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In recent polling, people were asked to do word associations with the word “Christianity.” The 
word “anti-gay” topped the list. Why has Christianity, a movement of love focused on Christ, 
become associated with a movement of hate, associated with what it is against?  

Homosexuality is perhaps the most contentious issue in Christianity today. For all the arguing 
there is little reflection. The issue of homosexuality, or more specifically, treatment of sexual 
minorities (gay, lesbian, trans-sexual, bi-sexual, etc.) is often brushed off with quick and broad 
strokes, and then the church is often shocked at the inadequacy of its witness on this issue. 
Often this issue is treated quickly by simply citing Scriptures such as these: 

 “Do not have sexual relations with a man as one does with a woman; that is an 
abomination.” (Leviticus 18:22, cf. Leviticus 20:13) 

 “For this reason God gave them up to degrading passions. Their women exchanged 
natural intercourse for unnatural, and in the same way also the men giving up natural 
intercourse with women, were consumed with passion for one another. Men committed 
shameless acts with men and received in their own persons the due penalty for their 
error.” (Romans 1:26-27) 

 “Do you not know that wrongdoers will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be 
deceived! Fornicators, idolaters, adulterers, male prostitutes, sodomites, thieves, the 
greedy, drunkards, revilers, robbers – none of these will inherit the kingdom of God.” (1 
Corinthians 6:9-10, cf. 1 Tim. 1:9-10) 

 “Likewise, Sodom and Gomorrah and the surrounding cities, which, in the same manner 
as they, indulged in sexual immorality and pursued unnatural lust, serve as an example 
by undergoing a punishment of eternal fire.” (Jude 7) 

Yet, many Bible believing evangelicals have struggled with the level of ire Scripture has for gay 
people. Even the most ardent conservative is reluctant to use the term “abomination,” preferring 
to surround their denouncements with sayings like “love the sinner, hate the sin.” Evangelicals 
feel confused as homosexuals in some passages (such as 1 Timothy) are listed alongside murders 
but even murders (such as David) are spoken of in Scripture with what seems to be less disgust 
than gay people. For many it does not make sense, and when Scripture does not make sense to 
its own people, our witness will suffer. 

The question that this essay attempts to answer is what are the forms of homosexuality that 
Scripture sees as abominable, and can a more accurate description better explain the wording? 
Can a biblically clear approach actually lead the church to offer its doctrine of marriage with 
more charity? Should it be any surprise that good clear scriptural reflection will provide the 
church with the means to act peacefully and graciously on this volatile issue? As the title of this 
paper suggests, it is my conviction that biblical clarity results in Christ-like charity. 
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The purpose of this essay is to clarify the challenges that the church faces in regards to 
homosexuality through searching the biblical narratives. Undoubtedly, the challenges are vast 
on all fronts: biblically, theologically, pastorally, and politically, but, my intention is to provide 
biblical clarification and denomination-wide healing through a basic tour through the concrete 
narratives and terms in Scripture.  

In these standard biblical proof texts we just looked at we see the words and phrases that form 
the foundation for the church’s historic rejection of homosexuality. The tragedy of this 
conversation is that the reflection rarely goes further than that. What do these terms mean in 
the biblical narrative? What did they actually historically look like?  

So, here is my modest proposal, for some it will sound odd, but my intention is that it will 
provide the church with biblical healing, unity, and a more loving witness: As conservatives 
rightly point out, all forms of homosexual behaviour in the Bible are denounced. However - 
and this is a big however! - all forms of historic homosexuality in the biblical narrative (as 
narrated, for instance, in Sodom and Gomorrah) are vastly different than the forms seen 
today.  Understanding this, in my recommendation, greatly enhances the dialogue, making it 
more clear and charitable.  

Hermeneutics: Scripture is our highest authority. The question then becomes how to interpret 
Scripture biblically. We must, obviously, not merely interpret Scripture through naïve 
assumptions, but endeavour to ask what Scripture says regardless of what our preconceptions 
might be. Reading Scripture uncritically or naively often results in fundamentalism, while 
glossing Scripture with contemporary experience is tantamount to liberalism. This essay refuses 
to do either. It was birthed exclusively from doing a close reading of the biblical text. As you, the 
reader, will see, this essay does not appeal to experience to offer its central argument; 
experience is only used in suggesting a wise pastoral practice, which I think biblical wisdom calls 
for. This is an appropriate evangelical methodology. The following are some criteria that will 
help to interpret the Bible biblically: 

1. Attention to Context: Understanding that Scripture is shaped into a canon of Old Testament 
and New Testament means that Scripture has discourses within itself that are designed to clarify 
its words. What does that mean? It means that the Hebrews and Greeks did not own 
dictionaries! Words were meaningful by the contexts they were found in. We must follow the 
axiom that usage and context establishes meaning. This is the contextual criterion for 
meaning. 

2. Attention to Narrative: Often the popular way to read Scripture is a dictionary style way of 
exegesis that just assumes that wherever a word is used, the interpreter can just walk over to 
their Strong’s Concordance look up the word, and get the definition for what it means in all 
circumstances. However, this is not how the Bible constructs its meaning. A word is meaningful 
by its sentence, the sentence is meaningful within its literary unit, and that unit is meaningful 
through the whole composition of the book or set of books. Within the Old Testament the laws 
of the OT are interpreted through the narratives and vice versa. For instance, the command “Do 
not murder” is defined through narratives like Cain and Abel, or the command to keep the 
Sabbath is defined through the creation and exodus narratives. This is how the Bible defines its 
terms. Narrative exemplifies the interpretation of laws as laws morally interpret the 
narratives. This creates what we might call a canonical or narrative criterion of meaning.  
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3. Attention to History: We must also look to the original cultural locations for comparative 
insights for what the authors were referring to. If we quote Leviticus along with the vice lists of 
Paul, but refuse to recognize how these terms are clarified and made meaningful within the 
biblical narrative as well as its historical context, we neglect the most foundational locations of 
meaning for the whole Bible, despite them not being readily available to us. Looking at the 
historical and cultural contexts we might call the historical criterion of meaning. If Scripture is 
a historical document, history must be consulted. Priority should be given to how Scripture 
defines itself, but that does not mean we forget this step. 

