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rowing up, I was constantly searching for someone who was “like me.” In the pre-internet 
years, and before coming out, I thought I was the only one who looked at male models in 
the Kmart catalogue. Or felt an affinity for the handsome hero who was about my age in a 

TV program or movie. Or scanned faces on the street, in the train, queuing up at the bank or post 
office. Always in the back of my mind, the question—is he? Or he? 

G
At the same time, I was trying to deal with demons in my head that whispered that I was abnormal, 
or psychologically disturbed or mentally ill or immoral. I didn’t know which label applied because 
nobody talked about homosexuality when I was young. And the only things I read were either too 
vague to understand or they induced feelings of guilt and shame. Although I denied who I was for 
decades, I still wanted to know if there were others like me, and if so, were they “normal”? 

The Search for Validation 

I now realise that those unconscious moments were a search for validation. Behaviour had nothing 
to do with it. The search wasn’t about sex—I was a virgin until I was 26—nor was it about waving 
rainbow flags and joining the party. Like many others, I was on a relentless quest for identity, for a 
role model, for affirmation that I was ok just as I was and didn’t need fixing or curing.

Since coming out, it has always been reassuring to know that another sportsperson, media 
personality, or film star has come out of the closet and announced they were gay. (I wept openly in 
the street when I read the newspaper headline announcing that Ian Thorpe had come out). Heroic, 
out, gay men in Hollywood or at the Olympics give us someone to cheer; out politicians give us 
hope for our future; out religious leaders give us someone to respect; and out musicians, TV 
newsreaders and game show contestants give us someone with whom we can identify. In a world 
where virtually everybody in TV, movies and the media is straight, we long to see someone who is 
just like us. 

Heterosexual people see their lives reflected constantly around them, reinforcing their beliefs and 
social skills. But for gay people1, unless they live in inner Sydney, those moments are usually rare. 
We long to see our gay selves in others, even if it is only in a micro budget gay-themed romantic 
movie on Netflix. Like all marginalised people, seeing ourselves in our culture is deeply meaningful
and proof of our personhood. For some young people, bullied, taunted and accused of not being 
“normal”, seeing others like themselves affirms their very existence. 

The relentless search for validation also drives us to look for role models in the Bible. If only we 
could find an example (or two) of a loving, mutually supportive and healthy same-sex relationship 
in the Bible, approved by God, our problems would be over. We could deal with the ignorant who 
spout Leviticus at us; we could silence the arrogant church people who proclaim “God made Adam 
and Eve, not Adam and Steve”; we could ignore the homophobes who hold up signs saying “God 
hates fags” at our rallies and marches, and we could finally take our place in the world, the church, 
even heaven. 

1 Use of the generic word “gay”, or the term “gay people” is not meant to refer to male homosexuals exclusively, but is 
intended in this paper to be an inclusive term for anyone who identifies as LGBTIQ, asexual, non-binary, gender fluid, 
questioning or queer. Another word that could be used as the all-encompassing umbrella term is “queer”.
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The Bible Speaks to Gay People 

If we believe that God’s message is for everyone, in all ages, cultures and language groups, then the
Bible must speak to gay people, otherwise a proportion of the population is excluded from God. 
Because of the problem in getting private information from self-reporting people, it is difficult to 
estimate what proportion of the population is LGBTIQ. The best scientific estimates say about 5%. 
Since there are estimated to be over 2 billion Christians in the world (not all attend church), then we
have to assume something like 100 million Christians are somewhere in the LGBTIQ mix, whether 
they identify themselves as such or not.

For the same reason, we must also assume that, of all the thousands of people mentioned in the 
Bible, some must have been same-sex attracted, probably in the same proportion as today. There 
must have been people like us living in Biblical societies, even if the term “gay” or the concept of 
homosexuality was unknown then. Presumably they were living outwardly as heterosexuals, with 
wives and children, either to escape detection or because they had no other choice but to conform to
social expectations, just like today. 

We can’t use the word “homosexual” to describe people who were like us in ancient times because 
that word has a modern application after more than a century of scientific research into sexual 
orientation. The modern terms “gay,” “lesbian,” “bisexual” or “trans” to label our identity are the 
result of even more recent understanding, especially since the Stonewall riots of 1969. And some in 
the LGBTIQ community still fight to be recognised.

Queer Theology

More recently, people have looked at the Bible and re-imagined many of the familiar stories with 
gay or lesbian themes. The story of Israel’s exodus, or “coming out” of Egypt is seen as a metaphor 
for gay people coming out of the closet into freedom. Queen Esther “came out” as Jewish to her 
husband, the Persian King Ahasuerus, The story of the prodigal son being accepted by his father is 
an allegory of God’s inclusive love for everyone, including LGBTIQ people. And the story of the 
resurrection of Lazarus reflects the gay experience of being locked in the closet until Jesus calls, 
“Come out!” 

