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Introduction 
Likely most readers of this paper came of age with a traditional Christian understanding of homosexual 
behavior as a sinful practice.  Those of us who come from this traditional background are observing the 
secularization trend in Western society alongside a far greater tolerance and support for LGBTQ people 
and practice.  Within the lifetimes of many of our congregation, we’ve witnessed a progression in 
American society from a time when anti-sodomy laws were common, to repeal of those laws, to legal 
protection against discrimination due to sexual orientation.  A milestone for support of gay and lesbian 
people was the 2015 US Supreme Court decision in Obergefell v. Hodges which legalized same-sex 
marriage across the US.  From a traditional perspective, the legalization of gay marriage is legalization of 
sinful behavior, which makes us deeply uncomfortable, and in our view, emerges directly from the 
societal secularization trend.   
 
For those who support gay marriage, legalization brings about a more just society.  Christians who 
support gay marriage see not only greater justice at work but also an extension of divine grace on a 
minority who have endured great difficulties in maneuvering through a discriminatory society and 
church.  Gay people have witnessed or been victim to profound hurts, the scars of which have become a 
steep hurdle to the transforming work of the Gospel.  Something is wrong when people with same-sex 
attractions do not feel welcome or accepted in a community that professes self-sacrificing love for all 
people.  Supporters of full rights for LGBTQ people see several crucial ways in which the underlying 
ethical principles of Scripture have been misapplied in the more traditional view, and which has resulted 
in this discrimination.  
 
The United Methodist Church (UMC) itself is living the tension between two understandings of human 
sexuality.  The UMC Book of Discipline reflects the traditional understanding of homosexual practice, 
especially in consideration of marriage and of ordination of clergy.  An example statement is found in 
the Book of Discipline ¶ 304.3, Qualifications for Ordination: “The practice of homosexuality is 
incompatible with Christian teaching.”  However, since at least the early 1970’s, those United 
Methodists who have perceived a discriminatory stance against LGBTQ people as a violation of biblical 
justice, have sought to have the UMC re-think the traditional stance.  An affirming stance would cause 
the Church to receive gay people with greater understanding and agape love, including acceptance and 
support for same-sex marriage and for gay clergy.  Those who support an affirming viewpoint would 
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have the UMC eliminate all language from the Book of Discipline that reflects an understanding of all 
homosexual behavior as sin.   
 
This long-term debate appears to be finally reaching a decisive point, a fork in the road, perhaps within 
the next 2 years. 
 
Those of us in the pews have been mostly unaware, some would say shielded, from the debates on 
human sexuality that have been happening in Annual Conferences and General Conferences over the 
years.  However, as it appears some important decision points are approaching, and inasmuch as the 
UMC has a congregational participatory decision model, we must become more fully educated on the 
debate in order to make wise decisions for the future. 
 

What is righteous before God? 
In thinking through the issues regarding human sexuality in the current United Methodist church, we of 
course seek to know the will of God for the Church and for her members.  As adherents of the Wesleyan 
tradition, we are encouraged in theological reflection to utilize the Wesleyan Quadrilateral 
methodology. This methodology encourages us to think through issues by studying Scripture and 
Tradition, reflecting on our Experience, and deploying our minds in Reason.  Scripture holds the most 
important and persuasive position within the Quadrilateral.   
 
From a Traditionalist point of view, it would be tempting to think that an affirming view of homosexual 
marriage and ordaining of gay clergy1 springs directly from contemporary Western secularist support for 
gay people, that the issue is purely culturally driven, and lacking in Scriptural support.  But a number of 
theologians from both sides of the debate have tackled Scripture to determine what more we might 
learn upon further study and reflection.  This further study is justified given the pervasive 
judgementalism, legalism and discrimination that have served to push many gays and lesbians away 
from the solace of the Church and the joy of the Gospel. 
 
Many books exist on the topics of human sexuality and specifically on homosexuality, derived from 
Biblical exegesis on these topics.  The scholars have gone into quite some detail in interpreting what the 
Bible has to say, and therefore many of their writings are rather dense and somewhat difficult to read.  
This is not surprising, as reading and interpreting the Bible is always a cross-cultural, cross-language 
exercise.  We find that discerning the underlying moral principle is sometimes far more difficult (and 
usually richer) than we realize, requiring some knowledge of the context of the writers in both word and 
culture. 
 