(1) Leviticus’ Context: If we allow the laws of the OT to be defined within its canonical 
narrative and historically, we see a much more clear and helpful set of definitions for what 
homosexuality looked like. We see that this is necessary by the context of the Levitical 
commands. The beginning of the chapter in Leviticus 18 that states the abominable nature of 
“one who lies with a man as with a woman” references its ethic in comparison to what the 
nations did in Egypt and Canaan (v.3), as it says, “…you shall not do as they do in the land of 
Canaan.” This creates an important reference point that makes the narrative and historical 
criteria imperative to understanding this text. In other words, what the Law means in Leviticus 
must be defined through what the concrete practices looked like in Egypt and Canaan, shown in 
the biblical narrative and history, in order for it to be understood and obeyed accurately.  

So, we will endeavour to understand these by looking at the narrative first (prioritizing 
Scripture’s meaning within itself) and also historical material second (so that we don’t use 
history to accidentally gloss or suppress Scripture). We will treat these in six sections that 
correspond to major passages. 

 (2) Ham’s Violation of Noah. Unbeknownst to many, the first instance of a homosexual 
encounter in the Bible is Ham, who "uncovered the nakedness" of Noah. It does not occur to 
most as we are often well inundated with the “Sunday School Version.” We miss the brutality of 
the text, just because it is not explicitly stated. Nevertheless, the phrase “uncovering of 
nakedness” means more than just sneaking a peek.  In Leviticus 20:17, the phrase describes 
sexual relations. The term is a euphemism for sex. Why was Ham cursed so severely for merely 
seeing his naked drunk father? It is because he did not just look at him. Ham violated his father. 
The question is why? 

One should note that Ham is the father of Canaan, and one purpose of these narratives in 
Genesis is to explain the cultural paradigms of pagan nations (for instance, the nations that 
came from Lot practiced incest as he did with his daughters). Common in the surrounding 
mythologies were myths of gods acquiring power by murdering or castrating their father. Given 
this concrete cultural form, we already see a startling insight: that this form of homosexuality is 
not about love at all, but rather brutality and power. Sexual orientation has little to do with these 
actions. Why? We know that Ham continued on to father children and the narrative does not see 
this as odd. The action was done by a married man for purposes far different than erotic love. 
The contemporary form today is more similar to how male rape occurs in prison by heterosexual 
men to their victims. The purpose of these actions is not same-sex attraction per se, but rather, 
domination and humiliation. Ham wanted to assert power over his father through sex. 

 (3) Gang Rape in Sodom and Gomorrah. Similarly, Sodom and Gomorrah, recounted in 
Genesis 19, is the most common narrative cited to describe homosexual activity. In fact, the term 
“Sodomite” is commonly applied to all gay people, but we must ask this: How similar are the 
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Sodomites to contemporary gay individual, in particular, to those who seek a monogamous 
relationship?  

Within Scripture there seems to be greater emphasis on the sin of Sodom and Gomorrah being 
connected with oppression and inhospitality than its sexual activities (cf. Jeremiah 23:14; 
Ezekiel 16:49-50; Amos 4:1-11). This would explain why. Meanwhile, Jude 7 is the exception 
where it links its end to “sexual immorality and going after unnatural lusts.” However, as we will 
see, these descriptions are not at odds with each other. Lot houses two angels in his home and a 
mob comes demanding the guests for their sexual gratification. Lot oddly offers his own 
daughters, which some have assumed that this is to mock the group outside (presumably 
because they are not attracted to women at all), but given how the biblical text connects their 
deeds to inhospitality, we should prefer the interpretation that it is out of cultural obligation to 
hospitality code: it was honourable to offer Lot’s own children before the guests under his 
protection. This interpretation explains all descriptions later in the Bible.  

With regards to whether it was ever “natural” (in the biological sense) for a man to have sex with 
another man as an inclination, the biblical narrative never assumes that is a possibility. 
However, we must ask what Jude had in might when he referred to it as “perverse lusts.” Was it 
mere same-sex attraction or was it the level of indiscriminate brutality? Were the inclinations of 
the gang rapists of Sodom and Gomorrah inclined toward a romantic connection with other men 
or is this the same power-obsessed, dehumanizing, and sadistic form that we see in Noah and 
Ham? This is what we see in this text: Lot offers his daughters to the mob. Why does he do this? 
Again, some suggest that this was done to mock the gay mob, but that does not seem to be the 
case if the Judges 19 parallel story clarifies this narrative. In Judges 19, the Benjamites of 
Gibeah demand a Levite to come out to be raped, but they settle for raping his concubine, whom 
the Levite offers to them. If the men of Gibeah were strictly homosexual, they would not have 
raped this woman; they would have been insulted. Thus, it seems that mocking the crowd was 
not the intent of Lot in the Genesis parallel. The Sodomites, if the angels did not intervene, 
probably would have raped his daughters. This demonstrates one recalcitrant fact: the men of 
Sodom and Gomorrah simply were not homosexuals in any definitive way.  Being an agrarian 
society, they very likely had families of their own. Thus, physical gender was not important so 
much as the brutality of the act. The lust for power of these individuals reached a level of 
indiscriminate brutality through sex. That is what is meant by “perverse lust” in Jude.   

To reiterate, the inhospitality and “unnatural lusts” of the Sodomites, while it did include some 
kind of male-to-male sexual act, their perversion is denounced as a matter that seems far more 
connected to the destructive, dehumanizing, and dominating rape, and it is done by men for 
whom gender has become irrelevant. Sexuality as well as life in general is wholly equated with 
their perverse lusts for power. Once this is considered, the fact that Sodom and Gomorrah is 
equated with arrogance, inhospitality, and economic oppression primarily and not 
homosexuality per se in the Prophets becomes understandable: Sodom and Gomorrah was the 
home of a whole system of harm done to others for the sake of power (cf. Isa. 1:10-17; 3:9; Jer. 
23:14; Ezek. 16:49-50; Zeph. 2:8-11; Eccl. 16:8; Wis. 10:6-8; 19:13-17). The sin of Sodom is 
pervasive brutality, which is expressed in all areas of life: not just sexually, but economically and 
socially.   

