
 1 

“How Does Scripture Relate to LGBTQ Persons?” Mt 23:23-24 
November 12, 2017 at Mboro 

Noel Schoonmaker 
 

My Mom was raised Southern Baptist, and she was taught to 

memorize scripture at a young age. So, when I was little, she taught me to 

memorize several scriptures. “This is the day the Lord has made, let us 

rejoice and be glad in it.” “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.” And 

most important, Jn 3:16: “For God so loved world that he gave his only 

begotten Son, that whosoever believes in him shall not perish but have 

everlasting life.” Unfortunately, not everyone has had such positive, 

quintessential scriptures emphasized in their lives.  

When considering how scripture relates to LGBTQ persons, people 

have often cited the story of Sodom and Gomorrah in Genesis 19. In this 

story, a group of men surround Lot’s house and demand to take advantage of 

his houseguests. They say, “Where are the men who came to you tonight? 

Bring them out to us, so that we may know them.” The houseguests, 

however, are actually angels who end up saving Lot’s family just before God 

destroys Sodom and Gomorrah with fire from heaven. This story has often 

been interpreted as divine punishment of same-sex sexuality—so often, in 

fact, that the English word “sodomy,” derived from the biblical “Sodom,” 

means “homosexuality.”  
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However, it is unclear in the story whether the sin of Sodom was the 

desire to rape, the desire to have same-sex intercourse, the desire to have 

intercourse with angels, or something else. As Jack Rogers notes, Lot 

obviously did not “think of the attackers as primarily homosexual” because 

at one point he offered them his daughters.1  

Furthermore, references to “Sodom” appear in Deuteronomy, Isaiah, 

Jeremiah, Lamentations, Ezekiel, Amos, Zephaniah, Matthew, Luke, 

Romans, 2 Peter, and Jude, yet David Gushee observes, “Never once in 

these intra-biblical references to Sodom is their evil described as same-sex 

interest or behavior.”2 Jude 6-8 identifies the sin of Sodom as lusting “after 

other flesh.” This phrase refers to the sin of sex with angels, a theme 

introduced in the perplexing narrative of Genesis 6 wherein angels have 

intercourse with human women. Jer 23:14 mentions Sodom in relation to the 

sins of adultery and lies.3 Other scriptures associate Sodom with 

inhospitality and injustice.4 Ezek 16:49 declares, “This was the guilt of your 

sister Sodom: she and her daughters had pride, excess of food, and 

prosperous ease, but did not aid the poor and needy.” In view of all the 

                                                
1 Jack Rogers, Jesus, the Bible, and Homosexuality: Explode the Myths, Heal the Church, rev. ed. 
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2009), 67. 
2 David P. Gushee with Brian D. McLaren, Phyllis Tickle, and Matthew Vines, Changing Our Minds, 2nd 
ed. (Canton: Read the Spirit Books, 2015), 61. 
3 Gushee, 61-62. 
4 Rogers, 69. See Is 1:9-23; Lk 10:10-12. 
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evidence, the story of Sodom and Gomorrah has nothing to do with same-

sex sexuality as such.5  

There is a similar story in Judges 19. A man hosts a guest for the night 

and a group of men come to his house saying, “Bring out the man who came 

into your house, so that we may have intercourse with him.” The host sends 

out his concubine instead, and the men abuse her all night. This horrifying 

story also has nothing to do with same-sex sexuality as such. 

Two passages in Leviticus are sometimes cited in relation to LGBTQ 

persons. Lv 18:22 says, “You shall not lie with a male as with a woman; it is 

an abomination.” Lv 20:13 says, “If a man lies with a male as with a woman, 

both of them have committed an abomination.” It’s important to understand 

the context of these passages. Robert Gagnon notes that, “The existence of 

male (same-sex) cult prostitutes was well known to Jews of the period.”6 In 

fact, Philo, a Jewish writer during New Testament times, understood these 

Leviticus texts to reference male prostitution at pagan temples.7 Therefore, 

the question arises as to whether Leviticus references same-sex prostitution 

in pagan worship or same-sex intercourse in general. 