Most of us have not deeply studied the passages of the Bible that specifically address human sexuality.  
It is the purpose of this paper to introduce the reader to what the Bible and interpreters have to say on 
the questions in view regarding human sexuality.    
 
As a starting point, Genesis chapters 1 and 2 describe God’s creation of man and woman and the 
establishment of marriage.  Genesis 3 deals with the Fall of humankind.  These chapters create a 

 
1 In this paper, we use the term “Traditional” to refer to the traditionally-held Christian teaching that homosexual 
behavior is sin.  This might also be called the “Non-Affirming” view.  We use the term “Affirming” for that school of 
thought that affirms the potential for holiness and grace in exclusive, monogamous, and committed same-sex 
unions.  We are not addressing the belief of some that same-sex attraction itself, apart from behavior, is sin, 
because there is no fair reading of Scripture that supports that view. 
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theological template that has guided Jewish and Christian thinking from early in history, including, 
among many other topics, the roles of the genders, the institution of marriage, and the nature of and 
consequences of sexual sin.   
 
One might be surprised to know that, of the 31,102 verses in the Bible, there are just six passages that 
address homosexual behavior directly.  Each of these passages present homosexual behavior in a 
negative light.  Those passages are: 

• Genesis 19:1-10 (with a parallel account in Judges 19:14-30) 

• Leviticus 18:22 

• Leviticus 20:13 

• Romans 1:26-27 

• 1 Corinthians 6:9 

• 1 Timothy 1:9-10  
 
The traditional view on homosexual behavior proceeds straightforwardly from the template for men and 
women presented in Genesis 1-3 and the six passages noted above. 
 
In response, affirming biblical scholars explain that ancient understanding of homosexual behavior, in 
their cultural context, was a far different thing than the same-sex commitment relationships in view 
today.  They also point to New Testament verses that explore the purpose of marriage more fully as a 
living metaphor for the relationship between Christ and the church, and suggest alternative underlying 
moral principles for marriage and celibacy.    
 
Here we present a very general overview of two interpretive views on homosexual behavior, what we 
will call the Traditional view and the Affirming view, that emerge from study of the Scripture and to 
some degree from observations from experience.  This overview is only an introduction to concepts.  
Deeper understanding must come from deeper study.  At the end of this document, we will list a short 
bibliography for further study. 
 

Some context and terminology 
When we use the term LGBTQ, we might tend to lump together or conflate what is to the people 
involved quite a diverse set of concerns.  Homosexuality is a different phenomenon from gender 
identification or gender dysphoria.  Gender dysphoria is where a person feels anxiety due to a mismatch 
between their biological sex and their gender identity.  In the US, about 3.5% of the adult population 
identifies as lesbian, gay or bisexual, while 0.3% identify as transgender (according to the Williams 
Institute of UCLA Law School).   
 
A brief note about nomenclature embedded in the acronym LGBTQ: The “L” refers to lesbian women, 
“G” to gay men, “B” to bisexual people of either sex who evaluate their sexual preference as in an 
intermediate position in a continuum from same-sex to opposite-sex attraction.  We use the word “gay” 
in a more inclusive sense to refer to people of both sexes who are homosexual.  In some specific 
instances, we will use LGBTQ where the point of discussion can be applied more generally.   The “T” 
stands for transgender, or, those people who identify as a gender different from their biological sex, and 
“Q” stands for Queer or Questioning, which is a broad, umbrella term for those people who do not 
conform to dominant societal norms for sexual orientation, gender identification, or both.   
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In this paper we focus on homosexual behavior (“LGB”) and the different views that people have on 
scriptural interpretation related to this one element.  There are far more people dealing with same-sex 
attraction than with gender dysphoria, so for now we will focus on the former rather than the latter.   
 

Areas of agreement 
There are points of general agreement among Christians in thinking through the debate, based on a 
comprehensive view of Scripture, Tradition and Reason: 

• When we discuss the different points of view with respect to homosexuality and the Church, we 
must keep foremost in mind that we are talking about people.  This is not just an issue.  We are 
discussing flesh-and-blood people who are bearers of God’s image, worthy of respect and agape 
love. 

