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“Unclobbering” the Bible: Reading the Bible Toward an Affirming View 

There are seven biblical texts that directly speak of male same-sex acts. All of them speak of these acts 

negatively (Gen 19:4-7; Jdg 19:22-23; Lev 18:22; 20:13; Rom 1:26-27; 1 Cor 6:9-10; 1 Tim 1:9-11). 

The Judges 19 story is sometimes not included in such lists; it is a parallel story to Genesis 19, but with 

some interesting differences. The Leviticus 18 and 20 laws are parallel to each other: the basic 

commandment is nearly word-for-word the same (“lie with a male as with a woman”). The 1 Corinthians 6 

and 1 Timothy 1 texts are parallel to each other: they are both “vice lists” (lists of sinful behaviours/roles), 

and the same rare word is used in both (arsenokoitai). Some lists include Jude 7, but that text is almost 

certainly a reference to humans lusting after angels (lit., “they pursued strange flesh”). 

These texts are all describing male same-sex acts, not female. 

The one possible exception is Romans 1:26-27, but the reference there to women “exchanging natural 

intercourse for unnatural” is more likely a reference to anal penetration by a man than to lesbian sex. That 

fits better with Jewish and other ancient perspectives on the significance of male sex within a patriarchal 

culture (essentially, sex is not really sex without a penis involved). 

None of these biblical passages is speaking about what we today call “sexual orientation”; they are all 

focused on specific acts or those who characteristically do those acts. 

The closest any of these texts come to speaking of sexual orientation is Romans 1:26-27 with its discussion 

of that which is “not according to nature.” But this is more likely a reference to cultural understandings of 

what is viewed as “natural”; that is, “natural within a patriarchal society.” In any case, it does not reflect 

modern understandings of “sexual orientation.” 

None of these biblical passages is likely speaking about sexual acts within a committed and caring 

relationship of equal partners. 

While committed same-sex relationships between consenting, equal-status adults could be found in some 

of the ancient cultures of the biblical authors, these relationships were not well known. The most widely 

known form of male-male sex in the ancient world was pederasty, often as part of slavery or prostitution. 

In all of these biblical passages there is more going on than simply the sex act itself. In fact, I would say 

that what is “sinful” in these passages is not same-sex desire or same-sex acts in themselves but rather the 

way in which sexual desire is expressed in specific harmful ways—as with all sexual sin. 

Genesis 19 and Judges 19 reflect sexual violence as domination of the vulnerable. First Corinthians 6 and 1 

Timothy 1, and possibly Leviticus 18 and 20, reflect sexual coercion or exploitation through prostitution or 

pederasty. Romans 1 reflects sexual promiscuity and infidelity fueled by excessive lust. All of these—

promiscuity, infidelity, exploitation, coercion, domination, and violence—are also considered sinful in 

their heterosexual expressions. In other words, these are human sexual sins, not “homosexual” sins. 

Behind all of these texts (and in fact every statement in the Bible related to sexuality and marriage) is a 

“procreative patriarchy.” This describes a society organized around free men and their households (wives, 

children, slaves, and other property), in which procreation (even having many children, especially male 

children) is highly valued in support of this patriarchy. 

This procreative patriarchy is assumed by all these texts. For the Leviticus 18 and 20 commandments this 

likely explains why they are in the Torah: male-male sex blurs clear lines between “man”/“woman” that 

are needed for the patriarchy, and it does not lead to the procreation needed to maintain the patriarchy. 
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While all biblical texts around sexuality and marriage assume this procreative patriarchy, and many are 

written in support of a strong version of it, many soften it and some even subvert it. This “subversion of 

patriarchy” is most notably the case with Jesus’ teachings and the stories of his life in the Gospels. 

Jesus rejected the easy divorce available to men in his time, out of concern for women (Matt 19:3-9; his 

quotation of Genesis 1:27 is to affirm the essential equality of women with men, not to define marriage as 

heterosexual). He called some to celibacy, even recommending celibacy over marriage, and was celibate 

himself, thus de-centering marriage and family (Matt 19:10-12). He acknowledged intersex persons (or, 

possibly, gay persons; “eunuchs from birth” in Matt 19:12). Jesus embraced children not for their value to 

the patriarchy but as valuable in themselves (Matt 19:13-15). He used kinship language to describe his 

followers instead of his biological family, again de-centering marriage and family (Matt 12:46-50; cf. 