In addition, there are some very odd, some would say “queer”, situations in the Bible. Mary, Martha
and their brother Lazarus, in whose home Jesus often stayed, were an unconventional family, even 
by the standards of the time. Why were they all single and living together? And who was the 
“disciple that Jesus loved” (John 13:23) and why did he lie on Jesus breast at the last supper?

Using the gay perspective, theologians have looked at the big doctrines of the Bible, including 
concepts such as the nature of God; the work of Jesus Christ and salvation; the role of faith and 
grace; the problem of sin and God’s provision for forgiveness; and the relation between the church 
and social justice. Gay theologians have recast the Biblical teachings to include gay, lesbian, bi and 
trans people. The result is known as “queer theology.” Queer theology begins with an assumption 
that gender non-conformity, same-sex attraction, and gay and lesbian desire have always been 
present in human history, including the Bible.

Queer theology is more than just re-interpreting the six “clobber texts” frequently used to denounce 
homosexual behaviour. Queer theology recognises the LGBTIQ community, not as a behaviour, but
as people. Queer theology is a conscious viewpoint that tries to re-orient gay Christians with 
Biblical themes and concepts that are accepting and affirming, ideas sadly lacking in the majority of
churches. 
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Queer theology seeks to eliminate the false understanding around patriarchal superiority and male 
headship that leads to the denigration of women. Queer theology re-examines the often-abused 
subjects of purity and passion, lust and desire, and points instead to the God’s gift of sexuality. 
Queer theology seeks to undo the centuries of guilt and shame, and instead teaches us healthy ways 
to express love, sex, gender and identity. Our sexuality is most healthy when it is connected and 
integrated with our values, our intimacy, our emotions and our spirituality.

Queer theology highlights the inclusiveness of God, especially towards the LGBTIQ community. 
Queer theology aims to uncover the ways in which both Judaism and Christianity have always been 
queer and celebrate the gifts that LGBTQ people bring to the church and the world. 

This paper does not examine queer theology—whole books have already been written about the 
subject. However, there are three Bible stories that are sometimes quoted by LGBTIQ people as 
evidence of same sex relationships in the Bible: the stories of David and Jonathan, Ruth and Naomi,
and the Roman centurion and his servant.

David and Jonathan

David was born about 1040 BC as the youngest son of Jesse, a farmer near Bethlehem during the 
reign of Saul, the first king of Israel. While still a teenager minding his father’s sheep, the 
influential prophet Samuel secretly anointed David to become the next king. David came to the 
attention of King Saul as someone skilled in playing the lyre and was inducted into the royal service
to soothe the king with music during his dark moods. During a battle with the Philistines, David, 
with only a shepherd’s sling and five smooth pebbles, felled the giant Goliath, an event that made 
him famous even in ancient times and led to Saul’s jealousy of the young man. 

Now part of the palace staff, David came into contact with Saul’s eldest son and heir, Jonathan, and 
the two became firm friends. At the time, David was about 18 years of age. The Bible describes 
David as “glowing with health” and with “fine appearance and handsome features” (1 Samuel 
16:12). Jonathan was at least 20 or 25 years older. Despite the age difference, the two men formed a
close bond that has become famous. In one sense, Jonathan became as an older mentor to David.

There is no doubt that David and Jonathan had an unusually close relationship. The Bible records 
that “Jonathan became one in spirit with David, and he loved him as himself...And Jonathan made a
covenant with David because he loved him as himself. Jonathan took off the robe he was wearing 
and gave it to David, along with his tunic, and even his sword, his bow and his belt” (1 Samuel 
18:1-4).2 When Saul became suspicious of David and tried to kill him, Jonathan defended David to 
the king and managed to change his mind (1 Samuel 19:1-7). The Bible says that Jonathan had 
“taken a great liking to David” and was able to bring him back to the palace. The irony was that the 
two friends were actually rivals for the throne: Jonathan was the eldest son of the king, and David 
had been anointed as the next king. Jonathan unreservedly accepted David as the rightful heir and in
effect abdicated his position to David.

David and Jonathan continued meeting in secret, on one occasion entering into a covenant of loyalty
that was to last beyond death. On another occasion, Jonathan endured a berating from his enraged 
father over his friendship with David, even being accused of bringing shame to his mother over his 
relationship with David. After Saul again threatened to kill David, David decided to flee for his life.
While making their tearful farewells, David and Jonathan “kissed each other and wept together—
but David wept the most” (1 Samuel 20:41). 

2 Bible quotations are taken from the New International Version unless otherwise stated.
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The two men separated and over the next ten years, David was a constant fugitive, fleeing from 
Saul who was obsessed with destroying David. In between raids on where David was hiding, Saul 
went to war against Israel’s traditional enemies, the Philistines. Eventually the Philistines prevailed 
in battle and killed Saul’s three sons, including Jonathan. King Saul, mortally wounded and 
surrounded by the enemy, took his own life.

