
Homosexuality - Key Bible Passages

NB: this is intended as a summary and memory aid.  Please don't use it as a handout!

  

Genesis 1 & 2
Summary & Relevance

God creates human beings, male and female, and sets the normative pattern of human relationships.

* Starting point for theology of sexuality, which determines trajectory.
* Provides the Bible's foundational assumptions about human sexuality, so that instances where people 

depart from these are seen as deviations from the created order (most clearly elaborated in Romans 1).
* Reiterated by Jesus in Matthew 19.
* Often used badly ("God created Adam and Eve, not Adam and Steve").

Objections/Alternative interpretations Responses

When God says it is not good for the man to be 
alone, it is not gender complimentarity which is 
important here, but kinship.

* Word 'suitable' in Gen 2:18 (KJV 'like unto him') is 
kenegdo in Hebrew. Combines the idea of 
something alike (ke) but different (negdo). A 
suitable helper for Adam must be similar to him 
but different.

* Need to read together with Gen 1 - their sexual 
complimentarity enables the first humans to fulfil 
their commission to be fruitful.

* Gen 2:24 suggests this is the normative pattern for 
humanity.

* This pattern is reiterated by Jesus in Matt 19:4-5. 



Genesis 19
Summary & Relevance

Two angels visit Lot in Sodom.  During the night, every man from the city arrives and the crowd demands 
that Lot bring out the men so the crowd can have sex with ('know') them.  Lot tries to give them his virgin 
daughters instead, but the crowd refuse and attempt to take the visitors by force.  The angels strike the 
men in the crowd blind and then destroy Sodom in judgment.

* Terms sodomy/sodomite come from this passage.
* Often used as an example of the Bible's out of date teaching on sexuality, and of the way Bible texts have 
been misinterpreted.

Objections/Alternative interpretations Responses

This passage doesn't deal with the kind of 
homosexual relationships people would argue for 
today.

* This is a reasonable objection.  Genesis 19 doesn't 
help us much in working out what the Bible says 
about homosexuality, except that it's clearly 
intended to be a negative detail.

This passage is mainly about pride, greed and a 
lack of hospitality (cf Ezekiel 16:49).

* Ezekiel 16 is a warning of judgment to Jerusalem.  
God compares them to Sodom, and probably 
highlights sins of which Jerusalem is also guilty.
* Jude 7 refers to sexual immorality and perversion.  
These are both true, and don't rule each other out.
* 2 Peter 2:6-10 also refers to the sin of Sodom as 

sexual immorality. 

Philo was the first author to suggest that the sin of 
Sodom was homosexual behaviour.

* NT writers (Jude and Peter) refer to sexual 
immorality.

Unnatural desire'/'strange flesh' in Jude 7 refers to 
desire for sex with angels, not men.

* Gen 19 describes them only as men, and the 
crowd think they are men.



Leviticus 18:22 & 20:13
Summary & Relevance

"'Do not have sexual relations with a man as one does with a woman; that is detestable." (18:22)
"'If a man has sexual relations with a man as one does with a woman, both of them have done what is 
detestable. They are to be put to death; their blood will be on their own heads." (20:13)
These laws form part of a larger unit (ch18-20), including a number of sexual sins.

* Very clear and unqualified prohibition of homosexual sexual activity.
* 20:13 particularly contentious as is prescribes the death penalty for homosexual sex.
* Target for lots of common objections e.g. "Why do you eat shellfish?"

Objections/Alternative interpretations Responses

These laws are about maintaining separation from 
surrounding cultures, and therefore have male cult 
prostitutes in view.

* The laws are unqualified, and not applied to 
specific circumstances.

* No contextual mention of cult prostitution, or any 
other reason to assume it.

* Scholars doubt such a practise even existed (eg 
Budin, The Myth of Sacred Prostitution in 
Antiquity).

These laws are intended to prohibit men taking the 
role (and status) of women, who were regarded as 
inferior.

* There is no textual reason to assume this.
* Rather, need to read them in the light of Genesis 

1, where men and women are created with equal 
status and value.