10:34-39). He insisted that humanity was moving toward a future in which procreative patriarchy would no 

longer be the norm (Matt 22:23-33; note that this is in direct reply to the notion of Levirate marriage, a law 

designed to perpetuate patriarchy across generations). 

Paul echoes many of these patriarchy-subverting ideas. This is especially so in his teaching on sexuality 

and marriage in 1 Corinthians 7:6-11, 25-31, and in his programmatic statement in Galatians 3:28. There he 

says “there is no longer ‘male and female’…in Christ”; he is referring back to Genesis 1:27 (“male and 

female [God] created them”) and claiming this original creation distinction is irrelevant in Christ. In other 

words, both Jesus and Paul describe an “eschatological egalitarianism” which, while yet future in 

fulfillment, presses into the present age and continually calls for us to live into it. 

In fact, the Genesis creation stories themselves suggest biological sex and gender are more complex than 

the dominant “procreative patriarchy” view claims. 

The “male and female” of Genesis 1:27 is no more binary than any of the other pairings in Genesis 1: we 

have “light and darkness,” yet there is also dusk and dawn; we have “land and sea,” yet there is also delta 

marshland and amphibians; we have “male and female,” yet there is also intersex. The “human” (adam) in 

Genesis 1:27 and 5:2 includes “male and female,” and this could also be true of the adam in the story of 

Genesis 2: the non-gendered “human” (adam) does not find their true partner in any of the animals, but 

only in another human made of the same flesh and bone, and only at this point is the “human” separated 

into “man” (ish) and “woman” (ishshah). These are not “reactionary progressive” readings of Genesis; they 

have ancient roots in the history of Jewish and Christian interpretation. 

Other biblical passages and themes also suggest a more complex view of biological sex and gender. 

This is reflected, for instance, in the progression of biblical teaching about “eunuchs”: a category that 

included males who had been castrated (intentionally or through injury) as well as people born intersex. In 

much of the ancient world eunuchs were viewed as neither fully male nor truly female: they did not fit a 

male/female or man/woman binary. In the Law of Moses castrated eunuchs were barred from the assembly 

of God’s people (Deut 23:1). Yet Isaiah promised eunuchs a future among God’s people (Isa 56:1-8), and 

this promise was fulfilled in the coming of Christ and the Spirit, the question of their sexual identity no 

longer relevant (Acts 8:26-40). 

Ultimately, the Christian vision of human relationships is grounded in the way of love taught and 

modeled by Jesus. 

Jesus placed love at the centre of all human obligations and relationships: undivided devotion to God our 

Creator in response to God’s faithful devotion to us, expressed through humble compassion and steadfast 

care for one another and all creation (Mark 12:28-34). This love is our only true moral imperative. All 

relationships that aspire to this love should be affirmed and celebrated. 
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“Unclobbering” the Bible: Some Biblical Texts 

Genesis 19:4-7 

4 But before they [Lot and his guests] lay down, the men of the city, the men of Sodom, both young and old, all the 

people to the last man, surrounded the house; 5 and they called to Lot, “Where are the men who came to you tonight? 

Bring them out to us, so that we may know them.” 6 Lot went out of the door to the men, shut the door after him, 7 and 

said, “I beg you, my brothers, do not act so wickedly.” 

Judges 19:22-23 

22 While they [the old man and his guests] were enjoying themselves, the men of the city, a perverse lot, surrounded 

the house, and started pounding on the door. They said to the old man, the master of the house, “Bring out the man who 

came into your house, so that we may have intercourse with him.” 23 And the man, the master of the house, went out to 

them and said to them, “No, my brothers, do not act so wickedly. Since this man is my guest, do not do this vile thing.” 

Leviticus 18:22 

22 You shall not lie with a male as with a woman; it is an abomination. 

Leviticus 20:13 

13 If a man lies with a male as with a woman, both of them have committed an abomination; they shall be put to 

death; their blood is upon them. 