When David heard about the death of Saul and Jonathan, he was distraught. Ever a poet and a 
musician, David composed what has been described as a “lament” recorded in the book of 2 Samuel
chapter 1. The epic poem, known as “The Song of Bow,” records David’s outpouring of grief for 
both Saul and his friend Jonathan. “How the mighty have fallen! ... Saul and Jonathan—in life they 
were loved and admired, and in death they were not parted. They were swifter than eagles, they 
were stronger than lions. How the mighty have fallen in battle! Jonathan lies slain on your heights” 
(2 Samuel 1:19-25).

The most emphatic statement about their friendship occurs as part of David’s very public lament: “I 
grieve for you, Jonathan my brother; you were very dear to me. Your love for me was wonderful, 
more wonderful than that of women” (2 Samuel 1:26). David was a man who knew a lot about 
women—he had at least 10 wives, 8 of whom are named—but apparently the love he shared with 
Jonathan far surpassed even that of his wives.

David went on to claim the throne, first of the tribe of Judah, and then later of all the twelve tribes 
of Israel. He composed approximately half of the 150 poems and sacred songs that are recorded in 
the Book of Psalms. The story of his life spans several books of the Bible. Together, they provide 
one of the most detailed accounts of anyone’s life in either the Bible or ancient history. David ruled 
as king for 40 years and was succeeded by his son Solomon. 

What Kind of Relationship?

The traditional interpretation of the story of David and Jonathan is that they were close friends and 
that their relationship was entirely platonic. According to this view, the covenant they made was 
political, and not erotic. Any intimacy suggested by the texts is a case of male bonding and homo-
sociality.

Beginning in 1978, some scholars, influenced by a growing scientific understanding of same-sex 
attraction, began digging deeper into the text. They interpreted the love between David and 
Jonathan as more intimate, based on romantic love, regardless of whether the relationship was 
physically consummated. 

Modern scholars were not the first to suspect that there was more to the story of David and Jonathan
than just friendship. Artists and sculptors, from the 12th to the 21st century, have long portrayed the 
two men together in what can only be described as romantic poses. Perform a simple image search 
on the Internet and note the thousands of paintings and drawings from mediaeval times onward, 
showing the two men in a loving embrace. Whether it is in the fine art of Rembrandt or Doré, or the
stylised depictions in illuminated manuscripts or on stained glass windows, or the modern paintings 
and children’s book illustrations picturing them as slim Caucasian youths, the images show David 
and Jonathan in poses straight men today would never adopt. And many of the images are definitely
homoerotic. Although Jonathan was actually much older than David, the pictures depict both men 
as young and handsome, and they are invariably shown clasped in each other’s arms, kissing and 
embracing, their eyes lit up by the light of love. 

While it is true that Jonathan and David cared deeply about each other in a way that was stronger 
and more intimate than a platonic friendship, the question remains for LGBTIQ people: “Were they 
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on our team?” That question cannot be answered with certainty simply because the concept of 
sexual orientation was unknown in ancient times. Everybody was assumed to be what we now call 
heterosexual. The concept of an innate sexual identity was first understood in the 19th century and 
the rather clinical term “homosexual” was coined in 1868. The term “gay,” meaning a particular 
identity, with its social, psychological and even political overtones, did not enter general use until 
the 1970s after the Stonewall riots. 

Traditional View

The traditional view of the majority of Christian and Jewish scholars and writers is that the 
relationship between David and Jonathan was purely platonic. Since, according to traditionalists, 
the Bible condemns homosexual acts in Leviticus, David and Jonathan could not have been lovers. 
The covenant they entered together (1 Samuel 18:1-4) was a pact of loyalty and friendship. 
Jonathan knew that David was to be the next king and promised to gave up his position as heir to 
the throne in favour of David. 

The strongly worded and emotive language expressed by David towards Jonathan is typical of 
platonic expressions in ancient, pre-urban cultures and which is still seen in more expressive 
societies. There is no mention of any physical or intimate contact other than that they kissed each 
other (1 Samuel 20:41). Kissing was seen as normal in Eastern culture, and is still used today in the 
Middle East where Westerners would simply shake hands. The cultural kiss was very different from
the romantic kiss described in the Song of Solomon. 

Their love is deep but platonic. In sacrificial loyalty and zeal for the kingdom, Jonathan's love is 
seen as surpassing romantic or erotic affection, especially that of the women David had known until 
then. 

Romantic View

The relationship between David and Jonathan is described using the same words and emphasis as 
other heterosexual romantic relationships in the Old Testament. Some scholars have described 
Jonathan as falling in love with David at their first meeting (1 Samuel 18:1-4) in an ancient twist on
the idea of “love at first sight.” David and Jonathan are described as “one in spirit,” a phrase akin to 
the “one flesh” in the Creation account of Genesis 2:24. 

Proponents of the romantic view claim that if the words in 1 Samuel 18:1-4 were used of a 
heterosexual couple, everyone would agree that they were in love and enjoyed a physical 
relationship. The Hebrew word for love, aheb, is used here, as in many other places in the Old 
Testament. The same word is used to describe the love between husbands and wives, for example 
Isaac and Rebekah, and is used in an erotic sense between David and Jonathan.