                                                
5 Rogers, 67. 
6 Robert A. J. Gagnon, The Bible and Homosexual Practice: Texts and Hermeneutics (Nashville: Abingdon 
Press, 2001), 105. 
7 Ken Wilson, A Letter to My Congregation: An Evangelical Pastor’s Path to Embracing People Who are 
Gay, Lesbian, and Transgender into the Company of Jesus (Canton: Read the Spirit Books, 2014), 61. 
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In any case, it’s tenuous to base Christian ethical arguments on 

Leviticus, since much of Leviticus is obsolete for Christians. How many of 

us have planted two different types of seeds in the same garden or worn a 

shirt that’s a polyester-cotton blend without worrying that Lv 19:19 says, 

“You shall not sow your field with two kinds of seed; nor shall you put on a 

garment made of two different materials?” How many of us have eaten pork 

barbeque without worrying that to do so is an abomination according to 

Leviticus?8 Almost everyone knows that simply quoting a verse from 

Leviticus does not make it normative for Christians. For these reasons, I 

think it’s ethically erroneous to emphasize Lv 18:22 and Lv 20:13 in relation 

to LGBTQ persons, and I think it’s ethically abysmal to call an LGBTQ 

person an “abomination.”9 

There are no other Old Testament passages that mention same-sex 

sexuality, but three New Testament passages do. In order to interpret these 

scriptures, it is vital to understand the historical background of ancient 

Greco-Roman society. As Ken Wilson observes, there were three main 

contexts of same-sex intercourse back then.10 The first was same-sex 

                                                
8 See Lv 11:7 and Lv 20:25. 
9 The Bible identifies multiple “abominations” that are hardly ever called such today, including arrogance, 
violence, eating shellfish, loaning money at interest, oppressing the poor, and extorting aliens. See Dt 14:3-
21; Ezek 18:10-13; Ezek 22:6-12; and Prov 16:5. Gushee, 65.   
10 Wilson, 63-67. 



 5 

prostitution at pagan temples of worship. The second was the institution of 

Greco-Roman slavery in which masters routinely took advantage of both 

male and female members of the household. The third was a widespread 

social custom called pederasty in which pre-pubescent boys provided favors 

to older men in return “for philosophical training and social patronage.”11 On 

the other hand, there was no institution of monogamous same-sex unions 

based on a commitment to mutual love. 

With this in mind, let us consider 1 Cor 6:9 and 1 Tm 1:10. These 

passages are called “vice lists” because they enumerate several sins. The two 

Greek words in these verses that are sometimes applied to LGBTQ persons 

are malakoi and arsenokoitai. Malakoi literally means “soft ones.” In moral 

terms, it generally signaled a tendency toward immoderation, debauchery, or 

self-indulgence. David Frederickson contends that in 1 Cor 6:9 malakoi 

means “those who lack of self-control.”12 The NRSV translates it “male 

prostitutes,” which is another possible meaning. Richard Hays notes that 

malakoi “appears often in Hellenistic Greek as pejorative slang to describe 

the ‘passive’ partners—often young boys—in homosexual activity.”13 Thus, 

                                                
11 Mark Achtemeier, The Bible’s Yes to Same-Sex Marriage: An Evangelical’s Change of Heart 
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2014), 92-93. 
12 Matthew Vines, God and the Gay Christian: The Biblical Case in Support of Same-sex Relationships 
(New York: Convergent Books, 2014), 119-122. 
13 Richard Hays, The Moral Vision of the New Testament: Community, Cross, New Creation; A 
Contemporary Introduction to New Testament Ethics (New York: HarperOne, 1996), 382. 
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Paul may have had pederasty in mind. The meaning of the term is obviously 

difficult to pin down. Indeed, Gushee observes that English translations of it 

have included anything from “weaklings” to “wantons” to “debauchers” to 

“licentious” to “sensual” to “effeminate.”14  

The other term, arsenokoitai, is uncommon in ancient literature. 

According to Mark Achtemeier, it is “a combination of the Greek words for 

‘man’ and ‘bed.’”15 The NRSV renders it “sodomites.” This translation 

aligns with scholars who see the term as an echo of Lv 20:13, which we 

discussed earlier.16 Yet Dale Martin observes that on four occasions in 

ancient literature, arsenokoitai refers to economic exploitation.17 Therefore, 

Gushee wonders if, in the vice lists, it may have described sex traffickers, 

sexual exploiters, sexual predators, or pimps.18 It certainly could have 

evoked the exploitative same-sex relations pertaining to pederasty.19 

Determining the precise meaning of these two terms is difficult given 

the available evidence. However, the historical context suggests that if they 

referenced sexual activity, they likely referenced sexual practices associated 

with idolatry, prostitution, abuse, and economic exploitation. In my view, 

                                                
14 Gushee, 75. 
15 Achtemeier, 98. 
16 For example, see Hays, 382. 
17 Gushee, 78-79. 
18 Gushee, 79. 
19 Pederasty was so common that Philo simply called it “the union of ‘males with males.’” Vines, 123. 
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therefore, these terms do not shed much light on how Scripture relates to 

LGBTQ persons, especially those interested in monogamous same-sex 

unions based on mutual love. 