* Surely this would lead to different punishments for 
the two men involved?  But there is no distinction 
in punishment for the two men involved.

The Law has been fulfilled in Christ, and therefore 
no longer applies to Christians.
Christians don't have any problem eating shellfish or 
wearing mixed fibres.

* Unlike other OT laws, these are not overturned by 
Jesus or the NT authors.

* Rather, they are restated.  Words used in 1Cor 6 
and 1 Tim 1 almost certainly refer back to 
Leviticus (see below).

* Larger literary unit (ch18-20) includes a variety of 
other sins we would still hold as sinful today.



Matthew 7:18
Summary & Relevance

"A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, and a bad tree cannot bear bad fruit."

* Increasingly used to argue, using Jesus' own words, that 'harmful' traditional church teaching must be 
wrong and should be changed.

* Essentially misapplied to give a pseudo-evangelical rationale for a classically liberal approach to 
theology, ie interpreting and applying scripture primarily through the lens of experience.  Thereby allows 
individuals to continue to claim evangelical convictions about Scripture while being essentially liberal 
theology.

Objections/Alternative interpretations Responses

* The church's teaching on sexuality has been 
harmful to gay people (resulting in pain, loneliness, 
even suicide).  Here Jesus is saying we should 
reject such teaching based on the 'bad fruit' it has 
borne.

* Passage refers to evaluating people (e.g. false 
prophets), not teaching.

Matthew 19:10-12
Summary & Relevance

When questioned by some Pharisees, Jesus gives some very direct teaching on divorce and remarriage, 
referring them back to Genesis 1&2 and God's original created order and intention.  In response, the 
disciples suggest it is better not to marry.
Jesus tells them that "not everyone can accept this word, but only those to whom it has been given" (v11).  
There are eunuchs who were born that way and some were made that way by others.  But some have 
chosen to live like eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom.  "The one who can accept this should accept 
it" (v12).

* Jesus is silent on homosexuality, but here he addresses those who do not marry, for various reasons.
* This passage is often applied to celibate gay Christians - those who choose to live as eunuchs for the 

sake of the kingdom of heaven.

Objections/Alternative interpretations Responses

Only those "to whom it has been given" can accept 
this word.  You can't expect someone to be celibate 
unless it has been given to them ie they have a 
particular gift or calling for celibacy.

* The things which is 'given' (v11) is 'this word' ie the 
teaching that it is better not to marry in v 10.  So 
he best way to understand it is 'only eunuchs can 
accept this teaching,' rather than 'only those who 
can accept this teaching (by means of a special 
gift or calling) can be eunuchs.'

* Although this passage is very relevant to LGBT 
Christians, it isn't just about them.  Jesus is 
speaking in the context of marriage and divorce.  
This seems to apply to anyone who finds 
themselves celibate when they could be sexually 
involved with someone.  Instead they choose to 
hold to the created order established in Gen 1&2, 
for the sake of the kingdom.



Romans 1:18-32
Summary & Relevance

The wrath of God is being revealed against all unrighteousness of humanity [NB: not just homosexuality].  
Humans suppress the truth about God, whose invisible attributes should be seen clearly in creation.  They 
have distorted the creative order by exchanging the glory of God for images of created things, so God gave 
them over to their impurity.
Women exchanged natural relations for unnatural; likewise men gave up natural relations with women and 
committed shameless acts with each other.
Paul concludes with a long list of sins "which ought not to be done," but humans don't only do them, the 
approve of those who do.

* Main and most developed discussion of homosexuality in the Bible.
* Only treatment of lesbianism.

Objections/Alternative interpretations Responses

The ancient world lacked a concept of 'sexual 
orientation,' so Paul couldn't have included this in 
his argument.

* If we believe in the divine authorship of Scripture, 
we are claiming that God did not understand 
sexual orientation and responded incorrectly (not 
just Paul).

* Lots of C1st authors believed that sexual 
orientation could be innate (although for a variety 
of reasons).  Eg:

* Aristotle - some homoerotic desires come 
from habit, but others from a person's nature.