The imperative implication is this: To call a homosexual today that seeks a life-long 
monogamous relationship a "Sodomite" is as biblically inaccurate as it is demeaning. This is a 
modest clarification that both liberals and conservatives on this issue should accept. Scripture is 
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not “homophobic.” It does not demonize gay people. Context offers clarity that offers a more 
charitable position. Similarly, a criminal killing someone for profit is different from a soldier 
killing another soldier in war. Both actions are unfortunate. Both actions are the same at a basic 
level, but the social context makes them incomparably different. We do not accuse boyfriends of 
raping their girlfriends if they merely have sex before they are married.  While we disagree with 
all forms of pre-marital sex, labelling all forms of premarital sex as rape would be demeaning 
and slanderous, not to mention unhelpful in ministry. Heterosexual rape is as different from 
heterosexual consensual sex as homosexual rape is from consensual homosexual sex. While 
Scripture concretely only approves of married heterosexual relationships, bulldozing this 
important clarification in the name of the notion that “sin is sin” will lead to gross 
condescension, hurting rather than helping to build relationships with gay individuals for the 
Gospel. 

(4) Insights from the Gibeah Parallel. This story in Judges 19 shares very important 
literary parallels to the story of Sodom and Gomorrah. It is play-by-play a direct allusion. In it 
the Benjamites of Gibeah sought to do the same thing that the Sodomites demanded of the 
angels and Lot in Genesis. They demanded that a host give up his guest for gang rape in the 
streets of Gibeah. The guest was a visiting Levite, who has with him a concubine. Why does a 
Levite have a concubine? It seems that there is pervasive corruption in the land that affects all 
parties involved. 

The narrative is preceded by a running observation about the hospitality of the land (19:1-21), 
paralleling Sodom’s denouncement in the Prophets due to inhospitality.  However, unlike Lot, 
the Levite and his host do far more perverse things: When the Benjamites come and demand the 
Levite for their gang raping, the host offers not only his own daughter but also the Levite’s 
concubine (who should be under his protection), and the man ends up casting out the 
concubine. Sadly, the concubine is raped to death.    

The Levite, instead of giving the poor girl a proper burial, cuts her limbs off and sends them to 
the four corners of the nation to tell them of his rage against the offense. The offence, as the text 
insinuates, is against him (20:5) not the true nameless victim. In other words, the Levite is 
completely unconcerned with the actual harm to his concubine. Civil war ensues, as the 
disgusted other tribes rise up and nearly exterminate the Benjamites, committing an equally 
depraved crime of inter-racial genocide.   

This parallel to the Sodom and Gomorrah story offers us sobering truth about the people of God. 
Compared to the Levite, the men of Gibeah, and the whole nation of Israel, Sodom and 
Gomorrah just don’t look as bad. Whatever the sins of the outside world, the people of God can 
and sometimes do far, far worse. Christianity is the true faith, as Christians profess, but that 
often is accompanied with a profound memory of not how the church gets everything right, 
but how it, as something human, gets things wrong, and so, constantly needs grace.  

(5) Connections to Idolatry in Leviticus, Deuteronomy, and Kings. In Deuteronomy 
and Kings we see another form: temple prostitution. In 1 Kings 14:24, 15:12, 22:46 these male 
prostitutes were expelled under Josiah’s reforms, in which he also destroyed pagan worship. 
Which suggests in the text a connection between the prostitutes and temple worship.  

Deut. 23:17-18 prohibits the sons of Israel from becoming these prostitutes. Now, there are a lot 
of textual and historical questions surrounding this, so this section is of lesser priority in the 
over all argument, but the commands as well as the history we have uncovered seem to suggest 
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men who were employed or enslaved by pagan temples to accept sexual worship to these 
deities. The fact that worship was usually conducted by the patriarch of the household implies in 
the text that these prostitutes accepted sex from other men for the purpose of worship. 

This would explain why the Leviticus commands in chapters 18 and 20 reference the practices of 
the nations (like Canaan) in conjunction with acts of idolatry, specifically the sacrifice of 
children to Molech (18:21). Child sacrifice is mentioned right before the prohibition against 
homosexual acts. This suggests that male-to-male sexual acts were associated with religious 
worship and convictions. Canaanites (and perhaps the Sodomites too) were acting like the gods 
they worshiped. In fact, homosexual acts are referred to as “abominations” (Heb: toevah) and in 
38 other places in the OT that word refers to acts involving idolatry. The nations around Israel 
glorified brutalized sexuality at a religious level, and Israel was rightly repulsed, seeing such 
denegation of the dignity of the male person at a religious and sexual level as “abominable,” 
compromising the ability of a man to worship the true God.  

It is important to keep in mind that the cultural worldview of the time did not really connect or 
even conceive of the acts of homosexuality just described as aspect of gender or orientation as 
we do now. The ancient understanding of sexuality was concerned about acts committed for 
certain purposes. Indicative of this is the fact that there is no word for “homosexual,” “gay,” 
“lesbian” or any of the other jargon like these in the Hebrew language. Strangely the only word 
that comes close is the word “prostitute.” This is because sex was understood by its intention 
and purpose not a modern notion of gender or orientation.  

 (6) Orgy Practices in Romans One. When we see the connection of homosexual practices 
to idolatry this places Romans One in a more productive light when it says “women exchanged 
natural intercourse for unnatural, and in the same way also the men, giving up natural 
intercourse with women, were consumed with passion for one another…” (Rom. 1:26-27).  

