
 THE CLOBBER TEXTS

Idolatry, Rape and Abomination
Summary of the key facts prepared by David Coltheart

he third book of the Bible is called Leviticus, named after the Levites who were the priests, 
guardians and attendants in the ancient Israelite temple. The book contains a set of laws that 
has been called the Holiness Code because the word “holy” is repeated frequently 

throughout chapters 17-26. The laws define how the Israelites were to keep themselves pure and 
holy before a holy God. 

T
Cleanliness, for ancient Israelites, was not about eradicating dirt or germs, but remaining in a state 
of ritual purity to meet God. Ceremonial purity was a daily imperative, governing everything from 
the preparation and consumption of food to sexual intercourse. The ceremonies listed in great detail 
in the Holiness Code set out rituals designed to enable the people to have a relationship with God 
and to live with each other. In particular, the sexual purity laws aimed to preserve the purity of their
monotheistic religion and to create a national identity, separate and distinct from all other nations 
around them. The Israelites were not to adopt the pagan worship practices of the Egyptians they had
left behind, or the fertility worship of the people of Canaan they were soon to encounter. These 
religious practices included idolatry (the worship of idols or images) and sexual immorality that 
included religious prostitution and orgies in honour of fertility gods. 

Two verses in the heart of the Leviticus Holiness Code refer to sexual relations between two men.

“You shall not lie with a male as with a woman; it is an abomination” (Leviticus 18:22).

“If a man lies with a male as he lies with a woman, both of them have committed an 
abomination. They shall surely be put to death (Leviticus 20:13).

We must understand the context, and the religious and cultural requirements of that day to shed 
light on the reason for this command. There are several possible explanations, some or all of which 
may apply. 

The Holiness Code

The commands against same-sex relationships must be read in their cultural and historical context, 
alongside the limited scientific understanding of the people concerned. Other laws in Leviticus 
include commands that are routinely ignored, or have been rejected completely today, including:

 Men were not to cut their hair or trim their beards
 People could not eat fat or blood
 Not tearing their clothes
 No tattoos
 The victim of rape had to marry the rapist
 Israelites could purchase both male and female slaves
 Treating foreign residents as if they were citizens
 Ban on selling land permanently
 Not charging interest on loans
 Not touching certain “unclean” animals, dead people, lepers or menstruating women. 

The death penalty was required for anyone who cursed his father or mother, for those who 
committed adultery or murder, or for a man who married his sister. Death also applied for gathering
firewood on the Sabbath, worshipping idols, a stubborn and rebellious son, blasphemy, and for a 
woman who was not a virgin at her marriage. No one believes these actions require the death 
penalty today. Evidently many of the laws of ancient Israel were cultural and conditional to the 
historical period.
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Leviticus chapters 11-15 contain many laws and regulations concerning ceremonial uncleanness – 
laws that Jesus broke when he touched lepers, dead people, and the woman with a discharge of 
blood. These were laws that dealt with ceremonial and ritual purity, violation of which usually 
required sometimes lengthy and expensive religious procedures at the temple to remove their 
spiritual effects.

Male semen was considered ritually unclean (Leviticus 15:16). Any man who discharged semen for 
whatever reason, such as sexual activity or a nocturnal emission, had to bathe his whole body in a 
complex cleansing ceremony and to wash his clothes if necessary. His partner had to do likewise 
and both of them remained ritually “unclean” until the evening. That meant they could not take part 
in any religious ceremonies until they were ritually clean again. No wonder parts of the Old 
Testament that refer to sex seem almost paranoid about the presumed “uncleanness” of the act.

Israelite Culture

Ancient Israelite society was heavily gendered. Men and women had very specific roles to fill, 
depending on the circumstances. The Holiness Code established specific gender boundaries for 
Israelite men and women. There were rigid distinctions between women’s work and men’s work. 
Violations of these boundaries and roles appear to have been frowned upon. Loving, long-term 
same-sex relationships did not exist, as far as we know, in ancient Israelite culture. If two men had 
lived together as a couple, for example, one of them would have been obliged to do women’s work, 
and the presence of a man working among the women of the village would not have been tolerated. 