* Soranus (physician in Ephesus) - same-sex 
desire shaped by experience, but located in 
the mind or spirit.

* Plato - Aristophanes' speech in The 
Symposium (prob not intended to be taken 
literally, but aims to explain innate same-sex 
desire.

* Dorotheus of Sidon - same-sex desire caused 
by astrological arrangement at birth.

Paul is against 'excessive, lust, particularly 
pederasty (men having sex with boys), which was 
not uncommon in the Roman world.

* Paul includes women having sex with women, but 
a female version of pederasty was unheard of.  So 
he can't be focussing on the difference in age/
status.

* He makes no distinction between the partners 
involved, which would be strange if he had in mind 
an older man taking advantage of a young boy or 
slave.

* There were plenty of more specific words Paul 
could have used to condemn specific kinds of 
same-sex behaviour.  He actually uses the most 
general words available.

Paul describes an exchange from 'natural' relations 
to unnatural.  As most gay people don't 
(intentionally) exchange anything, Paul must be 
condemning straight people who indulge in gay sex 
contrary to their nature.

* 'Nature' here seems to be in relation to the created 
order in Gen 1&2, primarily the relationship 
between creation and creator, and his design.  An 
individual reading doesn't seem to fit with this 
bigger picture.

* Exchange here surely connects with exchange of 
glory of God for images of created things?



Paul believed same-sex activity violated purity laws, 
but was not in itself sinful.  He is rehearsing an 
accepted Jewish critique of the greco-roman world 
to set up a 'rhetorical trap' for his legalistic Jewish 
readers in 2:1.

* Argument is based on the fact that Paul uses a 
word translated 'impurity' in 1:24.  But this word is 
often used synonymously with sin by Paul.

* (Sometimes v24-27 are said to be rhetorical, but 
there is weak evidence for this).

* Just because Paul traps the Jewish legalisms in 
2:1 doesn't mean he isn't really concerned with 
sins mentioned in 1:18-32. Also he mentions lots 
of sins which are part of his ethical beliefs.

Paul is condemning homosexual behaviour which is 
linked with idolatry (eg Rom 1:23-27), and he 
doesn't address gay people who aren't idol 
worshippers.

* There are clear connections here with Genesis 
1-3.  Paul is describing the bigger picture of 
humanity turning away from the creator, not 
individuals worshipping idols.  Homosexuality is 
one symptom of this rejection.

Paul condemns homosexual behaviour because it 
feminises the man, and women are considered 
inferior.
If you're going to take 1:26 as authoritative, you also 
have to accept this oppressive view of women.  Or 
reject them both (cf Bernadette Brooten) 

* Paul grounds his moral logic in creation, and in the 
relationship between creatures and their Creator. 
He doesn't say anything about women being 
inferior.

* Paul actually has a radically high view of women 
compared to his surrounding culture.



1 Corinthians 6:9-11
Summary & Relevance

The unrighteousness will not inherit the kingdom of God.  Paul gives a list of sins which seem, at least 
partially, to mirror the Ten Commandments.  The list includes "men who practice homosexuality".  Some of 
the Corinthians once fitted into these categories, but they have been 'washed,' 'justified' and 'sanctified' in 
the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of God.

* "Men who practice homosexuality" is a translation of two Greek terms, malakos and arsenokoitēs.  
Malakos means 'soft', while arsenokoitēs is a composite word meaning something like 'male-bedder'.  
These terms appear to describe the 'passive' and 'active' partners in homosexual sex.

* Paul may have coined arsenokoitēs himself, using two words found together in the Greek translation of 
Lev 18:22 and 20:13 in the Septuagint.  He seems to be deliberately referencing (and restating) the 
Levitical prohibitions of homosexuality.

Objections/Alternative interpretations Responses

The exact translation of malakos and arsenokoitēs 
is unclear.  It's unfair to base your conclusions on 
the uncertain translation of two Greek words.

