach: “My thoughts are that, I mean, my 

immediate reaction was she needs to report him. But like, you guys have all said, maybe 

just having an honest conversation with her roommate first would be helpful. If it 

continues to be an issue” (21.A). I was surprised by this reaction. The scenarios contain a 

good deal of nuances, but I intentionally wrote in a more obvious infraction where I 

assumed the group would take a firm stand. This hesitation however, was a hallmark of 

the entire discussion for each scenario. 

 Similarly, it took a bit of deliberation before the group was able to name sins as 

sins or agree on any poor behavior that threatens healthy relationships or intimacy. When 

they identified the deviant actions of the characters they also prioritized grace, active 

reconciliation, and repentance. By design, no character was without fault and the group 

eventually came to agree to this even when I deliberately tried to describe some 
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characters in a better light than others. The greatest judgment and overall disgust from the 

group came up whenever a character claimed to be Christ-follower but was acting 

hypocritically. Even in their distaste for this hypocrisy, they still struggled to know what 

response was best given these situations. On participant stated:  

I think in friendships, especially college friendships, Jesus kind of teaches 
us to hold our friends accountable in a Christian community and [both 
characters] do claim to be Christians. And it's really hard to like, hold your 
friends accountable when it comes to stuff like abstinence or ‘what do you 
guys think about like sex and a relationship before marriage?’. Or ‘what 
do you guys think about drinking?’ and I think setting those boundaries 
with each other, especially if you guys live in the same room is worth 
talking about if they are best friends, close friends. And I think I would 
have probably been more transparent in that regard. (21.A) 

 
The group deliberated on what would be the most effective way to course-correct a toxic 

relationship. Even when it was obvious that the relationship needed help and that 

intimacy was threatened by poor decisions and sin, the group erred on the side of 

leniency and indecisiveness. 

 
A Continued Struggle to Articulate a Theology of Intimacy 

In line with the responses I received from the interviewees, the focus group 

members struggled to articulate how the gospel informs their theology of intimacy. One 

particularly interesting moment was when participants were asked what kind of advice 

they would give to a character who asked directly about a romantic relationship she had 

had. The relationship was sexual but also involved a number of problems that signaled 

that this was not a healthy relationship. The guy she was dating was depicted as having a 

myriad of personal problems that included infidelity, manipulation, a disregard for 

boundaries, and objectification of women. However, even though they were asked a 

general question that was designed to not point to any specific issue, the group’s first 



 99 

instinct was to focus on the pre-marital sex. This caused notable discomfort in the group. 

One participant finally spoke: “I think I would just say be intentional. Make sure what 

you're doing is not pushing your boundaries. Make sure what you're doing is in line with 

what you believe. … I think you have to make it very personalized to that person. Like, 

you can't say, ‘my advice is don't kiss boys because that will make you less-than.’ I don't 

want to push your opinion onto someone. I think you have to let them figure it out” 

(21.C). Then another participant responded with this statement:  

But I would probably say what if she's asking my personal opinion, I feel 
like what the Bible is calling me to is obviously saving sex for marriage. 
And like, probably say ‘I think that Jesus calls us to these things not to 
make us feel guilty or because they're wrong or whatever, but because it is 
like He's looking at—He knows more than we do.’ Like, He knows a lot 
more than we do. And so even though to us it might not seem like a big 
deal or might not be a big deal, I feel like it is in Scripture. (21.B) 
  

This participant went on to muse aloud about exactly why this was a big deal, though 

there was a discernable struggle to move beyond the vagueness in the answer. “This is 

addressed for a reason, because it is probably a bigger deal than it seems in that moment. 

And it could become a bigger deal later on, especially like her and her boyfriend ended 

up breaking up and like, I do think that because she was intimate with him, like, um, it’s 

probably a lot harder for her to get over him, and stuff like that” (21.B). This response 

reflects both a boldness and an awkwardness with Scripture and God’s directives for sex 

and intimacy. The fact that the group prioritized the issue of pre-marital sex even though 

the questions were purposefully open-ended and there were plenty of other possible 

threats to a healthy relationship, caused me to wonder if this is tied to the narrow focus of 

Christian education demonstrated above.  
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The group’s desire to say something about pre-marital sex but their discomfort 

with the topic as well as the inability to form anything more than vague generalizations 

on why it is important (i.e. “God just knows more than we do”), connect to the 

conversations I had during the interviews. The interview participants noted that the same 

topics seemed to come up frequently in their Christian education on intimacy, but that for 

all the time dedicated to these topics, they felt ill-equip to articulate a theology of 

intimacy or conduct themselves with confidence of God’s desire or their obedience in 

intimate relationships. In her book, Real Sex, Lauren Winner summarizes how a faith 

community can accept its responsibility for a better conversation about intimacy, but the 

frustrating narratives, like those from purity culture or hook-up culture, from within and 

without, muddy the proverbial waters. The desire for a theology of intimacy but a 

struggle to articulate it, is exactly what I witnessed from my participants in both the focus 

group and the interviews. “The Christian community senses that sex is a matter of 

communal concern, but we are hard-pressed to articulate exactly why.  We have 

understandably absorbed the story our surrounding culture so forcefully tells us, trading 

our vision of community for American notions of individuals and free agents.”145 It is as 

if the priorities of a theology of intimacy are all about behavior modification, abstinence 

(defined differently in different contexts), and the “right way” to date or have a happy 

marriage within clearly defined gender roles. Yet, there is little evidence of the gospel, 

discipleship, or an ability to articulate why these “rules” of intimacy are godly. The 

participant quoted above acknowledged a communal responsibility for and tried to be 

                                                
145 Lauren F. Winner, Real Sex: The Naked Truth about Chastity (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 

2005), 52. 
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articulate and convincing about chastity. This was the only and most involved attempt by 

anyone in the group to be definitive about biblical sexual ethics.  