David and Jonathan affirm their love and devotion to one another by making a covenant, a solemn 
promise or oath in which God is called upon as witness. The word for covenant, berith, was 
commonly applied to political treaties, business contracts, military orders, as well as marriage 
commitments. Some have suggested that the covenant David and Jonathan made was akin to a 
marriage-like relationship, sealed before God, as were marriages elsewhere in the Bible. 

To seal their relationship, Jonathan, as the social superior, elevates David to be his equal by giving 
David his royal clothing, including his robe, tunic, sword, bow and belt. The giving of clothing was 
also a ritualistic way of giving David the kingdom. Some have seen the giving of clothing as a 
euphemism for expressing their love physically.
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In 1 Samuel 18:21, King Saul offers his daughter Michal to be David’s wife. The American 
Standard Version translates this verse as “Saul said to David, ‘Thou shalt this day be my son-in-law 
a second time’ (ASV). Proponents of the romantic view claim that this text shows that Saul 
acknowledges that David and Jonathan are in a relationship like marriage and that David is already 
his son-in-law as a result. Now Saul offers his daughter Michal as a wife for David, making him the
king’s son-in-law for the second time. 

Although persuasive, even proponents of the romantic view admit that the translation of 1 Samuel 
18:21 is difficult, and its romantic interpretation is conjectural. The original Hebrew is unclear due 
to the position in the sentence of the word “second”. Other translations render the verse: “Saul said 
to David, “Now you have a second opportunity to become my son-in-law” (NIV). The first 
opportunity to the king’s son-in-law was when Saul offered, then withdrew, his elder daughter, 
Merab to be David’s wife (1 Samuel 18:17-19). The second opportunity was the marriage to 
Michal. Other translations put the word “second” closer to Saul, as in: “Saul said to David a second 
time, “You shall now be my son-in-law.” (RSV, NRSV)

In Bible times, marriages were always arranged. In this case, David is happy to marry Saul’s 
daughter, Michal, for political purposes. The marriage would raise his status and profile as the 
potential next king. Saul on the other hand was trying to use his daughter to destroy David. 
According to those who hold the romantic view, the fact that David married a woman (eventually at
least 10 women) does not eliminate the possibility of a romantic relationship with Jonathan. 
Heterosexual marriage was expected for financial and social reasons, and to provide heirs to inherit 
the family property. Although the Bible says Michal loved David, there is no mention that David 
loved Michal in return. Or maybe David was bisexual. Marriage was probably used as a cover for 
secret homosexual relationships then in the same way as it is used today, often at the urging of 
misguided priests and pastors.

According to the romantic view, the language used by David and Jonathan is a “secret code” that 
indicates strong affection between two lovers. In 1 Samuel 19:1, Jonathan had “taken a great liking 
to David.” The New King James Version says that Jonathan “delighted greatly in David” (NKJV). 
The Hebrew word for liking, or delighted, is chaphets, which means “pleasure” or “desire”. The 
same word is used to describe Shechem’s delight in Jacob’s daughter Dinah after he fell in love 
with her (Gen 34:19). Then in 1 Samuel 20:3, David says to Jonathan “I have found favour in your 
eyes.” The word “favour” is the same word translated as “grace.” David’s statement may suggest a 
romantic or physical attraction since the original word can also point to approval, delight and joy 
that someone finds in another’s loveliness and sweetness. However, proponents of the traditional 
view point out that the phrase “finding favour in someone’s eyes” ” refers 45 (out of 46) times to 
finding grace in God’s eyes, or the eyes of a ruler or wealthy landowner, a close relative, the father 
of a potential bride, or of a nation. The only time this phrase is used of lovers is of a wife who is no 
longer desired by her husband and can be divorced.

In the critical passage of 1 Samuel 20, the relationship reaches a climax. Suspicious that King Saul 
wants to kill him, David is absent from an important royal feast. Jonathan loyally defends David 
and even lies to his father to give David an alibi. Out of love and loyalty to David, Jonathan is 
prepared to betray his father, family, wealth and his status to defend David. 

In a stunning display of rage, Saul berates Jonathan for his relationship with David and insults 
Jonathan’s mother. “You son of a perverse and rebellious woman! Don’t I know that you have sided
with the son of Jesse to your own shame and to the shame of the mother who bore you?” (1 Samuel 
20:30) The original Hebrew is much more earthy and the nearest English translation is perhaps 
expressed in The Message Bible: “You son of a slut!” According to the romantic view, Saul accuses
Jonathan of “choosing” David and forming a permanent relationship akin to marriage. Because of 
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the threat to Saul’s throne, Jonathan is accused of disgracing his mother. By referring to Jonathan’s 
mother as a “slut” (literally, her “nakedness”), Saul suggests that the love relationship of David and 
Jonathan was shameful or indecent. The vulgar slur carries an undercurrent of sexual innuendo, not 
only about Jonathan’s mother, but also about Jonathan himself and implies that Saul knows all 
about the intimate relationship with David.