Gender Mixing

The Holiness Code was designed to keep the Israelites from mixing with the Canaanites into whose 
land they were about to arrive. They must remain pure in culture, customs and worship forms. They 
were not to intermarry with non-Israelites. The Holiness Code also forbad ploughing a field with an 
ox and a donkey yoked together; sowing a field with two kinds of seed; or wearing clothing made of
two different kinds of materials. 

In religious service and participation, labour assignments, economic functioning, family roles, and a
host of other areas, the ancient Israelite writings spelled out varying degrees of gender delineation. 
The same delineation applies to sexual matters. When a man took the passive role of a woman he 
was, in effect, mixing genders, hence the prohibition against men lying with men.

Separation

The Holiness Code includes many laws that emphasise how the Israelites were to be separate and 
different from other pagan nations, including Egypt where they had just come from, and the nations 
they would be surrounded by when living in Palestine. The immediate context of the sex laws in 
Leviticus chapter 18 begins: “The Lord said to Moses, ‘Speak to the Israelites, and say to them: I 
am the Lord your God. You must not do as they do in Egypt, where you used to live, and you must 
not do as they do in the land of Canaan, where I am bringing you. Do not follow their practices” 
(Leviticus 18:1-3). 

The Israelites were commanded to keep themselves distinct and separate from the idolatrous nations
around them. The context of the verses about men lying with men is for the Israelite nation to 
remain separate and distinct from the practices of the heathen nations around them (Lev 18:1-3, 24-
29; Lev 20:22-24). And the reason is found in the orgiastic religious rites that involved the worship 
of fertility gods and goddesses – all of which were a constant temptation to the Israelites.

Idolatry and Fertility Rites

Idolatry is the worship of false gods. More specifically, it is the adoration of idols and statues 
representing those gods. Many of these gods and goddesses represented seasonal cycles of the year 
and by implication, governed the growth of crops and the reproduction of both animals and people. 
Worship of fertility gods began early in human history and was universal in ancient times. 
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The worship of pagan fertility gods was accompanied by unbridled sexual orgies, regardless of 
family relationships or the sex of either partner. The cultic rituals imitated their beliefs in a primeval
chaos, out of which the gods created life on earth. Both male and female temple prostitutes 
(wrongly translated as “sodomites” in the King James Version) were common at ancient temples 
even down to Roman times, allowing worshippers to connect with the deity in a magical way. They 
believed that sexual acts performed as worship would bring blessings from the god or goddess, and 
ensure the fertility of the soil, the successful growth of crops and the reproduction of their livestock.

The text just before the command about two men lying together is the command forbidding the 
sacrifice of children to the Canaanite fertility god, Molech. “Do not give any of your children to be 
sacrifices to Molech” (Leviticus 18:21). The Hebrew word for “children” in this verse is also the 
word for “semen” (see Leviticus 15:16-18 NIV) and is the same word used in Genesis 38:9 where 
Onan ejaculated (literally “spilled his semen”) on the ground rather than raise up children with his 
dead brother’s widow as required by the Levirate law (Genesis 38:8,9). 

The mention of semen in the same sentence as the god Molech reinforces the idea that the worship 
of this fiery Canaanite god involved shrine prostitutes, fertility rites, sexual lust and male 
ejaculation. According to the first five verses of Leviticus 20, anyone who worshipped Molech by 
offering their “children” (literally, “semen”) to the god was to be stoned to death. The rules about 
sex that both precede and follow the references to Molech are in the context of fertility worship in 
which sex played a dominant role.

The prophet Isaiah also connects ritual fertility rites with the worship of the god Molech. After 
condemning the sacrifice of children to false gods, Isaiah continues: “You have made your bed on a 
high and lofty hill; there you went up to offer your sacrifices. Behind your doors and your doorposts
you have put your pagan symbols. Forsaking me, you uncovered your bed, you climbed into it and 
opened it wide; you made a pact with those whose beds you love, and you looked with lust on their 
naked bodies. You went to Molech with olive oil and increased your perfumes. You sent your 
ambassadors far away; you descended to the very realm of the dead!” (Isaiah 57:7-9). In these 
verses, setting up a bed (in a sexual connotation) for the worship of Molech indicates temple 
prostitution as an act of worship to the fertility god.