There is a demeaning connection made by popular interpretation that homosexuality per se is a 
kind of “self-love” therefore idolatry. Yet the text says, “Claiming to be wise they became utter 
fools. And they exchanged the glory of immortal God for images resembling a mortal human 
being or birds or four-footed animals or reptiles” (1:22). However we see immediately that this is 
not the case as the type of idolatry entails worship of “a mortal human being” (note this is 
singular not plural, so it is referring to someone specific) as well as the forms of animals and 
birds. This speaks of a pagan pantheon, which establishes the connection in this passage 
between a form of homosexuality and idolatrous practice. “Therefore God gave them up in the 
lusts of their hearts to impurity, to degrading their bodies among themselves…they worship and 
served the creature” (1:24). Roman culture had the pagan orgy cults: ritualized brutal sexual 
worship to their gods, which were also often same-sex and incestuous. Again, the homosexual 
act is concretely associated with pagan worship.  

But this passage seems much more pointed that a general reference to Roman cults. This 
passage mentions the worship of a “mortal human being,” which is a detail often skipped over. 
Who is this? Paul does not name him, but given the date and that Paul has many implicit 
polemics against Rome in his letters, it seems likely this person was Emperor Caligula. Paul is 
very likely referencing him implicitly rather than explicitly as to avoid attention if the letter fell 
into the wrong hands.  

Who was Caligula? Caligula was one of the few emperors that insisted on his subjects 
worshiping him during his lifetime. Note Paul emphasizes the image worshiped is a mortal man. 
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Caligula sought to build idolatrous statutes of himself. One of them was going to be built in 
Jerusalem (but Herod Agrippa persuaded him not to). Caligula in 40 A.D. proclaimed himself 
“the One Lord and King” (a title Paul insisted only belongs to Christ!) and started dressing to 
resemble different gods of both the Roman and even Egyptian pantheon (which, we should point 
out, included animal imagery). While we are offered a minimal description of these “unnatural 
acts” so that we assume it is modern homosexuality, Caligula’s practices were far worse. This 
emperor subjected men and women to his sexual advances, raping them during his own diner 
parties in front of guests. Moreover, the historian Suetonis records that he insisted his own 
sisters perform sexual favours on him, on themselves, and on others during dinner parties as his 
wife sat and ate next to him. This degree of boastful depravity fits the list of vices in verses 28-
31: “every kind of wickedness, evil, greed and depravity…no understanding, no fidelity, no love, 
no mercy.” Moreover, Caligula subjected one of his own guards to his advances, and afterwards, 
this guard, along with the rest of his personal bodyguards, plotted against him. This guard 
ended up murdering him by stabbing him in the genitals, which seems to be a likely reference 
for what Paul says happens to people like this: “have received [past tense] in their own person 
[euphemism for genitals?] the due penalty for their error.” It was widely felt that Caligula, being 
killed by his victim, “got what was coming to him.” We can also see that as Caligula represented 
all of Rome and those who worshiped and emulated him, Caligula’s fate will be Rome’s if Rome 
does not repent. You become what you worship. Paul’s logic suggests that if people worship the 
forces of depravity and death then they will become depraved and die themselves.  

To reiterate, while we might note that the direct connection of Romans One to Caligula is 
implicit, keeping this in mind greatly enhances our understanding of authorial intent. At the 
very least, we see the specific cultural forms of “unnatural” relationships between men and 
between women, by this passage’s own line of thinking, are connected explicitly to cult practices, 
displaying a level of depravity far worse than the traditional reading would suggest. If gay people 
today are not practicing the full set of social practices this passage suggests, having “every kind 
of wickedness, evil, greed and depravity…no understanding, no fidelity, no love, no mercy” (vv. 
28-31), than it would be out of context to suggest a one-to-one correspondence. In the way this 
text speaks of it, homosexuality per se is not idolatrous; it is homosexuality practised in an orgy, 
while worshiping idols and practicing corruption that is the problem in this passage. Also when 
we speak of “unnatural” we are referring to a level of abhorrence that again makes comparing 
contemporary homosexuals to this as inaccurate as calling the average gay person a sodomite. 
This passage is referring to the result of depraved sexual actions, not mere sexual orientation. It 
would again be inaccurate and demeaning to use this text to describe the average gay person, in 
particular, one who is attempting to sincerely follow Christ but has problems remaining chaste. 
The human heart is a factory of idols (as John Calvin once said), but that does not mean a 
person who has same sex attraction is manifesting deeper idolatry than their Christian 
profession. 

(7) The Vice Lists of Paul and Pederasty in Greece and Rome. Paul often employs lists 
of virtues (such as the “fruit of the Holy Spirit”) and vices (such as these) to explain appropriate 
kingdom behaviour. They are, again, as follows: “Do not be deceived! Fornicators, idolaters, 
adulterers, male prostitutes, sodomites, thieves, the greedy, drunkards, revilers, robbers – none 
of these will inherit the kingdom of God.” (1 Corinthians 6:9-10); “…the law is laid down not for 
the innocent but for the lawless and disobedient…those who kill their father or mother, for 
murderers, fornicators, sodomites, slave traders, liars, perjurers, and whatever else is contrary 
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to sound teaching” (1 Timothy 1:9-10). The question we again ask is what do these terms mean 
and what do they refer to in their context and historical situation?  

(a) Arsenokoitai: Beyond this, one should note the interpretive challenges associated with 
these vice lists. The word for “male prostitutes” is arsenokoitai, and it is coupled in 1 
Corinthians with malakoi (often translated “sodomites” or “effeminate ones”). What makes 
these terms challenging is that they are terms without definitions. This is where, as I 
mentioned at the beginning, many construct whole theologies on words that appear clearly 
translated in the English, but in the original language, these terms are words that appear 
without definitions. Where a narrative gives a concrete definition by its display of action, a lone 
term in a list does not. So, we must be principled in applying the old Protestant advice: let the 
more clear passages of Scriptures interpret the less clear. 