 Even though I did not provide any prompts for this, the group did regularly 

discuss their own experiences with traditional Christian education on the subject of 

intimacy. Unfortunately, but similar to my interviewees, much of what was brought up 

was negative. When I asked the group to think of a Scripture or biblical teaching that 

might help the characters in the scenarios, they a) focused again on the premarital sex 

aspect and b) were quick to offer that their own experiences in church did not prepare 

them for that kind of role. One participant said: “I have like horror stories in my head. 

Thinking of my youth pastor trying to explain this type of thing,” (22.D). But after an 

initial commiseration, another participant finally noted that this was not how they saw it 

at all. This participant focused instead on aspects of friendship and was able to attempt 

some positive Christian-based advice despite still being unable to think of any specific 

Scriptures or biblical truths to support the advice.  

In the second scenario, there is another couple having sex, but the circumstances 

are different. In this new case, the girlfriend is a new Christian who has a sexual past but 

is learning about abstinence. Her boyfriend has been a Christian longer and is legalistic 

about small things but tells his girlfriend that God is okay with them having sex. My 

focus group had much harsher condemnation of this sexual situation than the they did for 

characters in the first scenario. Shifts like this are an example of how I often witness my 

emerging adults changing their perspective on healthy relational behavior depending on 

the current circumstances of a situation. I could not help wondering the connection 

between this shifting standard displayed in the focus group with the larger trend of hook-
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up culture. With an emphasis on personal freedom of choice, the acknowledgement of 

any kind of universal standard is elusive.  “Whether you see the new sexuality as freeing 

or wanton, the tie to individualism is obvious: do what feels good for you and ignore the 

rules of society. On the other hand, the changes in sexual behavior are so dramatic that 

it’s not clear that any universally agreed-upon rules about sex exist anymore.”146 For my 

focus group, it is not the ethics but the circumstances that set the standard. In this case, 

their critique of the boyfriend was more severe due to his inability to lead spiritually and 

how he would hide behind God in order to be sexually active. Despite their consensus on 

the deviance of this character, they were still unable to cite any Scripture or faith-based 

evidence for why the character should change.  

In the final scenario, I described a hypothetical local church program that was 

doing an extended series on a theology of intimacy for emerging adults. All the 

characters from the previous scenarios would be invited to attend. I asked the group what 

the key focus of the church series should be in order to be helpful and effective for our 

hypothetical dilemmas. I was hoping to hear definitive answers that pointed to the gospel. 

However, the collective response can be summed up in this participant’s response: 

I think one of the things the church can teach when teaching about 
relationships, is that it's not something that's a one size fits all and it's not 
something that anybody does perfectly. So, I think having an abundance of 
grace when talking about these conversations is what I've benefited from 
the most. Yes, being scriptural, but also making sure that you're not 
shaming people in any of these situations, and you're not calling people 
out or making them feel like they need to hide because I think that that's a 
really hard thing for churches to do well, when dealing with delicate 
situations. So, I think love and grace needs to be the lens as they earn the 
right to speak into these people's lives. (23.B) 

 

                                                
146 Twenge, Generation Me, 206. 
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This summary highlights a few key points that were consistent in the course of the focus 

group deliberations. The participants were strongly against anything that looked like 

shaming or calling anyone out on anything, despite how wrong they judged the behavior. 

They erred heavily on the side of grace and understanding. They avoid any standard for 

healthy relationships or gospel truths that would allow for real intimacy without trauma 

or abuse. The teachings should all be relative and on a case-by-case basis. 

 
A Need for the Gospel of Grace in Relationship Ethics 

The response above and subsequent interviews reveal an ache for grace and 

understanding. We can surmise that these variables have been largely absent from the 

emerging adult experience in their Christian education. In addition, this nebulous 

approach to what makes for healthy relationships explains why so many participants 

struggle to articulate foundational behaviors and concepts that they can easily tie back to 

their faith. There are lessons to learn from the way these students responded to the 

toxicity and dysfunction of intimate relationships presented to them in the scenarios. I 

was intentional in including friendship, familial relationships, as well as the common 

dating and romantic dilemmas I witness with emerging adults. Yet, the participants 

gravitated towards and had more input on the romantic/sexual relationships, even when 

they were not prompted to do so by the questions. When they did provide discussion or 

observations on the romantic/sexual aspects of the scenarios, they lamented the teachings 

they incurred from their traditional Christian education, but also seemed to orbit the same 

topics and observations presented in that education. While further research is needed, 

these patterns that appear in both the interviews and focus group substantiate my claim 

that emerging adults are immersed in an oversaturated Christian market of resources and 
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teaching that focus exclusively and narrowly on romantic/sexual relationships but have 

not brought them any closer to articulating the gospel or any Scripture as a foundational 

theology of intimacy.  

The focus group did, however, highlight a variable that did not show up as keenly 

in the interviews. When asked to step outside themselves and offer opinions about other 

people’s hypothetical choices, they consistently refrain from offering anything that might 

appear to be a faith-based standard or ethic for healthy intimacy. Along with this posture 

came reoccurring words or phrases that demonstrate a priority of grace-giving, open-

mindedness, and a reluctance to jump to judgements. While these priorities are certainly 

not objectionable I was surprised that they were still the prime variable when obvious 

abuses and violations were presented. There is an element of social bias that often occurs 

in focus groups which would explain why individual members did not generally push-

back or disagree with each other in order to draw conclusions. With this in mind, I 

recognize that there are a few possible explanations for this pattern of open-mindedness 

and grace-giving. However, I pose the possibility that the participants gravitate towards 

this response as an overcompensation of their own experience, teachings, and 

observations of traditional Christian education on intimacy. It appears that the emphasis 

in traditional Christian education focuses on the ideal and highest good for a narrow kind 

of ethic. The patterns of my focus group raise questions about how we are teaching a 

theology of intimacy and what parts we might be leaving out.  