The final and most important New Testament passage that mentions 

same-sex sexuality is Rom 1:26-27, which says, “For this reason God gave 

them up to degrading passions. Their women exchanged natural intercourse 

for unnatural, and in the same way also the men, giving up natural 

intercourse with women, were consumed with passion for one another. Men 

committed shameless acts with men and received in their own persons the 

due penalty for their error.” In this section of Romans, Paul is showing how 

all people have fallen under the power of sin (Rom 3:9), and he is 

specifically discussing Gentile idolatry (Rom 1:24-25).  

Some argue that since Paul refers to the “Creator” in Rom 1:25, and 

then uses the term “unnatural” to describe same-sex intercourse in verses 26-

27, he is indicating that same-sex intercourse is contrary to God’s 

anatomical design of male and female in creation. These interpreters 

conclude that Romans 1 regards all same-sex intercourse as contrary to 

God’s will.20 

                                                
20 For example, consult Hays, 387-388; Gagnon, 254-258; Caleb Kaltenbach, Messy Grace: How a Pastor 
with Gay Parents Learned to love Others without Sacrificing Conviction (Colorado Springs: WaterBrook 
Press, 2015), 86-87. 
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Others argue that Paul’s language of “natural” and “unnatural” does 

not reference the anatomical design of male and female in creation. They 

observe that the terminology of “nature” does not appear in the creation 

narratives of Genesis 1-2. They also note that in ancient Greek, the words for 

“natural” and “unnatural” were frequently synonyms for “normal” and 

“abnormal.”21 They cite 1 Cor 11:14-15, where Paul says “nature” shows 

that long hair on a man is “degrading” but long hair on a woman is her glory. 

This passage echoes Rom 1:26-27 both in terms of what is “natural” and in 

terms of what is “degrading.” Yet here, we know the language of “nature” 

speaks to Greco-Roman cultural convention, or what was “normal” in first 

century society, because for men like Samson in Old Testament times, their 

long hair was their glory (Judges 13-16). Since the language of “natural” and 

“unnatural” often evokes cultural conventions rather than universal values, it 

is debatable whether the claims about what is “natural” and “unnatural” in 

Rom 1:26-27 should be considered normative for Christians today. 

Other interpreters emphasize the context of Rom 1:26-27 and argue 

that Paul is not condemning same-sex intercourse as much as idolatry. 

Gentile idolatry is clearly the main subject of Rom 1:18-32. Since same-sex 

                                                
21 Helmut Koester, ‘Physis,’ ed. Gerhard Kittel and Garhard Friedrich, Theological Dictionary of the New 
Testament, vol. 9 (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1977), 262. Cited in Vines, 
111. 
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prostitution was common at the pagan temples where Gentiles engaged in 

idolatry, Wilson concludes that “the original recipients of Paul’s 

letter…would have viewed [Rom 1:26-27] first and foremost as a 

condemnation of such practices.”22 

In summary, there are very few references to same-sex sexuality in the 

Bible. While all of them are negative, it appears that none of them originally 

referenced anything close to a modern-day, monogamous same-sex union 

based on a commitment of mutual love.  

Furthermore, the concept of sexual orientation did not emerge until 

the late nineteenth century, so it wasn’t even on the radar of the biblical 

writers.23 Accounting for sexual orientation adds another level of complexity 

to discerning how scripture relates to LGBTQ persons. Some Christians, 

such as Wesley Hill, examine Scripture and conclude that for Christians who 

are same-sex oriented, life-long celibacy is in order.24 Other Christians, such 

as Matthew Vines, examine Scripture and conclude that not only celibacy 

                                                
22 Wilson, 63. 
23 Vines, 39-40. 
24 Wesley Hill, Washed and Waiting: Reflections on Christian Faithfulness and Homosexuality (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 2010). Gagnon, Hays, and Kaltenbach also reach this conclusion. See also Stanley J. 
Grenz, Sexual Ethics: An Evangelical Perspective (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1997), 223-
246. 
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but also same-sex marriage should be an option for same-sex oriented 

Christians.25 

While it is important to investigate the breadth of Scripture, I believe 

quintessential scriptures should take precedence in our discernment process. 