This means three things: One is that arsenokoites literally means, “one who lies [has sex] with 
men,” which is a unique word, alluding back to the Levitical prohibitions “man who lies with a 
man as with a woman,” using the terms arsenos  and koites found in the Greek Septuagint. As 
shown, what that looked like for Leviticus is defined through the narratives like the father of 
Canaan (Ham) and Sodom, and thus, a more brutal form that what we typically think. The Greek 
and Roman world was extremely sexually diverse. There are many words and categories that the 
Greek language uses to understand these forms, but Paul seems to use a term directly related to 
the thought of the OT law and narratives. Second, if we wish to have a more precise definition of 
what these mean, it must be built, as with the references in Romans, from “extra-biblical” 
material. That means these terms must be defined through historical research. 

In Greek culture, there are many diverse forms of sexuality, but we need to deal with the forms 
that this word in the NT most explicitly applies to. If Paul is using these words in general 
statements, it makes sense that the form he references is the most general form. The most 
prevalent form of male-to-male sexuality is a form called “pederasty.” This is the erotic 
dominance of an older male over a younger male. In other words, it is much closer to pedophilia 
than homosexuality. Why? Similar to the forms that are denounced in Leviticus and exemplified 
in Genesis and Judges, this is again a form of sexuality that is domination and exploitation 
oriented. In many cases this sexual act was forced, which would mean that arsenokoites could 
mean, “homosexual offender,” connoting that Paul saw these as acts similar to male-to-male 
rape. In other cases, it was less violent, being between an older/more powerful male and a 
younger/less powerful man. Nevertheless, this form is still clearly exploitive: in some cases it 
was for reasons for initiation in the military. We know this was quite prevalent in the Greek 
military as in the story of Achilles and Patroclus. Similar relationships existed for political or 
educational advancement of the younger by sexual submission to the older. Democracy and 
pederasty went hand in hand. This would have been the case with Socrates also, who while not 
violent, preferred the sexual company of his students. While Socrates was a man and the boys he 
coaxed into sleeping with him were also male, the act is “homosexual” in the abstract. Today we 
would not see a teacher sleeping with his students as “gay” primarily but rather firstly as a 
pedophile. Given Paul’s background with the OT terms, it is likely that he did not distinguish 
this with any precision, seeing the dignity of a man denigrated, regardless of age.  

These diverse forms also existed in Roman culture, and it should be stressed that in Roman 
culture also, these relationships were not seen in terms of similar orientation (both 
homosexual) but through a power binary implying inherent inequality and exploitation: active-
passive, dominant-dominated, older-younger, richer-poorer. Thus, we see a cultural view that 
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both participants in this sexual act are doing completely different things. To label them both 
“gay” would have been foreign to ancient assumptions about the acts. It would be as unhelpful 
as understanding a women and her rapist as being both “straight.” Because of the glorification of 
power in Rome (where it was not quite the same in Greek pederasty), the passive and less 
powerful member was seen as the shameful one (either a victim or one without self-respect), 
while the more powerful and active member was viewed with praiseworthy attributes similar to 
one who was victorious in battle. Nowhere is this more explicitly displayed than on the artefact 
known as the “Warren Cup.” On one side, the Greek practice of pederasty is clearly shown with a 
younger boy embracing an older man. On the other side, the Roman practice where a man is 
forcing himself on a younger man, the older man wearing the leafed crown of a conqueror.  

It is in this vein that we see some of the more bizarre and brutal forms of homosexuality that 
Paul may associate with his terms, namely that of Emperor Nero. After killing his first two wives 
– the first by torture, the second by kicking her in her pregnant abdomen resulting in her death 
– and recently marrying a third, Nero oddly married a man named Pythagoras then another a 
year later. He married a boy named Sporus in addition to his wife and other male spouse. He 
married Sporus after castrating him in order to preserve his youth. He proceeded to dress him in 
female royal clothing and give him titles like “empress” and “mistress,” appearing in public 
regularly. While this form did in fact involve marriage, it again is highly sadistic. Nero in his 
extreme perversion was attempting to flagrantly reject Roman law, which did not approve of 
same sex marriage or polygamy. It would not be a stretch for Paul to see Nero as the proto-
typical “homosexual” of his day, even though Nero’s orientation was indicative of far deeper evil 
than who he was attracted to.  

(b) Malakoi: The term malakos is the more difficult term to define, but it is also less 
important. Malakos is translated “sodomite” in the NRSV, which might not be accurate to the 
Greek language, but does place it within the OT background that Paul would have understood 
the acts through. This word in the Greek culture however is still difficult to understand. Malakos 
could be generally condemning the young men who use pederasty in order to advance 
themselves. There is some evidence to suggest that pederasty was practiced mainly by the social 
elite, meaning the young men who were engaging in it to politically advance themselves were 
objects of hatred by common people. It could also be associated with the sex-slave trade of boys 
– boys forced to be the sexual property of older men – as this vice list includes “slave traders” in 
the passage. In that case, it could also be condemning the whole practice of boy sex slaves used 
in commercial markets and cult worship similar to the prohibitions in Deuteronomy. Or it might 
simply be voicing Paul’s disgust at pederasty, whether coxed or forced.  

However, it literally means “soft,” which could mean a much more minimal definition. This 
word is often used without any actual sexual connotations, referring to men of poor or “soft” 
character (in the same way, some men use feminine terms to call other men cowardly). Aristotle 
definitively used it this way to speak of people of poor character, regardless of sexuality. Going 
“soft” means becoming morally corrupt or compromised. Also, in the NT, the gospel writers use 
it in a similar way in contrasting the clothing of John the Baptist to the rich teachers: "What 
then did you go out to see? A man dressed in soft (malakois) clothing?" (Mat. 11:8). In this case, 
“soft” connotes “luxurious” or, more negatively, “decadent.”  