• In marriage, God calls two people to life-long, consensual, exclusive, monogamous unions 
characterized by mutually self-sacrificing love.  Any sexual behavior that is outside the bonds of 
such a union is sin, and is destructive to the people directly and indirectly involved.  The debate 
is whether it is God’s will that the two people involved are always a man and a woman, or if it 
can be two people of the same sex.  What is clearly out of bounds for both points of view is sex 
outside of a marriage of full commitment. 

• Debate hinges on how the Biblical text is interpreted, the underlying concepts and moral intent 
under the words.  Sometimes interpretation depends on translations and meanings of words, 
sometimes in understanding the cultural or historical setting, sometimes on parallel study of 
other parts of Scripture.  Often a key question when interpreting Scripture, especially when 
considering the historical / cultural setting: Is Scripture presenting us with a descriptive situation 
that is a consequence of the cultural setting of the time, or with a prescriptive message that has 
relevance for all time?  All Biblical scholars, regardless of general school of thought, make this 
descriptive / prescriptive judgement in each step of their work. 

 

The Traditional view 
The traditional view that homosexual behavior is sinful emerges from  

• God’s creative design of man, woman and marriage as related in Genesis 1:26-28, and 2:7-25.  
The creation of two genders based on biological sex and the institution of marriage are 
prescriptive and normative.  

• The six later OT and NT passages mentioned above, especially Romans 1:26-27.  All six of these 
passages clearly present same-sex behavior in a negative light. 

 
Traditional scholars form as a starting point an underlying moral principle, based on the Genesis 
accounts, called gender compatibility.  God’s design includes two distinct genders, based on biological 
sex, with differences that serve God’s purposes for companionship and procreation.  Then, because we 
are created in the image of God, who is a relational being, God establishes the institution of marriage as 
the basic social unit, distinct from the family of origin of both partners.  Sex is designed to be between 
man and woman in this marriage institution.   
 

Gender compatibility 
Traditional scholars identify the moral principle of gender compatibility as basic to God’s creative plan.  
We can identify elements of gender compatibility in more detail as follows… 
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• Anatomical complementarity.  Traditionalists might call this the “plain sense” argument: the 
parts fit together.  This view interprets the “one flesh” phrase of Gen 2:24 to refer to sexual 
union.  Female and male genitalia fit together in a way that is not possible with same sex 
partners.  Homosexual unions are “unnatural” (Rom 1:26-27) because they violate God’s divinely 
inspired intent for anatomical compatibility.   

• Procreative complementarity.  “God blessed them (the man and the woman) and said to them, 
‘Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it’” (Gen 1:28a).  As biology and 
experience tells us, both male and female are required to procreate, and it is God’s will that we 
do so to fulfill our co-creative role with God.   

• Patrimony.  Some Christian scholars have derived the idea of patrimony as central to the gender 
complementarity view.  Briefly, by patrimony is meant that it is God’s will that men lead and 
women follow, men initiate and women receive.  Same-sex couples lack this interactive 
dynamic, falling outside the hierarchical rubric established by God.  The scriptural basis for the 
patrimony view starts with Gen 3:16 b, when God says to Eve after the Fall, “…Your desire will 
be for your husband, and he will rule over you.”  There are many passages in the Bible that can 
be interpreted to support the patrimony view. Related to the patrimony concept is 
complementarity in gender temperaments, for instance, rearing children well requires both 
nurture (mother) and discipline (father).   

 
Within and among scholars from the Traditional view, there are some issues and disagreements.  For 
instance, not all scholars subscribe to the patrimony element of gender complementarity, seeing instead 
a general trend in divine revelation toward an egalitarian view of gender (e.g., Jesus’ interactions with 
women during his ministry, the primacy of women’s testimony at the Resurrection, Gal 3:26-28 “There is 
neither… male nor female…”).  In addition, there is debate on how much to emphasize procreation as a 
rationale for sex in marriage.  The Roman Catholic Church insists that all sex must have the opportunity 
or prospect for conception.  Other Christian traditions teach that the Bible infers (and experience 
suggests) that there are more God-ordained blessings to sex than procreation alone, and that there are 
permissible non-procreative sexual practices in order to enjoy these blessings of intimacy and mutual 
pleasure and acceptance.  As we will see, the degree of emphasis on procreation has a role in 
interpreting the affirming view of Scripture. 
 