A revival of gospel-centricity to a theology of intimacy would include an ideal to 

strive for; the higher good of intimacy that requires self-giving and a love that comes 

from God through union with Christ in the Holy Spirit. But the gospel also requires a 
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robust theology of reconciliation, restoration, and the power of grace. What would this 

mean for emerging adults who have already “gotten it wrong?” What about those who 

have experienced trauma and abuse where there should have been safety? What about 

those whose history is marked by poor choices and shame? The gospel, when we do not 

fail to include the message of grace and reconciliation, provides good news no matter 

how toxic, dysfunctional, or traumatizing experiences with intimacy have been. If we 

have only been preaching fragmented parts of the gospel in our attempts to teach 

emerging adults about intimacy, then what we need is a revival of the full gospel. This 

would allow for both God’s ideal for our lives as well as a way for sin to become a 

transformative experience of restoration and grace. 

 
Glimmers of the Gospel: A Reflection on How a Robust Theology of Intimacy is 
Germinating in Emerging Adults 

 
 In the last two chapters, we see a theology of intimacy that prioritizes the defining 

attributes of the Trinity and the gospel. Reconciliation, sacrificial love, and the power of 

the Holy Spirit are marks of the intimacy we experience with Christ in justification, 

sanctification, and in our new identity as God’s friends, children, and bride. Sadly, my 

ethnographic study did not yield the same bent towards gospel-centrality as I would have 

hoped for my emerging adults. I was hoping to hear the words and concepts listed above 

that are outlined in the past two chapters. It appears that my emerging adults have not 

experienced a traditional, Christian discipleship for intimate relationships that focuses on 

and is informed by the gospel. This disconnect might explain why my ministry context 

places me in similar conversations with emerging adults week after week and year after 

year. Despite the publishing of new dating or marriage books and videos, my population 
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is still struggling with their friendships, family, and romantic relationships even with a 

sober, personal commitment to Christ and the gospel. 

 I do not wish to make any sweeping conclusions, however. Amidst all the 

confusion, frustration, and reactive behavior, I did hear glimpses of truth and gospel as 

my participants groped towards deeper reflections in our interviews. Some of the most 

encouraging and enlightening examples are recorded below: 

16.1.FC 
“And as much as I learned about other people through intimate 
relationships I've had in college, I've learned more about myself and 
about Christ. So I think that it's an important thing to talk about because 
it really does affect us in so many ways.”  

16.2.MC 
“Maybe God really does want to heal your relationship with your sibling 
or your parent or whatever. And you should be hoping more for that and 
ask [God] more for that. We have not because we are not asked that sort 
of thing.” 

16.2.FP 

“I think that Christians have no idea what it means to actually be like 
Jesus. I think if we were, our levels of intimacy would be even deeper 
with people that are willing to have intimate relationships with others. I 
think that we've really been stunted because it’s more of a production 
than anything.”  

 

Emerging adults are hungry for intimacy just like the rest of us. They are working 

through their intimate relationships with few spiritual tools, but they sense that there is 

more than the little they have been given so far. This data will hopefully convince readers 

that there is more to do and that we desperately need a better theology of intimacy to 

teach our emerging adults. They are eager for a gospel of truth and grace to show them 

the way to healthier relationships and life.  

One final surprise to end this assessment of my ethnographic study is a quote 

from a focus group participant. When asked to define intimacy and its purposes, the same 

participant who said that there is no actual standard for healthy intimacy and we should 

all just reserve judgement and not call people out, had this to say: “I think it relates back 

Figure 11: Pull Quotes from Q16 
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to what we were just talking about. The purposes of intimacy are to imitate what Christ-

like love looks like even though we won't do that perfectly or even well. But I think as a 

church striving for that, you're doing it because you want to show God to the world and 

show God in you to the people around you” (23.B). 
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A THEOLOGY OF INTIMACY: CONCLUSIONS 
 

 
My original research questions ask: What are emerging adults lacking in their 

theology of intimacy and what philosophies exist in its place? How does the gospel 

inform a theology of intimacy that orients the relationships of emerging adults? The 

contextual and analysis portions of my research generally supported my hypothesis that 

my current population of emerging adults have little or poor theology to guide their 

intimate relationships. I expected that the narratives produced by my research subjects 

would demonstrate that the problem is not homogenous in its causes but that there is a 

pattern throughout the content. I hypothesized that this pattern would demonstrate a 

disconnection between the gospel and the perspectives and choices of my population 

concerning their intimate relationships.  

My ethnography held a few surprises. I assumed that my non-married participants 

would be more engaged with the topic of romantic relationships by reading books or 

engaging resources to that effect. When several were hard pressed to recall any recent 

engagement with the topic of dating, I altered my approach in order to discern what 

intimacy topics (if any) were currently in their purview. Jean Twenge’s studies noted that 

young adults are single for longer and I suspect there is a connection between this 

generational trend and the fact that my participants did not appear to have any sense of 

urgency about marriage or romance. I was also surprised that social media such as 

Instagram as well as You Tube videos and podcasts occupied a larger sphere of influence 

on the topic of intimacy. In my own research, I did not seek out any of these media 

platforms to see what messages are being taught to my emerging adult population. I 

found it interesting that explicit, formal Christian education about relationships was the 
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subject of much critique and hardly ever came up as a positive, valuable experience. 