However, as already stated, these vices are terms without definitions, making their exact 
meanings difficult to determine. If we admit that the historical research is still ongoing as to 
what the sexuality of the Greek and Roman world looked like, we should nevertheless, prioritize 
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the narrative background of Scripture that Paul interpreted his world through. In doing so, their 
meaning must imply the level of brutality displayed in texts like Sodom and Gomorrah. Paul 
denounces all forms of homosexual expression in his day and approves only of sexual unions 
between men and women, but appears to be explicitly denouncing a form of homosexuality that 
is much closer to rape, pedophilia, sex-slavery, and molestation. 

As I have been stressing, the prevailing tendency has been to translate arsenokoites, literally 
meaning, “one who has sex with men,” to mean “homosexual” and then taking “homosexual” to 
mean today’s present forms. However, this is biblically inaccurate. In this slippage of reasoning, 
the term for a specific Greek cultural practice is transformed into a context-less concept. It is 
transformed from a specific practice with a purpose (one who has sex with a man for the 
purpose of domination and humiliation) to an abstract orientation (one who is merely attracted 
to men), and thus applied to today’s specific cultural experience. Where the Bible forbids sexual 
acts performed for a purpose regardless of orientation, we disregard the specific act and label 
the orientation as such to be an “abomination.” This creates the un-careful demonization that is 
hurting the cause of the Gospel. Saying to a person who merely experiences same-sex attraction 
that they are like these other vices and will not inherit the kingdom of God or is an 
“abomination” is, as one can imagine, profoundly discouraging. My continual argument is that 
such a type of condemnation is biblically unwarranted.  

While we can hold to the traditional marriage based on the Genesis paradigm in Chapter One 
and Two, saying someone who is same-sex oriented will not inherit the kingdom of God because 
of this is the wrong rhetoric. Yes we are all sinners and all our sexualities have been influenced 
by sin, but equating homosexuals alongside murders or labelling them sodomites is simply 
inaccurate. Thus, we should not be surprised that it has hindered Christian witness. 

(c) Vice Lists: Many have struggled with the listing of homosexuality amongst these other 
vices. 1 Corinthians 6:9-10 mentions the “sodomites” (a possible translation of the Greek term, 
malakoi), along with “robbers,” “drunkards,” and “idolaters,” while 1 Timothy 1:9-10 mentions 
“slave traders,” “perjurers,” and those who “kill their father or mother.” Why are gay people put 
on this level? It seems out of place and for good reason. 

These two vice lists are commonly viewed as unconnected bundles of personal sins, but there is 
a growing awareness that Paul is denouncing a set of inter-related vices. Much like how 
Christians are not called just to practice one of the fruit of the Spirit, people in Corinth were 
practicing several vices at once. The congregation of Corinth, for example, was in a trade town 
steeped in organized crime. Much like today’s mafia, a gangster was often simultaneously an 
alcoholic, a pimp, a robber, and perhaps, in Corinth, someone who was willing to rape another 
man to extort them. Apparently, as in 1 Cor. 5:11, people like this were actually in the 
congregations, claiming to be saved but pulling the congregation away from holiness and into 
the mire of paganism and corruption. It is in this context that Paul takes drastic action to call for 
expelling the “wicked person from among you” (5:13). The only instance Paul expects someone 
to be expelled from the community is the case of a man flagrantly committing incest against his 
own father.  

Churches have often invoked this passage to expel people who have committed sins in their 
lives. Yet, this seems to go contrary to the fact even Paul admits to ongoing sins (Rom. 7). We 
should keep the context in mind and ask whether excluding the average person who morally fails 
from the midst of the community helped heal them, promoting authenticity and forgiveness in 
the congregation, or has it hindered it, creating a situation of hurt and gossip? This passage 
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suggests banning members that engage not simply in sin but sins that involve high degrees of 
physical, social, and emotional harm: those who proudly hurt others, and seek to divide and 
derail the church in order to justify themselves. Thus, I would argue by Scripture’s description 
that the use of the ban (or ex-communication) for same-sex oriented people trying to 
understand their faith, even if they are sexually active, is inappropriate and will be counter 
productive to a discipleship community that is called to “bare one another’s burdens” (Gal. 6:1). 

Concluding Remarks: While this is by no means a conclusion, this should be a proficient 
treatment of the texts in their narrative and historical-cultural contexts. I confess that I know I 
have not treated all the historical information, but for the purposes of this pamphlet we must 
stop here. Further treatment of concepts like abomination, nature, procreation, celibacy, purity, 
patriarchy, sin etc. needs to occur in order to continue to understand this debate with biblical 
wisdom. However, from this, I recommend thinking through this material and how it is relevant 
to the local churches ministry and how they relate to others churches. 

In the absence of thoughtful biblical reflection, outright demonization of homosexuals has 
occurred. This is where the problem lies: It is one thing to say the evangelical community does 
not practice same-sex marriages; it is another thing to engage in a rhetoric that prevents people 
from coming to knowledge of Christ and being discipled, and worse, quite another to spread 
information that outright promotes disgust, hatred, which has, unintentionally in cases, fuelled 
violence. This demonization can be as extreme as the scapegoating of homosexuals for natural or 
political disasters such as 9/11 or the recent hurricanes. It can be as inappropriate as the stories 
of accuse and abandonment of evangelical parents to their children, when they confess their 
sexual struggles, or recent political aggression against gay people where there has been denial of 
employment and services (as in the U.S.), fines (as in Russia), and even outright violence and 
murder (in Africa). Such actions will not help the cause of the Gospel. Christ touched the 
unclean in order to heal them, and he substituted himself for sin at the Cross in order to heal 
humanity. All who think of homosexuals with reactions of disgust and seek to protect their 
rights against them are simply not exemplifying kingdom healing or the way of the Cross. 

Moreover, some evangelicals speak of denominations and churches that support gay marriage 
with a level of hatred that is inappropriate for any believer to say about another people that 
confess to follow Christ. Vice versa, an often pretentious liberal scapegoating of conservatives 
also occurs. The world sees the division between liberals and conservatives and baulks at both.  
Sadly, both conservatives and liberals end up sounding ironically the same as they denounce 
each other: “For the sake of our religion we need to get rid of this person.” Such words were 
ominously spoken of our Lord. A Christian, who refuses to listen to and critique another view in 
empathy, humility, and peace (especially that of another Christian), is a Christian that is 
unwilling to take up the way of the Cross.  