Romans 1:26-27 

26 For this reason God gave them up to degrading passions. Their women exchanged natural intercourse for 

unnatural, 27 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. 

1 Corinthians 6:9-10 

9 Do you not know that wrongdoers will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived! Fornicators, idolaters, 

adulterers, malakoi, arsenokoitai, 10 thieves, the greedy, drunkards, revilers, robbers—none of these will inherit the 

kingdom of God. 

1 Timothy 1:9-11 

9 This means understanding that the law is laid down not for the innocent but for the lawless and disobedient, for the 

godless and sinful, for the unholy and profane, for those who kill their father or mother, for murderers, 10 fornicators, 

arsenokoitai, slave traders, liars, perjurers, and whatever else is contrary to the sound teaching 11 that conforms to the 

glorious gospel of the blessed God, which he entrusted to me. 

Matthew 19:3-15; 12:46-50; 22:23-33 

[See handout on “Who’s the ‘You’ in the Ten Commandments?”] 

1 Corinthians 7:6-11, 25-31 

6 This [permission to marry] I say by way of concession, not of command. 7 I wish that all were as I myself am. But 

each has a particular gift from God, one having one kind and another a different kind. 8 To the unmarried and the widows 

I say that it is well for them to remain unmarried as I am. 9 But if they are not practicing self-control, they should marry. 

For it is better to marry than to be aflame with passion. 10 To the married I give this command—not I but the Lord—that 

the wife should not separate from her husband 11 (but if she does separate, let her remain unmarried or else be reconciled 

to her husband), and that the husband should not divorce his wife… 

26 I think that, in view of the impending crisis, it is well for you to remain as you are. 27 Are you bound to a wife? Do 

not seek to be free. Are you free from a wife? Do not seek a wife. 28 But if you marry, you do not sin, and if a virgin 

marries, she does not sin. Yet those who marry will experience distress in this life, and I would spare you that. 29 I mean, 

brothers and sisters, the appointed time has grown short; from now on, let even those who have wives be as though they 

had none…  31 For the present form of this world is passing away. 
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Galatians 3:28 

28 There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer ‘male and female’; for all of you 

are one in Christ Jesus. 

Genesis 1:27 

27 So God created adam in his image, 

    in the image of God he created them;  

    male and female he created them. 

Genesis 5:2 

2 Male and female he created them, and he blessed them and named them adam when they were created. 

Genesis 2:4-25 

7  then the Lord God formed adam from the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and 

the adam became a living being. 8 And the Lord God planted a garden in Eden, in the east; and there he put the adam 

whom he had formed… 

18 Then the Lord God said, “It is not good that the adam should be alone; I will make him a helper as his 

partner.” 19 So out of the ground the Lord God formed every animal of the field and every bird of the air, and brought 

them to the adam to see what he would call them; and whatever the adam called every living creature, that was its 

name. 20 The adam gave names to all cattle, and to the birds of the air, and to every animal of the field; but for the 

adam there was not found a helper as his partner. 21 So the Lord God caused a deep sleep to fall upon the adam, and he 

slept; then he took one of his ribs and closed up its place with flesh. 22 And the rib that the Lord God had taken from the 

adam he made into a woman and brought her to the adam. 23 Then the adam said, 

“This at last is bone of my bones 

    and flesh of my flesh; 

this one shall be called ishshah 

    for out of ish this one was taken.” 

Deuteronomy 23:1 

1 No one whose testicles are crushed or whose penis is cut off shall be admitted to the assembly of the Lord. 

Isaiah 56:1-8 

3 …and do not let the eunuch say, 

    “I am just a dry tree.” 
4 For thus says the Lord: 

To the eunuchs who keep my sabbaths, 

    who choose the things that please me 

    and hold fast my covenant, 
5 I will give, in my house and within my walls, 

    a monument and a name 

    better than sons and daughters; 

I will give them an everlasting name 

    that shall not be cut off. 

Acts 8:26-40 

36 As they were going along the road, they came to some water; and the eunuch said, “Look, here is water! What is to 

prevent me from being baptized?” 

Mark 12:28-34 

29 Jesus answered, “The first is, ‘Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one; 30 you shall love the Lord your 

God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.’ 31 The second is this, 

‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other commandment greater than these.” 