However, most of my participants learned about healthy relationships from implicit 

Christian engagement with people, other than teachers or preachers. While participants 

believe that their Christian faith should be foundational for their intimate relationships, 

almost none of them could articulate why. Participants articulated many building blocks 

of healthy relationships but when asked from multiple angles about what resources or 

teachings from their faith context had taught them about these building blocks, they 

struggled to locate the origins in their religious experiences. They did however, recognize 

that it is the gospel and their faith that should and probably is informing their 

relationships, even if they are unsure why or how. 

My focus group was consistent with the struggles articulated above. They also 

brought in the theme of grace even though it came about by way of relativism. They 

indicted their experiences in youth groups and church for being judgmental and toxic. 

They overcompensated with attempts to be open-minded and fair but lacked the ability to 

call out sin or articulate what makes for healthy intimate relationships. While their 

responses do not offer a biblical or healthy theology of intimacy, they do raise questions 

about whether our current resources or teachings are including the good news of gospel 

redemption, reconciliation, and deliverance from sin that is foundational to the mission 

and message of Christ. John De Gruchy observes: “It is not only how we perceive the 

truth that matters, but how the truth is told.”147 This is a revelation for both my emerging 

adults and those of us who are ministering to them. It invites questions about how we 

were taught about intimacy and how we are teaching others. Have we focused on 

                                                
147 Gruchy, Reconciliation,158. 

 



 110 

behavior modification to the detriment of the whole gospel? As I reflect on my focus 

group, the words of Lauren Winner from her book Real Sex come to mind:  

While one task of any community is to enforce its own codes when they 
are being violated, perhaps the prior task of the community is to make 
sense of the ethical codes that are being enforced. Here the community is 
not so much cop as storyteller, telling and retelling the foundational stories 
of the community itself, sustaining the stories that make sense of the 
community’s norms.148 

 
While the ethnography unfortunately supported my hypothesis and assessment of the 

problem, it also demonstrates a fertile ground for a gospel-centered teaching of intimacy. 

I encountered frustration and confusion within my participants, but not resistance or 

indifference. They raise questions and points that can be useful for further inquiry into 

this topic. 

The biblical and systematic theologies revealed a theology of intimacy that is 

anchored in the Scripture and the identity and attributes of the triune God. The intimacy 

motifs connect the story of God to the three areas of intimate relationships my 

participants are working through in this stage of life. Marriage, friendship, and family are 

not only important to my emerging adults but they are prolific motifs used in Scripture to 

relay the gospel and God’s loving, covenant engagement with humanity. The abundant 

inner life of the Trinity revealed the origins and fundamentals of intimacy. In covenant 

theology and the doctrine of Union with Christ, intimacy plays a significant role in how 

the triune God has and is redeeming humanity. Relationship is the conduit and gravity of 

gospel reconciliation and God’s transforming love. The indwelling of the Spirit of Christ 

by the Holy Spirit is a powerful, intimate reality. My hope for an alternative future will 

                                                
148 Winner, Real Sex, 51-2. 
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be a revelation of how Scripture can inform a fresh and better discussion of intimacy that 

will provide valuable tools to my emerging adults. With these tools, I hope to shape my 

own pastoral ministry so that better questions and applications are discussed. With God’s 

help, my emerging adults will have greater confidence in their approach to intimate 

relationships and those relationships will flourish to the glory of God. 

 
Further Research 

 In my ethnography, I hoped to hear gospel themes that I encountered in my 

biblical and systematic study of intimacy. Though I did not hear these themes nearly as 

much as I had hoped, I do not have striking evidence for why. I was able to learn about 

the perceived problems with traditional Christian education on the topic of intimacy 

through the narratives of my participants and I witnessed their own inability to articulate 

a theology of intimacy. But due to the range of resources and teaching, there is no way 

for this research to exhaustively study even a qualified sample of popular resources in 

order to detect patterns or draw conclusions. My assessment of the resources and teaching 

are limited to the responses and abilities of my participants, yet those responses raise new 

questions about what exactly is being taught and why it seems to lack a gospel-centered 

approach to intimacy.  

 Additionally, it would be beneficial to duplicate this study in other emerging adult 

contexts. There could be cultural factors that bias this particular sample of participants. In 

addition, there is always a risk in studying one’s own ministry context. There is every 

possibility that my pastoral relationship with my participants biased this study in ways I 

am unable to detect. I also recommend the inclusion of other ministers into further study. 
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It would be beneficial to interview others who minister to emerging adults in order to 

substantiate or debunk any findings from this study. 

 
Where We Go from Here 

 My initial hope remains true throughout this project. I hope to change the kinds of 

questions and theological applications my emerging adults use in their intimate 

relationships. I also hope that by doing a biblical and systematic inquiry of a theology of 

intimacy, that I might inspire other ministers to emerging adults to ask better questions 

about intimacy and our current approach to pastoring this population in our churches and 

on our campuses. By suggesting that we “ask better questions,” my intent is to shape a 

conversation that begins with the gospel and trinitarian origins of intimacy. With this 

gospel framework I suspect that new resources and discipleship strategies will ground 

emerging adults in why God created us to connect, what intimacy is for, and how the gift 

of relationship is designed to lead us to Christ. With that foundation we can then move 

into niche discussions about family, dating, friendship, singleness, chastity, community, 

marriage, sexuality, and all the behaviors that need gospel transformation for health and 

flourishing. The goal, of course, is not just healthy intimacy but how intimacy is bound 

up in a transformative gospel experience and witness.  