Lastly, on the level of basic consistent pastoral practice, conservative churches often provide 
vastly more leeway to people of far more destructive and complex situations (i.e. drug abuse, 
divorce, mental illness, disability) yet hypocritically do not extend that same level of empathy to 
homosexuals. This does not advance the loving cause of the Gospel, which seeks to work with 
people where they are at and to grow the fruit of the Spirit in them from that beginning 
situation. As already stated, it is the unconditional love of the community that is the best tool for 
healing and sanctifying anyone who is on the journey of discipleship. Removal from the 
community should only be employed in causes of high levels of destructive behaviour.  

All Bible believing churches will have to ask themselves these further pastoral questions:  
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1. What would we do if a gay person came to the church? How would the Gospel be 
presented?  

2. What would we do if a gay person accepts Christ, but still continues to feel oriented 
towards the same sex despite prayer and counselling? It has been reported by evangelical 
ex-gay counselling ministries (such as Exodus International and New Direction) that 
there is no successful re-orientation or reparative therapy available. Past methods have 
yielded disastrous results: nearly total failure for re-orientation, many of their clients 
became traumatized and suicidal. Some directors of ex-gay ministries have confessed to 
lying about their success statistics. When the best psychologists, pastors, and wilful 
participants cannot achieve re-orientation, the local churches should not impose 
unrealistic and damaging expectations.  

3. What would we do if a married gay couple with children found Christ and came seeking a 
church? Would the church seek to (1) immediately dissolve the marriage and relocate the 
children, (2) tolerate them within the congregation but bar them from membership, or 
(3) see some sort of contextualised notion of redemption from within that established 
relationship? All possibilities have their difficulties, but I recommend the later two. 

4. Or more bizarre, what about sexual minorities such as hermaphrodites (individuals born 
with both sexual organs) or individuals that have come to Christ after trans-sexual 
surgery? While these cases are rare, they do occur, and we must ask ourselves: What 
hope can the church offer these individuals, who will be treated like misfits for the rest of 
their lives? A part of their anguish is how they have been treated, as well as the despair 
that they might never have anything close to a “normal” life: a spouse, a family, or 
children. If the Gospel is not good news to the broken it is not much of a Gospel at all.  

We are called to be perfect as our Father is perfect (Matt. 5: 48), but this command is stated in 
the context of altruistic mercy and love (vv. 43-7). This means our communities can practice that 
perfection by not devolving into perfectionism and embracing mercy. If we are to effectively 
disciple same-sex-oriented people – let alone anyone – their spiritual formation ought to occur 
in a community of faith that loves them unconditionally and is willing to walk with them without 
fear of being excluded if they fail. We would hope the same thing for our own spiritual walks. 
There might be points where their actions are so destructive that they must be removed from the 
community, but that requires wisdom to do so appropriately for the good of all involved. People 
coming to faith and in difficult circumstances constantly face the anxiety of not feeling loved by 
Christ. The correlation of same-sex orientation, having Christian faith, and becoming suicidal 
out of not feeling loved by God is pervasive. In my experience, the average gay Christian does 
not struggle with understanding themselves as sinners. They have repented and prayed to the 
point of spiritual exhaustion. They struggle with whether God could love them. There are truly 
the “poor in spirit” (Mat. 5:3) of our day. This should remind pastors that a discipleship of 
repentance is only meaningfully possible through the Gospel of God’s unending love embodied 
by a humble church. The church is to be a tangible place where people feel they are loved and 
through that love begin a process of healing. We all will appear broken until the final day in 
varying degrees, and we should keep that in mind as we pastor. Purity and mercy are not at 
odds. Grace and holiness are not opposed in the person of Christ. In fact, Christ risked becoming 
“unclean” to show mercy.  

As already stated, Scripture is our highest priority and by doing so, we see that the wrath that 
Scripture has for homosexuality is not against homosexuality in the abstract. It is for a specific 
form where comparing that form (sodomy) to the average gay person today is inaccurate and 
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unhelpful. In fact, as the Levitical laws are concretely shown in the biblical narrative  (the 
narratives of Ham and Noah, Sodom and Gomorrah, the Benjamites of Gibeah), the form is 
married men raping others even their own fathers out of a brutal lust for domination and power. 
Thus we see that the form of “homosexuality” is not really about orientation or attraction at all. 
In the case of the Levite’s concubine and Lot’s offer of his own daughters, the brutalized form of 
sexuality is indiscriminate of gender. If we allow the biblical narrative to define the terms and 
actions the law denounces, we find that conservatives read their cultural experience of 
homosexuality just as much into the Bible as liberals do.  

Thus we reiterate our beginning thesis: all forms of homosexual behaviour in the Bible are 
denounced. However, all forms of historic homosexuality in the biblical narrative are vastly 
different than the forms seen today. My intention is that this clarity will allow for charity, which 
I hope will encourage the following amongst churches: 

1. It disarms demonizing rhetoric towards sexual minorities who need to know the church 
does not regard them as enemies but people loved by Christ, regardless of who they are. 

2. Maintain a level of unity and constructive dialogue with Christians who seek to 
innovate the traditional definition of marriage. There are Christians that claim to love 
Christ, love the Scriptures, and feel compelled to support same-sex marriage. It is my 
recommendation that, if my thesis is correct, both sides have too much in common to 
break unity. For all the rhetoric that “homosexuals…will not inherit the kingdom of God” 
(1 Cor. 6:9-10), remember that those who cause “fractions…will not inherited the 
kingdom of God” (Gal. 5:20) either. Division will hurt all sides. Division will harm all 
churches, all denominations, and worse, it will not help homosexuals come to Christ, nor 
will it be seen as a good witness before the eyes of the world. Paul did not motion to 
separate the other churches from Corinth despite the flagrant unrepentant sin he saw 
there. He instead chose to reason with them over years of visits and letters. The NT 
pattern is not one of expelling churches, causing division, but a process of dialogue, 
putting Christ first.  