In 1 Samuel 20:35-42, David and Jonathan meet for what will be the last time. The meeting is again
secret, as lovers. They embrace, kiss and weep together “but David wept the most” (1 Samuel 
20:41). Even though there is no overt mention of sexual contact in the story, this is not considered a 
barrier, since sexual contact is rarely mentioned in heterosexual relationships in the Bible, unless 
children were born. However, there is a hint of a physical relationship in verse 41, although it hangs
on a textual problem. The King James Version ambiguously translates the verse as they “wept one 
with another, until David exceeded” (KJV). There is no explanation as to what was “exceeded”. The
Hebrew text is unclear and there appears to be a word missing, possibly edited out to avoid a sexual 
connotation. The Hebrew word higdil is translated as large, great, grow bigger, exceed, or enlarge. 
Young’s Literal Translation says that David “exerted himself”. Some scholars have suggested that 
David was sexually aroused. Certainly David is overcome with emotion and passion. The 
conclusion remains tantalisingly ambiguous and remains conjectural at best.

The final piece of evidence put forward in favour of the romantic view is the most widely quoted, 
and perhaps the most convincing. After King Saul and his sons, including Jonathan, were killed 
during the battle against the Philistines, David mourns Jonathan in an epic poem. The public nature 
of the poem, which was to be taught to the people of Judah, suggests national mourning for 
Jonathan as a popular hero. “How the mighty have fallen in battle! Jonathan lies slain on your 
heights. I grieve for you, Jonathan my brother; you were very dear to me. Your love for me was 
wonderful, more wonderful than that of women” (2 Samuel 1:25,26). 

The deep emotional bond broken by Jonathan’s death leaves David grief-stricken. David compares 
his relationship with Jonathan to that of a woman, saying that their emotional attachment, and 
perhaps even their physical connection, far surpassed the relationships that David had with women. 
The word for love used here is typically translated as love in heterosexual marriages throughout the 
Bible, including the love poem, Song of Solomon. 

What Can We Conclude About the Story of David and Jonathan?

The arguments for a romantic, and even physical, association between David and Jonathan are 
sound, persuasive and emotionally compelling. On the basis of the ancient language and grammar, 
cultural background and contexts, such a conclusion is logical and possible. The evidence has led 
many serious theologians and writers to conclude that the two men were romantically involved and 
that they were lovers. And of course, gay and lesbian people fervently wish this were the case. 

However, the Bible evidence in still inconclusive, and scholars on both sides will probably debate 
the question for the foreseeable future without reaching agreement. It seems highly unlikely that 
such a prominent character as David could have emerged to play a leading role in Biblical history 
without more detailed information about his sexual exploits leaking out, even if it was a scandal. 
Other scandals did emerge, such as his adultery with Bathsheba and the subsequent murder of 
Uriah. On the other hand, the story of David and Jonathan is not entirely unique if we consider the 
other possible, but muted, references to same-sex relationships in the Bible. We just don’t know the 
full extent of their relationship and probably will never have enough information to know.

In the long run, it doesn’t really matter whether David and Jonathan were lovers or just close 
friends. From one gay man’s perspective, it is enough that the two men openly showed trust, 
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commitment, loyalty and affection. Their relationship went well beyond the typical friendship into 
what we today may call a bromance, and they both showed considerable emotion and passion. 
Whether they consummated that passion physically is not our business anyway. And it would have 
been highly unusual if the Bible had reported such a consummation. 

Regardless of how we view David and Jonathan, they are still role models. Given that LGBTIQ 
people have had to suffice with very little encouragement from the heterosexual world around us, 
the little that is in this story is sufficient. The fact that we can ask questions and make space for 
conjecture is encouraging. If we are looking for “gay heroes” in the Bible, David and Jonathan are 
two of the worthiest candidates.

Ruth and Naomi

Ruth is the title character in the book in the Old Testament named after her. In the narrative, she is 
not an Israelite but from Moab, an often-hostile nation on the eastern side of the Dead Sea. In the 
story, Elimelech, a man from Bethlehem, with his wife, Naomi, and their two sons, Mahlon and 
Chilion, left Israel during a famine and lived in the land of Moab.  While there, Elimelech died. The
two sons married, Mahlon taking Ruth as his wife, and Chilion taking Orpah. However, both sons 
also died, leaving the three women widows, among the most vulnerable people in society. 

When Naomi heard that the famine in Judah had passed, she decided to return home. Orpah was 
persuaded to stay in Moab, but Ruth, in spite of Naomi’s entreaties, accompanied her mother-in-law
to Bethlehem. There she married an Israelite man named Boaz. Ruth is a direct ancestor of King 
David and is one of five women mentioned in the genealogy of Jesus found in Matthew chapter 1.