 The challenge is not just reorienting the way we engage intimacy topics in faith 

settings. Ultimately, we are invited by Christ to participate in a redemption mission in our 

lives, churches, and society. The distortions that need the gospel infest both our church 

and the world at large. In her own study on desire, Sarah Coakley noted: “Thus a much 

bigger challenge has here been missed: that of how to evaluate and adjudicate desires, 

both sexual and others, and how to live a life of balance and moderation such that desire 
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is negotiated with ascetical realism, and in a mode conducive to genuine human 

flourishing. And this is a challenge whose significance clearly spreads well beyond the 

Christian fold.”149 By continuing to critically evaluate our discipleship methods and 

messages, we have an opportunity to learn from and be bearers of Christ’s love and life-

giving presence to a broken, aching world. A robust theology of intimacy can be a 

renewed source of gospel truth for the good of the church and the life of the world. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
149 Coakley, The New Asceticism, 3-4. 
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APPENDIX A: CONSENT FORMS 

Informed Consent 
 
Title of Research: Ethnographic study on theological perspectives of intimate 
relationships in emerging adults 
 
Principle Investigator, Affiliation and Contact Information: Rev. Erin Moniz, DMin 
candidate, erin.moniz@tsm.edu 
 
Institutional Contact:  Doctorate of Ministry Oversight Committee 

Trinity School for Ministry 
Office of Doctorate of Ministry Program 
bknecht@tsm.edu 
 

1. Introduction and Purpose of the Study 
This study is created in compliance with the Code of Federal Regulations, Trinity School 
for Ministry, and ATS standards of a Doctorate of Ministry thesis project. The purpose of 
this study is to investigate the theological perspectives (or lack thereof) in the context of 
intimate relationships in the lives of emerging adults.  
 

2. Description of the Research 
The research is conducted in an interview between the researcher and subject. The subject 
will be asked a series of questions which they may choose to answer or decline. The 
researcher may include non-prepared questions in order to gain further insight provided 
by the subject. The subject may choose to answer or decline these questions. Sessions 
will be recorded and transcribed. Record keeping and confidentiality is described below 
in section 6. 
 

3. Subject Participation 
We estimate that 14 participants who represent both male and female as well as different 
races and ethnicities, will participate in this study. Participants must be either current or 
recently graduated (within 5 years) students of Berry College or be in the age range and 
have some connection to the Berry College Chaplain’s Office. Your participation will 
involve one session, approximately 50 minutes in length. If other sessions are needed for 
clarity, then another consent form will be issued. 
 

4. Potential Risks and Discomforts 
This research is low-risk for participants. Questions about intimate relationships are 
designed to be basic and non-invasive but might have the potential to be uncomfortable 
or even triggering for participants. Subjects are under no obligation to continue if this 
occurs. 
 

5. Potential Benefits 
People who participate in this study may acquire a better understanding of their faith as it 
relates to intimate relationships. 
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6. Confidentiality 

All information taken from the study will be coded to protect against all identifying 
information. No names or other identifying information will be used when discussing or 
reporting data. The investigator will safely keep all files on an independent, encrypted 
thumb drive, and  all data collected is kept in a secured locked cabinet in the 
interviewer’s office. I will store audio recordings and any electronic or printed transcripts 
in encrypted files or in a locked, secure location for five years after the publication of this 
research, after which, all files will be destroyed. 
 
Authorization 
 
By signing this form, I authorize the use of my records, any observations, and findings 
found during the course of this study for education, publication and/or presentation. 
 

7. Voluntary Participation and Authorization 
Your decision to participate in this study is voluntary. If you decide to not participate, or 
change your mind later, it will not affect the care, services, or benefits to which you are 
entitled. It will also not affect your relationship with the researcher. 
 

8. Withdrawal from the Study and/or Withdrawal of Authorization  
If you decide to participate in this study, you may withdraw from your participation at 
any time without penalty.  
 
I voluntarily agree to participate in this interview 
 
□ Yes 
 
□ No 
 
I understand that I will be given a copy of this signed Consent Form. 
 
Name of Participant (print):  
 
Signature:      Date: 
 
 
Person Obtaining Consent:  
 
Signature:      Date: 
 
Note: A copy of the signed, dated consent form must be kept by the Principle Investigator(s) and a copy must be given to the 
participant. 
 

AUDIO/VIDEOTAPE ADDENDUM TO CONSENT FORM 
 
You have already agreed to participate in a research study entitled: Ethnographic study 
on theological perspectives of intimate relationships in emerging adults 
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conducted by Rev. Erin Moniz. We are asking for your permission to allow us to audio 
record as part of that research study.   You do not have to agree to be recorded in order to 
participate in the main part of the study.  
 
The recording(s) will be used for transcription purposes only. 
 
The recording(s) will be stored on an encrypted thumb drive and destroyed after 
transcription and coding are complete. 
           
Your signature on this form grants the investigator named above permission to record 
you as described above during participation in the above-referenced study.  The 
investigator will not use the recording(s) for any other reason than that stated in the 
consent form without your written permission.   
 
I voluntarily agree to participate in this interview 
 
□ Yes 
 
□ No 
 
I understand that I will be given a copy of this signed Consent Form. 
 
Name of Participant (print):  
 
Signature:      Date: 
 
 
Person Obtaining Consent:  
 
Signature:      Date: 
 
Note: A copy of the signed, dated consent form must be kept by the Principle Investigator(s) and a copy must be given to the 
participant. 
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APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW ANSWERS TO QUESTION 10: HOW 
DO YOU DEFINE INTIMACY? 

 
10.1.FC: I think there’re different kinds of intimacy if there is physical intimacy 
emotional and spiritual intimacy and it’s about the level connection and how to deepen a 
relationship. So I say that friendships can have an emotional intimacy and not have 
physical intimacy. Those two things don’t have to have a connection. Regardless of what 
kind of intimacy it has to be based on trust. The other person needs to be a safe place to 
keep you safe from whatever kind of vulnerability you are expressing. 
 