Male seed was a gift—a sacrifice even—to the god or goddess, and depositing semen in the body of
a priest or other religious acolyte (male or female) was believed to guarantee life and the fertility of 
crops and animals. Sexual orientation was not a factor in who took part in the fertility rituals. 
Ancient civilisations had no concept of gay versus straight people.

The prohibition against male-male sexual acts in Leviticus is part of the larger condemnation of 
idolatrous worship rites. The Israelites were strictly warned against idolatry and commanded not to 
serve, nor to let their children serve, as temple prostitutes (Deuteronomy 23:17, 18). God did not 
want the Israelites to practice the perverted behaviour common in the nations around them. No 
doubt it was these unbridled sexual practices that made idolatry such a temptation to the Israelites. 

Heterosexual Men

In addition to the obvious context of idolatry, there are other layers of meaning within the 
prohibition against male-male sexual relations. Some, or all, of these possible applications must be 
taken into account in an attempt to understand these verses.

The sexual laws of Leviticus 18 and 20 (and indeed the laws throughout the Holiness Code) are 
addressed to Israelite men. The people of Israel are viewed as male, and women are only secondary.
The sexual prohibitions are formulated from the male point of view and written in the second-
person masculine singular. They are addressed to individual men and only secondarily include 
women. 

Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 refer to sexual activities between two men, but strangely, not between 
two women.  The Bible assumes that the men involved were heterosexual – the modern concept of 
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homosexual orientation was unknown. The Bible does not explain why two heterosexual men 
would want to have consensual sexual intercourse. Presumably there was no element of affection or 
desire. 

Maybe the law was to prevent two men having sex with each other at a time when their wives were 
unavailable – menstruating women were ceremonially “unclean” for seven days (Leviticus 18:19). 
Anything a menstruating woman sat or lay on was also ceremonially “unclean.” Anyone who had 
sex with her was also “unclean” and both partners risked being “cut off from their people” 
(Leviticus 20:18). No wonder male-male sexual relationships were a temptation!

Incest

Some Bible scholars have suggested that the law of Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 was to prohibit male-
male incest. Certainly the immediate context consists of laws that forbad varying degrees of incest 
(Leviticus 18:6-18; Leviticus 20:11-14). 

The long list of sexual practices forbidden (for men) include sexual relations with any close 
relative: mother, step-mother, sister, step-sister, half sister, sister-in-law, grand-daughter, aunt, 
daughter-in-law, etc. The most common form of incest (father with his own daughter) is not 
specifically mentioned here or anywhere else in the Old Testament, although a condemnation is 
implied in Leviticus 18:6 “No one is to approach any close relative to have sexual relations.” 

Sex between two male Israelites, even if they were not related by blood, may have been considered 
as incest because they were tribal brothers, or of the same ethnic group.

Rape

Many Bible scholars have suggested that the law in Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 was outlawing male 
rape. Since the only other Old Testament reference to homosexual relations is the story of the 
attempted rape of the two angels at Sodom (Genesis 19), this would seem a reasonable conclusion. 

The Hebrew word for “lie” in both Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 is the word shakab, which means 
literally, “to lie down” and is used 212 times in the Old Testament. The vast majority of references 
(152 times) use the word to mean, “lie down,” either to sleep (without any sexual context) or in 
death. The word can also mean to rest or just be still. 

However, in 52 uses of shakab in the Old Testament the word is used in a sexual context. In all of 
these references (with one possible exception) the word is used to denote rape, non-consensual 
(usually coerced) sex, or sex undertaken under some form of deception. In Deuteronomy 22:25, the 
word is translated in the NIV as rape: “But if out in the country a man happens to meet a young 
woman pledged to be married and rapes (shakab) her, only the man who has done this shall die.” 