The book of Ruth reads like the story of two women in love. The main reason for suggesting a 
possible same-sex relationship is the language Ruth uses to insist on accompanying her mother-in-
law Naomi back to Bethlehem. “Don’t urge me to leave you or to turn back from you. Where you 
go I will go, and where you stay I will stay. Your people will be my people and your God my God. 
Where you die I will die, and there I will be buried. May the LORD deal with me, be it ever so 
severely, if even death separates you and me” (Ruth 1:16,17). 

Only one word can explain her plea — love for her mother-in-law and for the God she had adopted. 
Curiously enough, these verses have been read at weddings or incorporated into wedding homilies 
for centuries, although they are nothing to do with marriage, and are uttered by one woman to 
another. However, we must admit, however florid the prose, or intense Ruth’s emotions, it is 
difficult to read a lesbian relationship into these words.

Proponents of this view point out that the same word used to describe the relationship between 
Adam and Eve is also used to describe Ruth’s attachment to Naomi. In Genesis 2:24, the Bible says:
“That is why a man leaves his father and mother and is united [dabaq “joined,” or “cleave” (KJV)] 
to his wife, and they become one flesh. The same Hebrew word is used in Ruth 1:14 “Ruth clung to 
her [Naomi]” rather than return to Moab.

The rest of the story details Ruth’s devotion and care for her mother-in-law, including working in 
the fields picking up scraps of grain to support them both. Eventually Naomi arranges a marriage 
between Ruth and Boaz, a wealthy relative of Naomi, but there is no mention of love between them.
When a son is born to the couple, it is Naomi who is featured as being the centre of the celebrations.
And it is as if Naomi herself has given birth to a son. “Then Naomi took the child in her arms and 
cared for him. The women living there said, “Naomi has a son!” And they named him Obed (Ruth 
4:16,17).
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What Can We Conclude About the Story of Ruth and Naomi?

Like the story of David and Jonathan, there is nothing explicit that would lead to a conclusion of a 
lesbian relationship. However it does seem hypocritical that a minister would allow these words to 
be said between a husband and wife on their wedding day, but refuse two women to make an oath 
of lifelong friendship (even if they remained celibate) using the same words. (An arrangement 
between two women to live together for each other’s mutual support, in a non-sexual relationship, 
was known in Victorian times as a “Boston marriage.” See the Wikipedia entry for details.)

Again, whether Ruth and Naomi were lesbians, or living in a “Boston marriage”, or were just two 
widows who vowed to stick together through a terrible crisis doesn’t really matter. What does 
matter is that modern lesbians can see themselves in this story and claim the love that is expressed 
as their own. Lesbian couples today reflect the timeless story of two women who loved each other 
deeply, made vows of undying loyalty, and lived together for life. Just as Ruth and Naomi adopted 
each other’s extended families, and relied on each other for sustenance, so do many lesbian women 
today. Instead of condemning these relationships, the Bible celebrates them, giving them their own 
book in Scripture.

Again, we do not have enough information about the full nature of their relationship, and never will,
and so the evidence remains inconclusive. But as role models of love and loyalty, Ruth and Naomi 
are two more heroines for lesbian Christians to emulate.

The Centurion and His Servant

The third story concerns a Roman centurion and his beloved servant, who was paralysed, 
desperately ill, and close to death. The story is recorded twice: Matthew 8:5-13 and Luke 7:1-10.

In ancient Rome the centurion was the backbone of the army. The word “centurion” meant “captain 
of 100”, and the Roman centurion commanded approximately 100 foot soldiers. Centurions began 
military life as ordinary soldiers and worked their way up the ranks. Centurions were required to be 
loyal and courageous, and when the general noticed their skill and courage in battle, they were 
promoted. Centurions wore distinctive helmets and carried a short staff as a symbol of their rank. 
They often received wages that amounted to more than 20 times the ordinary soldiers pay, 

A Roman legion of 6,000 soldiers was organised into 60 centuries, each under the command of a 
centurion. During the time of the Emperor Augustus there were 28 legions throughout the empire. 
Posted to the provinces of Judea and Galilee, centurions were visible signs of an occupying enemy 
power and often acted harshly. In addition, centurions were considered to be Gentiles by the Jews; 
not just foreigners, but pagan unbelievers that Jewish people refused to associate with. 

Seven centurions are mentioned in the New Testament: the centurion whose servant was sick; the 
centurion who stood guard at Jesus’ cross; Cornelius, a convert to Christianity; and several 
centurions mentioned in connection with the imprisonment of the apostle Paul, including Julius who
accompanied Paul on the journey to Rome. The Bible speaks approvingly of all seven, especially 
the centurion of our story who requested Jesus to heal his servant. 

The incident took place at the town of Capernaum, on the northern shore of the Sea of Galilee. In 
Luke’s account, the centurion sent some Jewish elders, or synagogue leaders, on his behalf to ask 
Jesus to heal his sick servant who was near death. The elders declared that the centurion was worthy
of help because “he loves our nation and has built our synagogue” (Luke 7:5). Archaeological 
discoveries at the ancient site of Capernaum have uncovered the ruins of a 4th century synagogue, 
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one of the oldest in the world, probably built over the site of the synagogue that existed in Jesus’ 
day.