10.2.FP: For me, I think that would be when someone really knows you and you really 
know them well enough to read past their actions and  the words they are saying and 
understand what they’re actually meaning by what they're saying, if that makes any 
sense. From a verbal and also a nonverbal so more than just like a pistol, it's more than 
just anger behind the facade of individuals. Deeper underlying. 
 
10.2.FP: Wow, yeah, that is a broad one. Okay. I would say it can take on many forms. So 
it can be in friendships. Well, intimacy, I think it can be in any relationship. I wouldn't 
always say that. It's obviously the first thing that comes to mind is sexual intimacy 
between a husband and wife, or partner and partner. And so that's the first thing that I 
think about and just that connection that goes beyond the emotional but even deeper than 
the emotional, beyond the physical. in relationships, such as friendships, I would say it's 
really getting to know someone on a deeper level where they can feel comfortable. And 
there's a trust there. And even I think in the workspace, I think there can be intimacy. 
Because I think that anywhere that there's a bond between two people, I think that there 
can be intimacy and, and what I mean by that is that there can be a deep emotional 
connection.  
 
10.2.MP: Um, intimacy, I think is I guess it's just, you know, being able to be vulnerable 
with somebody, I think, you know, most of our relationships you're not really vulnerable 
with people you know, you have friends that you don't really ever open up to. So I think 
it's rare when you feel like truly comfortable and just be like, completely open with 
somebody. So I would say that that's intimacy. Yeah. It just being able to feel 
comfortable being your true self. 
 
10.1.MP: I think I would define intimacy as having a deeply personal relationship with 
someone that has a spiritual tie to so obviously, there's like that level of intimacy and then 
there's also you know, physical intimacy. I think we tend to think of just physical 
intimacy but in physical intimacy I but you know, more explicitly be like sexual activity, 
those sorts of things. But no There's more of a personal deeply spiritual intimacy. 
 
10.2.MC: These are good questions. And broad so I haven't thought about them. Yeah, I 
would define intimacy as a relational nearness or closeness, I guess. And so I would 
particularly off the bat attach I guess, I could include a sexual side of that, but like I 
would yeah primarily talking about closest and neediness in the sense of, everyone's 
different but a real sense of like, knowing each other well and taking the time to 
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understand each other on their own terms and yeah over time developing a fascination but 
yeah, like a real mutual connection where people know each other deeply, I guess, 
something along those lines.  
 
10.2.FC: I think when I hear intimacy for a long time, I immediately thought sexuality. 
But at this point in life when I hear intimacy, I think I define it as a commitment and a 
safety for vulnerability. And like a sense of trust and believing the best but also a safe 
place to show who you really are and what you're really feeling. I think intimacy is the 
most healthy when it's in the context of commitment. And when there is a sense of 
knowing that you can be safe there. 
 
10.1.FC: Ooooh! Yeah, I think intimacy is something that has emotional and physical 
implications. And intimacy is sharing those deep parts of oneself that aren’t as easily 
accessible to the entire world. They are parts that, I would argue, the most real. But they 
are also simultaneously—most times—the most vulnerable or the most difficult to access. 
And so intimacy is a very special and—I don’t want to say rare—but it’s a unique 
connection. You’re not going to be intimate with everyone, but with the people you 
choose to be intimate with. It’s a guaranteed stamp of authenticity, that “these are the 
parts of myself that I don’t always show, I don’t always bring out.” There’s not only 
intimacy with other humans, emotionally or sexual, but intimacy with God—knowing 
that He sees and knows all those parts of ourselves that we often can keep so closed off. 
And so, yeah—hidden, or not necessarily bring them to the forefront of how we present 
ourselves. So yeah, intimacy is just showing and engaging with those parts of yourself 
and with others or with God that maybe aren’t as obvious in the forefront. 
 
10.1.FC: I think, honestly, you can take it as romantic intimacy or friendship intimacy. 
And being that I don’t—I’m single right now—I don’t have much on romantic intimacy. 
Obviously—not obviously—I have had boyfriends, but not recently. Friendship-wise, 
though, I would say that intimacy requires vulnerability and honesty and—
trustworthiness isn’t the word I’m looking for—but openness and knowing that what 
you’re saying is confident—not in the sense of, “This is confidential,” but like having a 
confidant you can go to. And obviously not every person that you define as a friend is 
going to be that person for you because there’s different levels of friendship. And you 
have your acquaintances and you have your best friends and whatnot. I think it looks 
different for everybody. It definitely depends on your level of intimacy in a friendship, 
and based on gender a lot. 
 
10.1.MP: How close two or more people may be with each other.  
 
10.1.MP: Ah…Intimacy is, just—it allows for vulnerability to happen, and almost 
welcomes it. It’s knowing someone, to where you know them well enough to be 
comfortable with being uncomfortable with the topics, or with where y’all are at—where 
you or the person or the group of people are at in terms of knowing each other and 
trusting each other. I think that intimacy is the all-around level of vulnerable and trust. 
And I think those two things are really crucial for intimacy, in allowing for 
uncomfortable questions and conversations to occur, that might make you uncomfortable, 
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that might even point out your fault, or the other people’s faults, in a sense. So that’s 
what I think of intimacy. But ultimately, I think the end part of intimacy is having a better 
understanding. And that is how I view intimacy. 
 
10.1.FP: I feel like intimacy is something that's very, like deep and passionate. I feel like 
you can be intimate with people. You can be intimate with God. You can be intimate with 
yourself. I don't know. I feel like it's very like intentional. And I guess that's what I would 
say about it. 
 
10.1.FC: For me, it's just closeness. I know a lot of people in my circle define it 
differently. They would maybe use it in like an almost like sexual way, but I've always 
understood it just being close. So I have an intimate with, you know, my mom and most 
of my friends here at college. And I think that there's levels to it. Like I definitely have 
different levels and relationships that I'm in here and at home. But yet for me, it really 
just means to be close to know one another and to love one another. But what's the word? 
Because you can know someone and love someone but not necessarily be intimate. I 
think commitment is the word I’m looking for. There's a commitment when you're 
intimate with someone that you both put effort to making sure that you're loving each 
other well, until you put in energy to continue the relationship and do it well. 
 