By “quintessential scriptures,” I mean scriptures that Jesus identified as 

particularly important and scriptures that convey the core of the gospel. For 

example, in Matthew 22, Jesus said that to love God and to love your 

neighbor are the greatest commandments and that “all the law and the 

prophets” hang on these two commandments. We must keep the love of God 

and the love of neighbor front and center, or our discernment and our 

witness will crumble. In Matthew 7, Jesus said, “In everything do to others 

as you would have them do to you; for this is the law and the prophets.” If 

we don’t “do to others as we would have them do to us” in our biblical 

interpretation, our theological reflection, and our ethical conduct, we will 

falter. 

A pertinent lesson can be learned from Christian debates about slavery 

in America. Rogers observes that in the biblical arguments supporting 

slavery, “particular verses of scripture [took] precedence over general 

                                                
25 Vines, 133-148. Wilson, Gushee, Rogers, and Achtemeier also reach this conclusion. See further Jeff 
Chu, Does Jesus Really Love Me? A Gay Christian’s Pilgrimage in Search of God in America (New York: 
Harper, 2013) and Marvin M. Ellison, Same-sex Marriage? A Christian Ethical Analysis (Cleveland: The 
Pilgrim Press, 2004). 
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principles.” On the other hand, “abolitionists appealed to the Bible as a 

whole and gave priority to its central themes.”26 In other words, Christians 

that cited the Bible to support slavery magnified particular scriptures that 

mention slavery and minimized quintessential scriptures such as “love your 

neighbor as yourself” and “do to others as you would have them do to you” 

and “What does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love mercy, 

and to walk humbly with your God?” (Mi 6:8). While I do not suggest that 

slavery and same-sex sexuality are parallel issues, I do think we are in 

danger of repeating past mistakes when we allow a handful of negative 

scriptures pertaining to ancient forms of same-sex sexuality to dominate our 

posture toward LGBTQ persons today.  

This is why I read Mt 23:23-24 at the outset of this sermon. Jesus 

admonished religionists of his day who tithed tiny herbs such as mint, dill, 

and cumin but neglected weightier matters of Scripture such as justice, 

mercy, and faith. As we discern how Scripture relates to LGBTQ persons, I 

suggest that we emphasize the great biblical themes of justice, mercy, and 

faith. For example, I think justice requires that straight, cisgender Christians 

enter into dialogue and mutual fellowship with LGBTQ Christians to learn 

from their experiences and testimonies as part of our own discernment. 

                                                
26 Rogers, 20, 32. 



 12 

Face-to-face interaction is optimal, but we can also learn a great deal by 

reading books authored by LGBTQ Christians. I think mercy requires that 

we show kindness and forbearance toward those who disagree with us on 

this question. I think faith requires that we keep the lordship of Jesus Christ 

preeminent, rather than elevating a particular stance on sexual ethics to the 

status of Christian orthodoxy, as the recent “Nashville Statement” so 

unfortunately did.27 

Moreover, I think our investigation of Scripture must be accompanied 

by a broader theological and historical study of sexual ethics and Christian 

marriage. The sexual ethic I have always practiced and promoted is 

abstinence outside of marriage and monogamy in marriage. Since this is my 

commitment, I invite you to prayerfully discern with me how this ethic 

might justly relate to persons who are same-sex oriented. 

In conclusion, let me say to LGBTQ persons that here is the main way 

I think Scripture relates to you. You are created in the image of God. That’s 

Gn 1:27. Jesus Christ died for your sins and rose from the dead. That’s 1 Cor 

15:3-4. Finally, God loves you more than you could ever imagine. That’s 

                                                
27 Article 10 of the “Nashville Statement” states, “We affirm that it is sinful to approve of homosexual 
immorality or transgenderism and that such approval constitutes an essential departure from Christian 
faithfulness and witness. We deny that the approval of homosexual immorality or transgenderism is a 
matter of moral indifference about which otherwise faithful Christians should agree to disagree.” 
https://cbmw.org/nashville-statement/ [accessed November 11, 2017].	



 13 

based on Jn 3:16, a verse my Mom taught me when I was young. It relates to 

you just as it relates to me or anyone else when it says, “For God so loved 

the world that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believes in him 

shall not perish but have everlasting life.”  Amen. 