Jesus agreed to heal the servant and immediately began to walk to the centurion’s quarters. 
However, according to Matthew’s account, the centurion himself shows up and protests that he is 
not worthy of Jesus’ presence. “Lord, I do not deserve to have you come under my roof. But just 
say the word, and my servant will be healed. For I myself am a man under authority, with soldiers 
under me. I tell this one, ‘Go,’ and he goes; and that one, ‘Come,’ and he comes. I say to my 
servant, ‘Do this,’ and he does it.” (Matthew 8:8,9). 

Jesus was amazed at the centurion’s faith. “Truly I tell you, I have not found anyone in Israel with 
such great faith” (Matthew 8:10) and commended him as an example to everyone. “Then Jesus said 
to the centurion, ‘Go! Let it be done just as you believed it would.’ And his servant was healed at 
that moment” (Matthew 8:13).

The Servant

There are a number of words for servant in the Greek New Testament, but the most common was 
doulos meaning a servant or slave. But Matthew’s account uses a much less frequently used word, 
pais. This word had several possible meanings depending upon the context in which it was used. It 
could mean “son,” “boy” or “youth;” it could also mean “servant” which is the way the word is 
translated in English Bibles.

Even though pais can be translated as “boy” or “son”, the pais in this case is not the centurion’s son
—Luke’s account says the young man was the centurion’s “highly valued servant,” someone who 
was “dear unto him.” Presumably, he was a youth, perhaps a teenager who worked in the 
centurion’s household. Evidently the centurion treated this servant well and cared for him as if he 
was a family member. Certainly their relationship was so special that the centurion dared to 
approach Jesus, itself an act of immense courage and faith, to plead for the servant’s life.

In some contexts, for example when the word was used in non-Biblical, or classical, Greek 
literature, the word pais could also mean a particular type of servant — one who was “his master’s 
male lover.”3 Often these lovers were younger than their masters, even teenagers. 

Repugnant as this may be to us, relationships with, and between, very young teenagers were 
common in ancient times. Teenagers, 14 or 15 years of age, were commonly betrothed in marriage 
as teenagers, and women were married when they were 12 or 13 years old. It was common, and 
legal, for older men to marry young girls. Marriages were usually accompanied by financial 
considerations, and women were the property of their husbands, with a status barely above a slave. 
For a man to purchase a lover, male or female, was simply a commercial transaction. Often, their 
sexual role was implicit in their status as slaves. Slaves could be used as sex objects on any 
occasion.

The centurion may well have entered such an arrangement because of his circumstances. To ensure 
absolute and undeviating loyalty and devotion to the army, centurions were banned from legal 
marriage, a ban that lasted until the end of the 2nd century AD. Many centurions formed de facto 
partnerships, and often married their partner after their military service was over. In addition, in 
many places centurions were not allowed to sire even illegitimate children. As a result, centurions 
often resorted to prostitution or homosexual liaisons, even if the latter were only temporary. In the 

3 K.J. Dover, Greek Homosexuality (Harvard University Press, Cambridge, 1978), page 16; Bernard Sergent, 
Homosexuality in Greek Myth (Beacon Press, Boston, 1986), page 10. Referenced at: 
http://www.wouldjesusdiscriminate.org/biblical_evidence/gay_couple.html
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1st and 2nd centuries AD, prostitutes were taxed by the Roman Empire and homosexual relationships
were tolerated. 

The nature of the centurion’s relationship to this servant can only be inferred from textual and 
circumstantial evidence. The word pais used by the centurion, and quoted by Matthew, is 
ambiguous—and maybe that was deliberate. Only the context determines the nature of the word, 
much as the word “boy” can be used in English in different ways: as a pre-teen male child; as 
someone’s son (even when an adult); as a slang expression for a gay man’s partner or even other 
gay friends. In 19th century America, “boy” was used in a derogatory fashion to refer to a black 
male slave of any age, a use that lingered well into the 20th century as a term for African-American 
men because of the association with slavery.

Matthew, in his account of this story, distinguishes the sick servant from other servants he has under
his command.  The centurion tried to dissuade Jesus from actually coming to his quarters by saying:
“For I myself am a man under authority, with soldiers under me. I tell this one, ‘Go,’ and he goes; 
and that one, ‘Come,’ and he comes. I say to my servant, ‘Do this,’ and he does it” (Matthew 8:9). 
The servant in this context is a doulos, the common word for servant. But in referring to the servant 
for whom he is pleading, he uses the word pais, as if to distinguish this servant from the other 
servants in his household. We may well wonder why the distinction, unless this servant had a 
different relationship to the centurion from the others and was in fact the centurion’s young lover.

What Can We Conclude About the Story of the Centurion and His Servant?