The word shakab is never used to describe consensual sex, for example between a man and wife. 
The most common word for consensual sex is yada, or “know”, a word that usually means literally 
“to know something.” Only the context determines whether the word is used as a euphemism for 
sex. For example, “You shall know (yada) that I am the Lord” (Exodus 16:12) is clearly different 
from “Adam knew (yada) his wife and she conceived” (Genesis 4:1). 

Another word that always means sexual intercourse or copulation is the Hebrew word shekobeth.  
Appearing only four times in the Bible, this word is used in Leviticus 18:20 in the context of 
adultery, and again in Leviticus 18:23 for bestiality, but significantly the word is not used to 
describe the sex in Leviticus 18:22, right in the middle of these two verses, nor in the parallel text in
Leviticus 20:13. The word used is shakab, perhaps describing rape or some other form of non-
consensual sex.

Sexual acts in ancient times were always between the powerful (usually a man) and the powerless 
(usually a woman). In the overwhelmingly male-oriented patriarchal society of ancient times, male 
rape was seen as the ultimate act of torture and degradation. Rape always involves humiliation of 
the person being raped. Rape is an act of sexual violence that raises the issue of unequal power. 
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Then, as now, male rape carries with it social stigma and those raped face the risk of being 
ostracised by their family and tribe. (For an example of modern male rape, search for “rape DRC” 
using your Internet search engine or in Wikipedia).

Domination and Humiliation

Even if rape was not involved, the wording of Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 suggests domination of 
one person over another. Sexual relations in ancient times were never between social equals. Sexual
relationships were a combination of dominance and submission. The definition of sex assumed that 
every sex act required a penetrator and someone who was penetrated. Women in ancient (and 
Biblical) times were subservient to men and were considered as property that could be bought and 
sold. Women were expected to submit to the dominant male. 

Equal relationships are not in view in Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13. Whatever was going on in ancient 
Israel that required these prohibitions, the texts do not refer to today’s loving, monogamous, 
mutually supportive, same-sex partners who share equal roles.

Male Superiority and Feminisation

One Jewish interpretation of the two passages in Leviticus is that the laws only forbade anal 
penetration, suggesting that other forms of sex between males are permissible. The text portrays the 
penetrated male as if he were a woman—the words read literally, “as though a woman.” 

Ancient Israel was an overwhelmingly patriarchal society. For a Jewish male, the ultimate insult 
was to be thought of, or treated as a female. Jewish men thanked God in their daily prayers that they
were not born a woman! Being considered feminine or being feminised by another was the worst 
form of humiliation that could happen to a man. Misogyny has always been associated with 
homophobia.

This law, many believe, is concerned with preventing male humiliation and subsequent ritual 
impurity. Anal penetration of a male by another male may have been forbidden because it violated 
the patriarchal notions of male superiority and authority, and threatened male masculinity. A man 
who either allowed himself to be penetrated by another man, or was forced to do so, demeaned the 
male role in the whole Israelite society. Conversely, no Israelite man was permitted to force another
Israelite male to be subservient, much less to be shamed by acting as a woman! 

These texts refer to heterosexual men. The texts do not describe gay men or depict modern gay 
couples. With rare exceptions, gay men do not have sex with a man because they see that person as 
a woman – quite the opposite. They prefer men as sexual partners - that is the point of being gay.  

Despite popular belief, several surveys have shown that at least one-third of gay men never engage 
in anal intercourse. Many gay men experiment but prefer other sexual practices, or they have an 
active distaste for anal sex. Researchers at the Indiana University and the George Mason University 
surveyed 25,000 mostly gay men aged 18-87 regarding their sexual practices. The results (published
in the November 2011 Journal of Sexual Medicine) showed that anal sex among gay men is the 
least preferred option  at 36% of men for their most recent sexual encounter. Just as with 
heterosexual encounters, kissing, cuddling and other romantic forms of affection were the most 
common activities. (See for example: https://www.good.is/articles/gay-sex-is-not-anal-sex)

Ancient Reproductive Beliefs

In Biblical times, people believed that male seed contained all that was needed to reproduce life. A 
woman contributed nothing to the new life – her body was simply the incubator. In a “populate or 
perish” situation where the Israelites needed to take over their Promised Land, human seed could 
not be “wasted” in non-procreative sex, especially as it was thought to be a finite resource. 