10.1.MC: Well, the first thing that comes to mind is like being close with a person or a 
thing or like, more or less being in close proximity, physically. Or being in close 
proximity, like, emotionally from an emotional level, having a connection. A genuine one 
that has meaning. I guess that's all I can think of at the moment.  
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APPENDIX C: FOCUS GROUP SCENARIOS AND QUESTIONS 

Scenario 1 

Talia and Nicole were placed together as roommates their first year of college. 
Besides having a very similar approach to their living space, Talia and Nicole found that 
they enjoyed each other’s company. As the year moved on, they developed a friendship. 
Talia came from a Christian home and she regularly attended an on-campus Bible study 
and she would go to church off campus on Sunday mornings. Nicole was comfortable 
with calling herself a Christian, but was less interested in kinds of religious groups and 
experiences Talia valued. This difference however, was not an issue in their friendship. 
Talia loved that Nicole was such a good listener. Nicole would bring home ice cream if 
Talia was having a bad week and they bonded while gossiping about the strange militant 
behavior of their very demanding RA. All freshman year, Talia admired Nicole and was 
especially glad for Nicole’s non-judgmental attitude when it came to being a good 
roommate and friend. Spring semester, Talia would often be out too late with friends at 
clubs and come home feeling sick. Nicole never disapproved and would usually take care 
of Talia if she needed help after too much drinking. The girl’s friendship went so well 
that they decided to room together again. 

Sophomore year brought some changes. Though Nicole was still easy-going and 
friendly, she had a new boyfriend – Thomas. Talia was happy for Nicole but grew 
increasingly frustrated when Thomas became the all-consuming topic of conversation. 
She noticed that Nicole rarely asked Talia how she was doing anymore. And if Talia was 
trying to tell Nicole about her day, the conversation would be cut short and brought back 
to Thomas. Nicole was still a good and responsible roommate and she was still the same 
in that she was never critical of Talia. But Talia was unsure how to talk to Nicole about 
the way she was consumed by the topic of Thomas. Talia decided not to say anything to 
Nicole, but it still bothered her. And Talia would find herself venting to mutual friends 
about it. 

Other than the issue mentioned above, Talia didn’t really feel one way or another 
about Thomas as a person. He rarely came by and their interactions were too short to 
make any kind of judgment call. Other than Nicole’s preoccupation with him, she wasn’t 
mad that Nicole was dating Thomas. It wasn’t until Thomas began spending the night in 
their room that Talia began to change her opinion. Talia had grown up believing in 
abstinence which is a conviction she held to and practiced for herself. She knew Nicole’s 
opinion on this was different than hers but that did not keep her from wondering whether 
Nicole was making good choices with Thomas. But Nicole was still a considerate 
roommate and she never had sex with Thomas in their room when Talia was around. She 
would however, invite Thomas to stay over and sleep in the bed with her across the room 
from where Talia was. Having a guy in the room made some things harder for Talia. She 
would change in the bathrooms and rush out the door in the morning after she woke up. 
Mornings used to be a private and leisurely time in their room but the addition of Thomas 
changed that. It got worse when Talia began to notice Thomas staring at her. It started 
small but soon he would take lingering opportunities to watch Talia as she moved about 
their room. One time, when Nicole was in the bathroom, Thomas made a comment about 
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Talia’s body. His comment made Talia extremely uncomfortable and self-conscious. She 
began to feel unsafe in her room.  

 
1. Talia is in your Bible study group. She tells you about what is going on. She ends 

by saying: “I just don’t know what Jesus would want me to do.” What is your 
advice to her? 

 
 

2. During both freshmen and sophomore year in what ways is Nicole a good or bad 
friend? 

 
 

3. During both freshmen and sophomore year in what ways is Talia a good or bad 
friend? 

 
 

4. Talia is figuring out how to address things with Nicole when she comes back to 
the room and finds out that Thomas and Nicole have broken up. Considering all 
that has happened, what choices should Talia make in order to keep building a 
healthy friendship with Nicole? What should she say or avoid? Why? 

 
 

5. What role did faith play in this scenario? How did it effect the friendship between 
the two girls? 

 
 

6. If you were a part of their friend group and knew them both, and Nicole asked 
your opinion, what advice would you give specifically to Nicole about intimacy 
and healthy relationships? 

 
 

7. When leaders plan talks, sermons, or studies for small groups, they will often use 
stories or anecdotes to help illustrate (or provide teachable moments) for what 
they preaching/teaching on. If you were using this story of Talia and Nicole 
anecdotally for a Bible study you were leading, what biblical story, or theme, or 
passage, might you be teaching on? In other words, what comes to mind if you 
used this scenario as an illustration or teaching tool to covey a spiritual truth? 
What spiritual truth, or Bible passage/scripture are you teaching on? 