This story is the only example of someone seeking healing for a slave. The miracle is even more 
remarkable because this was a proud Roman centurion who was humbling himself and pleading 
with a Jewish rabbi to heal the young man. The extraordinary lengths to which the centurion went to
seek healing for his servant is much more understandable, from a psychological perspective, if the 
slave was his beloved companion.

Although pais could be used as a term of endearment for a slave, we do not know whether the 
centurion was in a homosexual relationship with the young man. While pais can be used to refer to 
the younger partner in a homosexual relationship, this passage would be the only such instance in 
the New Testament. The word remains ambiguous.4

The Bible does not give us enough information to reach a conclusion about the relationship of the 
centurion and his servant. Although we can suggest inferences from history and the linguistic 
details, we will never know the answer. However, the fact that we can raise the question, and that 
the evidence allows us to suggest a possible same-sex relationship is significant for our search for 
such relationships in the Bible. There is nothing in the two Gospel accounts to rule out a same-sex 
relationship, just as there is no evidence to assert that there was such a relationship. The definitive 
answer lies intriguingly out of reach.

Like the previous two stories, eventually it does not matter whether the centurion was gay or not. 
Nor does it matter whether we can determine a sexual relationship. And it is not our business o 
know. What is significant is that here, once again, gay Christians can find encouragement. Jesus 
welcomed someone who was an outcast in Jewish society—a pagan Gentile, a foreigner, a symbol 
of a hated oppressor—and commended his faith. And to underline God’s inclusiveness, Jesus 
proclaimed to the crowd around the centurion: “I say to you that many will come from the east and 
the west, and will take their places at the feast with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of 
heaven” (Matthew 8:11). God’s kingdom is made up of people outside the borders of Israel, outside 

4 John Byron, Professor of New Testament, Ashland Theological Seminary. Referenced at:
https://thebiblicalworld.blogspot.com/2012/08/did-jesus-heal-centurions-same-sex.html
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the walls of the church, outside the man-made boundaries that exclude people on the basis of their 
colour, ethnic origin or sexuality. Jesus affirmed that many others like this centurion — those who 
come from beyond the assumed boundaries of God’s grace — are admitted, and welcomed, to the 
kingdom of heaven. If we are looking for another hero for gay Christians, the Roman centurion at 
Capernaum certainly qualifies.

Conclusion

As LGBTIQ people, we must take back the Bible as our own. If we are not included in the Bible, 
then we don’t belong in God’s family. If we can’t see ourselves in the stories and characters 
recorded in scripture, then the Bible is not our book. But by looking at the Bible with “queer eyes” 
we can recognise our tribe. We must see the people in the Bible as they surely must have been: 
varied and diverse, with human emotions and feelings, and as complex in their sexualities as people 
are today.

The stories of David and Jonathan, Ruth and Naomi, and the centurion and his servant do not 
provide us with any definite proof of same-sex relationships in the Bible. In that sense we are 
disappointed that we can’t find the silver bullet that will eliminate the opposition and open the door 
to an affirming church. On the other hand, we can take encouragement from the stories that have 
been recorded for us, even as we contemplate the subtle nuances that only gay people see. 

We can admire the sheer masculinity of David and the heroic bravery of Jonathan, who nevertheless
exhibited an incredible degree of love and affection. We can be reassured by the lifelong loyalty 
and commitment of Ruth and Naomi and their devotion to each other. And we can be encouraged 
by Jesus’ promise that outcasts like the centurion and his servant are included in God’s kingdom. 
These six individuals are role models for LGBTIQ people today and their stories encourage us that 
we also are welcome in God’s kingdom. 

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/
http://godmademegay.blogspot.com/p/introduction.html

In particular, refer to the following for more detailed information on this topic:

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_and_Jonathan
https://www.deviantart.com/the-humble-jester/art/The-Love-of-David-and-Jonathan-106905106
http://hoperemainsonline.com/Same-Sex-Marriage/
http://epistle.us/homobible.html
http://www.wouldjesusdiscriminate.org/biblical_evidence/ruth_naomi.html
https://www.gaychristian101.com/Gay-Centurion.html
https://thewildreed.blogspot.com/2008/06/jesus-and-centurion-part-1.html
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http://epistle.us/homobible.html
http://hoperemainsonline.com/Same-Sex-Marriage/
https://www.deviantart.com/the-humble-jester/art/The-Love-of-David-and-Jonathan-106905106
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_and_Jonathan
http://godmademegay.blogspot.com/p/introduction.html
http://www.gaymarriageandthebible.com/
https://www.gaychurch.org/
http://hoperemainsonline.com/
http://www.jeramyt.org/gay.html
http://www.stopbibleabuse.org/
https://www.patheos.com/blogs/freedhearts/
https://www.sdakinship.org/
http://www.religioustolerance.org/hom_bibl.htm#menu
http://www.gaychristian101.com/
http://wouldjesusdiscriminate.org/
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