In that tribal culture, children were essential for survival in an agricultural economy. Some scholars 
have concluded that the laws against male-male sex were to prevent sexual activity that was non-
procreative (compare the story of Onan in Genesis 38:9-10).
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Changing Sexual Ethics

Christians commonly regard a number of Biblical sexual rules, especially in the Old Testament, as 
not applicable today. For example, while Christians would agree with the Bible in condemning 
incest, rape, adultery and intercourse with animals, we disagree with the Bible on most other sexual 
activities that the Bible prohibits.

Some of the Biblical ethics Christians disagree with include:
 intercourse during menstruation
 celibacy
 marriage outside national (Israelite) boundaries, known as exogamy
 naming of sexual organs
 nudity (under certain conditions)
 masturbation (although some Christians still condemn this)
 birth control (although many Christians still condemn this). 

The Bible regarded semen and menstrual blood as unclean (for religious or ceremonial reasons), 
which most Christians do not. In addition, the Bible permitted sexual behaviours that we today 
condemn or have discontinued, including:

 prostitution
 polygamy
 concubinage
 levirate marriage (marriage of a woman to a brother of her deceased husband)
 sex with slaves 
 treatment of women as property
 very early marriage of girls (11-13 years of age).

While the Old Testament accepted divorce, Jesus forbade it. In short, of the sexual mores mentioned
above, we agree with the Bible only on four of them, and disagree with the Bible on sixteen! The 
sexual ethic articulated in the first five books of the Bible relates to a religious purity system and 
ancient property laws that generally do not apply to our society today.

The point is that Christians have been, and still are, selective in the sexual rules that they consider 
should apply today. Why do Christians appeal to certain proof texts in the Old Testament in the case
of homosexuality, when the same Christians feel perfectly free to disagree with Scripture on most 
other sexual practices? Obviously, many of our choices in these matters are arbitrary. 

Abomination

The sexual act in Leviticus 18:22 and 20:23 is described as an “abomination,” from the Hebrew 
word toevah. The English word “abomination” does not mean what the Hebrew original word 
conveyed. To confuse matters further, the word “abomination” in the English Bible translates a 
number of different Hebrew and Greek words that are unrelated and should not be translated that 
way, but that’s another discussion.

Toevah (KJV “abomination; NIV “detestable”) is the term for a ritually unclean thing or person. 
The word can also be translated simply as “uncleanness,” “impurity” or “dirtiness.” The word 
usually applies to things that are objectionable for religious or cultural reasons. Another possible 
translation is “taboo,” something that is culturally or ritually forbidden. Taboo conveys more of the 
cultural implications of the Hebrew word.

The word toevah appears 103 times in the Old Testament and the vast majority of the references are
in a ritual or religious sense, especially in the Holiness Code of Leviticus. The word almost always 
applies to non-Israelite religious practices, including idolatry, temple prostitution, child sacrifice, 
witchcraft and divination. The defining feature of all toevot (plural) is that they were practiced by 
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foreign nations around them (Leviticus 18:26-27). The temptation was that Israel would adopt the 
foreign religious and social customs and lose their own national and religious identity.

Other actions said to be toevah include crossbreeding animals (as regularly done by farmers all over
the world today), sowing more than one crop in a field, men cutting their hair and beards, getting 
divorced, improper animal sacrifices and eating non-kosher food (such as pork, shellfish etc).

If the text was intended to condemn male-male sexual activities as a moral evil, the author could 
have used another Hebrew word zimah. This word means something that is morally wrong, for 
example murder or adultery. Zimah means an injustice, a sin – but this word is conspicuous by its 
absence. 