 
 

8. In your opinion, who is the better friend, Talia or Nicole; and why? 
 

Scenario 2 
 

Anthony and Kevin were good friends. They lived in the same dorm, had a similar 
friend group, started a Bible study group with other guys, and just generally got along 
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well. Anthony was more confidant and caring than other guy-friends Kevin had known. 
Anthony was not afraid to hug his friends, tell them he loved them, or hold their hand. 
This was new for Kevin at first but when he realized that Anthony was like this with 
everyone and that it was an authentic show of affection, he felt comfortable receiving and 
reciprocating. Anthony’s parents were going through a messy divorce and he often did 
not have any place to go during school holidays. Kevin has a loving and supportive 
family so he would invite Anthony to come to his house and soon this was a regular 
occurrence over breaks. Anthony was a good house guest but eventually just assumed 
that he was going home with Kevin on every break. Kevin’s parents were hospitable and 
liked Anthony at first since he was very polite and engaging. Over time however, Kevin’s 
parents voiced concerns. Kevin’s dad disapproved of the physical affection and thought 
Anthony was too forward. Kevin’s dad even entertained the possibility that Anthony was 
harboring deviance sexual tendencies. He warned Kevin and was concerned that 
Anthony’s friendship would jeopardize Kevin’s relationship with his girlfriend Michelle.  
 Kevin’s mom was confused by Anthony’s affection with his friends. She did not 
share Kevin’s dad’s opinion but also never offered a different opinion. She had concerns 
about Kevin’s girlfriend, Michelle, and she was indifferent about Anthony in that regard. 
Her concern was mostly with Michelle’s spiritual state. Kevin and Michelle had been 
dating seriously for over a year. When they started dating Michelle had just become a 
Christian. Her family was not religious and she had never been to church. She and Kevin 
began going together to his church. Kevin’s mom liked Michelle at first and was proud of 
the way her son was leading Michelle spiritually. The trouble came when she learned that 
Michelle was a big fan of the Harry Potter books and series. Kevin’s mom was active in 
their church as a leader of a group that would gather to name demonic forces in culture. 
They would often write and speak publicly about evil spirits that get into homes and lives 
through seemingly innocent pop-culture. She was very concerned about Michelle’s love 
of the series and took it upon herself to try and educate Michelle.  
 Kevin was not as dogmatic as his mother but he did agree with her theology on 
this. When Michelle would complain about the lectures she got from his mom, Kevin 
would back his mother and ask Michelle to get rid of anything she owned that was part of 
Harry Potter. Michelle felt close to Kevin’s family and respected them. She thought the 
obsession with Harry Potter and demonic forces was a little crazy but she considered 
Kevin’s parents to be her spiritual mentors. She loved them and hoped to marry Kevin 
and be a part of their family someday. She was confused about this extreme dislike of 
Harry Potter and she would argue with Kevin about it more and more. She was confused 
by this fixation in light of other things. When Michelle became a Christian, she learned 
(in Kevin’s church) about sexual ethics. Michelle was not a virgin but her new faith was 
important to her so she asked a lot of questions when she got chances to talk to Kevin’s 
youth leader. She and Kevin’s relationship had been escalating physically and so one day 
she asked Kevin if he thought God would be against them having sex. She was not 
exactly opposed to the idea but figured Kevin would be. The church’s teachings were 
particularly strict. Kevin told Michelle that he thought God would be fine with their 
having a sexual relationship. This puzzled Michelle but she consented. They began 
having sex regularly. Kevin continued to push Michelle to get rid of all her Harry Potter 
stuff. 
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1. In each of the relationships Kevin has in this scenario, what advice might you 
give him (if any): 

a. About Anthony 
b. About His dad 
c. About his mom 
d. About Michelle 

 
 

2. Do you see the different people in this scenario trying to image Christ or follow 
the teachings of Jesus? Where and how so? 
 
 

3. Kevin is in your Bible study and talks about the situation with Michelle and his 
mom. You question the Harry Potter/demonic forces theology and ask if that is 
really such a big deal. Kevin gets defensive and accuses you of being judgmental 
of his denomination. Kevin is your friend and you want to help him so that he, his 
mom, and his girlfriend have a healthier relationship. You decided to take a 
different approach. What it is?  

 
 

4. Michelle comes to you because things are getting uncomfortable in her and 
Kevin’s relationship. Michelle has received a Harry Potter puzzle from her friend. 
Kevin saw the box in her room and got frustrated with her. This led to a fight. She 
has been trying to bring up a conversation about their physical relationship 
because she is having second thoughts about them having sex. Both this and the 
Harry Potter stuff is causing her confusion and frustration. She has been reading a 
lot of Scripture and trying to grow in her faith. She comes to you for advice. What 
do you say? 

 
 

5. Additionally, Michelle wants to know what she needs to be reading in Scripture to 
help her with her problems with Kevin. What do you suggest to her? 

 
 

6. Kevin and Michelle’s relationship begins to improve. Kevin also values his 
friendship with Anthony. His parents, however, are still having problems with 
both. How should Kevin approach his parents so that his relationship with them 
(and Michelle and Anthony) are as healthy and God-honoring as possible? 

 

Scenario 3 

In a local church, a group of pastors and leaders decide to do an extensive series on 
intimate relationships for their congregation. This will include sermons, small group 
discussions, workshops, and book studies. The leaders have decided that the gospel 
mission of their church is bound up in the efforts and fruit of healthy relationships in 
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friendships, families, and marriages. Giving equal weight to each type of intimate 
relationship and providing curriculum for all ages, including children, the church rolls out 
programs and content that is age appropriate and will bring up issues relevant to each 
stage of life. In the course of this endeavor, the church focuses on three biblical themes of 
intimacy: sacrificial love, reconciliation, and the Holy Spirit indwelling the followers of 
Christ. This church decides to reach out to the local college and invite students to 
participate in this long-term discipleship program. 
 

1. How would the hypothetical students from our scenarios benefit from this? 
Nicole? Talia? Thomas? Kevin? Anthony? Michelle? 

 
 

2. What is the point of having healthy relationships? What does it have to do with 
faith? What might this local church teach in connection with these questions? 
 

 
3. Do relationships need to have intimacy to be of value? Can’t they be healthy 

without intimacy? Isn’t the health of a relationship what really matters (or not)? 
 
 

4. When this local church is defining intimacy and its purposes, what might they 
focus on or say?  
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