* Malakos was widely used in the Greco-Roman to 
refer to effeminate men, ie men who cross gender 
boundaries.  Didn't always refer to men who 
received sex from men, but often did.  The context 
(mentioned after sexual immorality and adultery, 
and connected with arsenokoitēs) seems to 
suggest the sexual meaning.

* Arsenokoitēs isn't used anywhere else before 1 
Cor 6, but the clear link to Leviticus 18 and 20 
seems to make it clear what he has in mind.

Paul uses these word to apply specifically to 
excessive forms of lust, particularly pederasty.

* Although pederasty was prevalent in Roman 
culture, Paul draws on the unqualified prohibition 
in Lev 18&20, rather than on his surrounding 
culture.

* He equally implicates the active and passive 
partners in the relationship; this would be 
inappropriate if the relationship was abusive.

1 Timothy 1:8-11
Summary & Relevance

Paul explains that the Law is good if used lawfully (as opposed to the way it is being used by the false 
teachers he mentions earlier in the chapter.  In particular, it exposes the sin of the 'lawless and disobedient' 
- he elaborates on this with a list of sins which are both contrary to the Law and to the 'gospel of glory.'

* Paul may have coined arsenokoitēs himself, using two words found together in the Greek translation of 
Lev 18:22 and 20:13 in the Septuagint.  He seems to be deliberately referencing (and restating) the 
Levitical prohibitions of homosexuality.

* He links the prohibitions of the Law with what is 'sound doctrine' and in line with the 'gospel of glory.'  He 
seems to reinforce the continuity between the Law and the gospel on these issues.

Objections/Alternative interpretations Responses

(See above) (See above)



Quotes
The following quotes are from a selection of authors with very different theological convictions.  However 
they all agree that an honest reading of scripture leads to the conclusion that the Bible condemns same-sex 
sexual behaviour.  Although of course they will differ on the implications of this conclusion.

"I have little patience with efforts to make Scripture say something other than what it says, through 
appeals to linguistic or cultural subtleties...  I think it important to state clearly that we do, in fact, 
reject the straightforward commands of Scripture, and appeal instead to another authority when we 
declare that same-sex unions can be holy and good...  We appeal explicitly to the weight of our 
own experience and the experience thousands of others have witnessed to, which tells us that to 
claim our own sexual orientation is in fact to accept the way in which God has created us."

Luke Timothy Johnson, "Homosexuality & the Church: Scripture & Experience," 
www.commonwealmagazine.org, published 11/06/07.

"Though only a few biblical texts speak of homoerotic activity, all that do mention it express 
unqualified disapproval. Thus, on this issue, there is no synthetic problem for New Testament 
ethics. In this respect, the issue of homosexuality differs significantly from matters such as slavery 
or the subordination of women, concerning which the Bible contains internal tensions and 
counterposed witnesses. The biblical witness against homosexual practices is univocal."

Richard Hays, The Moral Vision of the New Testament, p389.

“…in the interest of convincing ourselves and the church that the Bible does not condemn us, we 
have brought our own bias to our reading of it.  We have tended to overlook the danger and 
hostility that lurk in the very passages with which we have tried to become friends … I would 
suggest that our approach to the Bible become less apologetic and more critical – that we 
approach it not as an authority from which we want approval, but as a document whose 
shortcomings must be cited.”

Gary David Comstock, Gay Theology Without Apology, p39.

“At first I convinced myself that the problem was not in the Bible itself, but in the way the Bible was 
used.  That, however, was a defensive and ultimately dishonest response.  I had to come to the 
place where I recognized that the Bible itself was often the enemy.  Time after time, the Bible, I 
discovered, condemned itself with its own words.”

John Shelby Spong, The Sins of Scripture, p11.

“I hope churches today, being apprised of the history that I have presented, will no longer teach 
Rom 1:26f as authoritative.”

Bernadette Brooten, Love Between Women (p302) after arguing that Paul condemns all 
forms of homosexual sexual activity in Romans 1:26-27, because of his view of women.

http://www.commonwealmagazine.org