The Hebrew Bible (called the “Old Testament” by Christians) was translated into Greek by 72 
Jewish scholars in Alexandria, Egypt, and completed by 132 BC. Known as “The Septuagint”, the 
Hebrew word toevah in Leviticus 18:22 is translated into Greek as bdelygma, meaning “a ritual 
offence,” rather than other Greek words that could have been used, such as anomia (violation of 
law, a wrong or a sin), poneria (evil practice), or asebia (ungodliness). The word toevah indicates 
that the command was against a purity violation, not a clear ethical or moral violation. 

There is nothing in these verses to suggest the loving relationship between two equals. Nor do these 
verses reflect the modern concept of sexual identity or orientation. The command only says that the 
sexual act is ritually unclean, like coming too close to a dead body, or eating shellfish, or getting a 
tattoo. For cultural and ritual reasons, same-sex activity was, perhaps, merely a “taboo” in 
Leviticus.

An Alternative Translation

All Bible translations are made according to the understanding of the scholars who do the 
translation. In that sense, all Bible translations are interpretations. Each version reflects the 
translator’s worldview, beliefs and mind set. All new Bibles are funded by religious organisations 
whose translators follow a specific theological belief system. Their personal biases influence, and 
even distort, their work. An additional complexity is that modern society is very different from that 
of Biblical times. Sometimes there is no current English word that exactly matches a Hebrew or 
Greek term. Scholars choose the words that they think expresses the thought, while at the same time
unconsciously insert their own prejudices into the text.

The Hebrew text of Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 translated word-for-word reads: 

“And with a male you shall not lay lyings of a woman”. 

Literally translated into English, it is obvious that there are words missing. However, the precise 
meaning in Hebrew is ambiguous and is not explained by the context. Additional words must be 
added to make sense. As a result, there have been different suggested translations to smooth out the 
awkwardness of the Hebrew. 

Most Bible versions follow the traditional translation and add the words “as the” to read: “And with 
a male you shall not lay [as the] lyings of a woman.” In other words, a man must not have 
intercourse with another man as he would have with a woman, i.e. penetrative intercourse.

A possible alternate translation inserts the words “in the” to read: “And with a male you shall not 
lay [in the] lyings of a woman.” They “lyings of a woman” can be interpreted as a woman’s bed. 
Translated this way, the text says that two men must not engage in sexual activities on a woman's 
bed. Presumably, they must go elsewhere to have sex. A woman's bed was sacred and was to be 
reserved for her use only. Only her husband was permitted there, and then only under certain 
circumstances. Any other use of her bed would result in ceremonial defilement. 

A literal translation of Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 does not provide a blanket ban on same-sex 
behaviour. According to this view, rather than forbidding male-male sexual activity, the text simply 
restricts where it may occur. 
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Financial Pressures on Bible Translators

One reason most Bible versions opt for the traditional rather than the literal translation is financial. 
If a Bible translation appears to vary even slightly from the theological and moral expectations of 
the majority of potential buyers, then sales are doomed. Publishers won’t even touch it. Thus, a 
truly accurate Bible would probably be a financial failure, and might never see the light of day.

For example, the New International Version (NIV), one of the most popular modern versions, 
translates Leviticus 18:22 as: “Do not lie with a man as one lies with a woman; that is detestable.” 
But the word “detestable” is not an accurate translation of the Hebrew word toevah. The New 
Living Translation (NLT) goes beyond the text and widens the translation to also include lesbians, a
translation not warranted by the Hebrew words: “Do not practice homosexuality; it is a detestable 
sin. Both versions are pitched at the traditional Christian market that views homosexuality as evil.

Imagine what would happen to Bible sales if this verse read: “Two men must not engage in sexual 
activity on a woman's bed; it is ritually unclean.” Generations of Christians have been conditioned 
to expect this verse to condemn all male same-sex activity as “an abomination.” Bible readers 
would assume the translation is defective and accuse the translators of distorting the original 
meaning of the passage in order to be politically correct. Preachers and theologians would rage 
against the changes, and readers would not buy the Bible. Uproars over much less emotionally 
charged issues have already occurred on the release of new translations. And so the inaccurate, but 
popular, translation prevails. (Incidentally, this is not the only example of bias in Bible 
translations!)