3. Why tolerate affirming churches even if we disagree with them? Given the challenges this 
issue presents, new pastoral approaches will be needed regardless of each other’s 
stance on marriage. Dividing the church will hinder the effort of all churches to find an 
appropriate pastoral practice, which can only happen in honest forums of discussion. 
Churches must be allowed to search the Scriptures, discern appropriate insights from 
psychology, decide as their consciences lead, and succeed or fail. This process will be 
better for all churches if it occurs with the other churches willing to listen, encourage, 
and love, even if they disagree. Churches that seek to cast out other churches and break 
local unity by attempting to legislate their convictions onto other pastors or 
congregations are repeating Constantine’s folly: Force is not an appropriate way to 
champion one’s biblical convictions. Force does not persuade. Force is more likely to 
embitter, leaving all parties with hurt, blame, and hatred. Exclusion will not succeed in 
either winning anyone over or getting anyone to cease their practice. In other words, 
division and conviction enforcement on this issue is a lose-lose situation. If we are 
confident in the power and clarity of the Word of God and the Spirit of Truth to unify 
our churches, honest dialogue on Scripture is the best path. There have been many 
theological trends in the last century that appeared pervasive and then quickly faded of 
their own volition. This could be one of them, but if not, our churches are not better off 
by creating a volatile situation in our associations. As Gamaliel advised his fellow Jews 
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against coercive action against the Christians: “if this undertaking is of human origin, it 
will fail” (Acts 5:38).    

For Conservatives/Traditionalists: I have recommended a toned down rhetoric that has no 
hint of homophobia or demonization. Moreover, that leads me to reiterate that all practices of 
“reparative” or “reorientation” therapy should cease. If Scripture is not denouncing the 
orientation so much as the act, this would explain the unilateral failure of evangelical 
psychologists in trying to change the orientation of their clients. Perhaps in time more 
information will be available concerning the workings of sexual orientation. However, right now, 
re-orientation therapy cannot be ethically done without alarming emotional and spiritual harm.  

As the “Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath” merely citing “this is God’s Law” 
on the matter will prove to be an unproductive fideistic turn: We must endeavour to ask, “Why is 
this Law?” If the traditional case for marriage is to continue, basing it on our religious rights 
over others will be a cry that falls on deaf ears, with good reason. Conservatives must 
demonstrate that (1) traditional marriage is demonstrably the exclusive way for all members of 
society, being the only effective form of familial love for the purpose of parenting and spousal 
support, as well as (2) demonstrate that celibacy is an emotionally and spiritually sustainable 
option for all same-sex oriented persons. However, I must confess, I am often humbled by gay 
couples that, without any religious background, have set out to love one another monogamously 
by their own volition and even have adopted orphans. Conservatives should at least appreciate 
that homosexuals who affirm monogamous and selfless pursuits of marriage have, despite the 
gender difference, adopted something more Christ-like than the vile practices of the Sodomites. 
Moreover, I am weary of any unilateral expectation of celibacy as the church has seen disastrous 
results with the Catholic clergy who have undertaken oaths of celibacy even of their own volition 
and vocation.  

For Liberals/Revisionists: It is true that in Scripture the forms of homosexuality are very 
different so that to equate the present monogamous form with “sodomy” is biblically inaccurate.  
Nevertheless, Scripture does not in its concrete teachings offer any affirmation of homosexual or 
homoerotic expression. Those that wish to innovate the traditional definition of marriage or 
expand what permissible sexual unions for Christians could look like must submit their 
proposals to biblical logic, offering a consistent biblical hermeneutic. Christianity has undergone 
revolutionary shifts adapting to new discoveries (such as realizing the earth is not flat or that our 
universe is heliocentric not geocentric, etc.) and new ethical challenges (the equality of women, 
the abolition of slavery, the environmental crisis, etc.). Thus, dismissing a change in convictions 
merely because it is a change cannot be the reason for its dismissal. Yet, when these proposals 
have refused to articulate themselves through God’s Word, the Christian witness has inevitably 
failed. Such a path cannot be taken.  

It is my personal conviction that a great test is before the church today and it has two parts: First 
is the challenge to find a way to love those in sexual minorities. If our churches cannot create 
spaces where the broken are encouraged, we are not offering much of a Gospel to those that 
need it the most. Those who seek to exclude churches that are in process of trying their best to 
find a way to bring sexual minorities into the church (even if we feel like they have gone too far) 
will only show the world further that the church is more “anti-gay” than it is “pro-Christ.”  We 
must endeavour to understand each other’s concerns. Conservatives are rightly worried about 
having a biblical view of marriage and sin, yet liberals are also rightly worried about our duty to 
minister to the broken. Many pastors feel torn between these two concerns. Both in their own 
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way are concerned about being Christ-like. Therefore our second challenge is one of simple 
unity in deep diversity without division: to foster churches of scriptural love, honesty, and truth. 
It is my confidence that division is far more dangerous than dialogue. Dialogue is the pattern of 
the early church. Dialogue and respectful debate is what has stabilized us in the past, curbing 
extremes, maintaining unity, so it stands to reason it will do so in the future. We must 
endeavour to listen to one another as we think through our pastoral practice. I know my 
interpretations are fallible and I need my brothers and sisters for this journey. I confess I have 
learned much in my faith from both liberals and conservatives, and on principle I cannot 
dismiss either, nor would I want to. Bonhoeffer once warned that the Christian that cannot 
listen to his brother will soon find himself incapable of listening to the Word of God also. We 
would do well to remember this advice. I will happily and unabashedly separate myself and my 
church from any church that stops preaching the Gospel, but on this issue I do not considerate it 
appropriate to call for division. We have too much in common, and our commonality is Christ. 
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