Application of Old Testament Laws

Jewish tradition holds that there are 613 laws in the Torah (the first five books of the Old 
Testament). The question is, how do we decide which ones still apply today? The problem is that 
some Christians cherry pick the laws that they think still apply and ignore others that are 
inconvenient—to them. We have not been given the authority to choose some of the laws in the 
Holiness Code as binding today, while ignoring others because they don’t suit us.

Jesus provided the test by which we determine which Old Testament laws still apply in the 
Christian era. Challenged by a lawyer to name the most important law, Jesus replied: “‘Love the 
Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the first 
and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbour as yourself.’ All the 
Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments” (Matthew 22:37-40). 

Jesus was quoting from the Old Testament when he made his pronouncement: the first command to 
love God supremely comes from Deuteronomy 6:5, and the second command to love your 
neighbour as yourself is from Leviticus 19:18, in the heart of the Holiness Code. To avoid the 
cherry picking referred to above, Old Testament laws must be viewed through the lens of love. That
is not to say that “love” has replaced all law; what Jesus means is we keep those laws that reflect 
and enhance love—our love for God, and love and respect for our fellow human beings. For 
example, we worship God only and in reverence (Exodus 20:3-11) because we love God. We do not
kill (or even hate), steal, tell lies, commit adultery, or covet our neighbour’s Ferrari (Exodus 20:12-
17) because we love the people around us. We can apply this test to all the ancient laws of Israel. 

It’s Complicated

The sheer array of possible interpretations of Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 only indicates that the 
meaning of these verses, like others in the Bible, is ambiguous at best. In addition, the complex 
cultural, religious and social context, about which we really know very little at this distance, 
suggests that we be less than dogmatic on the “right” interpretation. 

Perhaps a little humility is required, an admission that we just do not know all the answers and that 
we have to live with the ambiguity. Humility would require us to be more loving in our 
relationships with gay people, and more understanding of the complicated nature of human love. 
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Conclusion

Whatever homosexual relationships were being outlawed in Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13, the textual, 
cultural and historical context indicates that what was happening ca 1400 BC was a long way from 
loving, committed same-sex relationships in the 21st century. The command against men lying with 
men was not intended to prohibit a form of homosexual relationship that did not exist at the time. 
We cannot insert the modern phenomenon of a same-sex couple living together in a monogamous, 
lifelong relationship back into the ancient text. There is nothing in these verses to suggest the loving
relationship between two equals. Nor do these verses reflect the modern concepts of sexual identity 
or expression.

When read in textual and historical context, the laws of Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 are clearly 
directed at prohibiting sex that violated the numerous Israelite religious and purity laws. The pagan 
religious rites of the Canaanites and other ancient nations included both heterosexual and 
homosexual ritual prostitution in honour of fertility gods. The Israelite Holiness Code sought to 
protect the Israelites from such unbridled idolatry that would lead them away from God. Sex 
between two heterosexual men also violated the cultural norms of the day and may have involved 
rape. The verses say nothing about consensual same-sex activity today.

These commands do not condemn modern committed relationships. Many Christian same-sex 
partners form loving, faithful, monogamous, mutually supportive and lifelong relationships. They 
believe God has blessed their relationship, and their happiness and spiritual growth demonstrate 
their commitment to each other and to God.

This summary of Bible evidence was prepared using many different sources. Sources that deserve 
mention are:
http://wouldjesusdiscriminate.org/
http://www.gaychristian101.com/
http://www.religioustolerance.org/hom_bibl.htm#menu
https://www.sdakinship.org/
https://www.patheos.com/blogs/freedhearts/
http://www.stopbibleabuse.org/
http://www.jeramyt.org/gay.html
http://hoperemainsonline.com/
https://www.gaychurch.org/   
http://www.gaymarriageandthebible.com/
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