Marriage 
Alongside the gender complementarity concept is the institution of marriage.  The traditional view, of 
course, is that marriage is between one man and one woman, in a new kinship bond, life-long and 
exclusive, that can produce children.  For some of us, the term “gay marriage” is a jarring oxymoron, as 
gender otherness seems central to the very definition of marriage. 
 
God establishes marriage in Genesis, directly after the creation of man and woman, indicating the 
importance of our human relational nature.  The importance of sharing our lives with another person 
aligns with our experience.  Most adults marry, and most single people want to be married.  Sociologists 
tell us that married people on average live longer and healthier lives than single people, presumably due 
to this gift of companionship.  This despite the positive view of the gift of single celibacy that can be 
found in some verses of the Bible 
 
The idea of marriage begins in Gen 1:27 with two differently gendered people based on biological sex 
(…”male and female he created them…”) being commanded to be fruitful (Gen 1:28).  These verses 
highlight gender and sex difference.   
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We learn more in the second creation story in Genesis 2.  After God’s creative work, where all that he 
created was declared good, we come to Gen 2:18: “The Lord God said, “It is not good for the man to be 
alone.  I will make a helper suitable for him.”   

• Until this point in the story, everything God created was good.  The first “not good” in the Bible 
refers to the lack of relationship for the man Adam, which in a contrasting way highlights our 
human relational nature, in turn a reflection of God’s relational nature as a triune Deity.  The 
conclusion is that God wants us in intimate and mutually helpful relationships. 

• The Hebrew word translated as “helper,” ezer, is found elsewhere in the Old Testament and 
carries no connotation of inferiority.  The word most often refers to active intervention in a 
military setting and includes times that God acts in relation to the nation of Israel.  Perhaps it 
would be good to think of this “helper” as the cavalry galloping onto the battlefield at the 
decisive point of battle, a life saver. 

• The Hebrew word for “suitable” is a unique, compound word, kenegdo.  The meaning is 
somewhat ambiguous, and can mean “alongside him,” “opposite him,” or “a counterpart to 
him.”2  Traditional scholars emphasize the “opposite” connotation, which implies otherness, and 
the conclusion is that the otherness is gender.       

 
God assigns Adam the exploration job of discerning and naming the animals.  “But for Adam no suitable 
helper was found.”  (Gen 2:20b).  Reading on, we see that God fashions a companion, a woman, from 
Adam’s rib while Adam is deeply asleep.  He awakens to proclaim the first verse of poetry found in the 
Bible:  “The man said, 

‘This is now bone of my bones 
And flesh of my flesh, 
She shall be called woman, 
For she was taken out of man.’” 
(Gen 2:23) 

Then we come to the immediately following verse 24: 
“For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and they will become 
one flesh.”  The importance of this verse in establishing marriage as an institution was reinforced by 
Jesus centuries later, in the context of discussing divorce with the Pharisees, in Matthew 19:3-6.  Jesus 
quotes Gen 2:24 directly in this passage. 
 
So we see that marriage 

• Is established as an institution by God’s design 

• Is meant for companionship (to feed our need for relationship) and procreation (to fill and 
subdue the earth) 

• Involves a man and a woman (“otherness” of the two is emphasized here) 

• Is confirmed by Jesus. 
 
The Bible presents many stories that involve deviations from the marriage model, and these serve as 
negative examples of God’s established norm.  Things do not go well for the characters, thus supporting 
the key views of marriage and fidelity listed above.  Among many contrasting negative examples: 

• David has adulterous sex with Bathsheba that results in the murder of her husband Uriah 
(2 Samuel 11).  David’s adultery produces a baby who dies, and deep brokenness and sorrow for 
David (2 Samuel 12 and Psalm 51).  

 
2 Per Jewish scholar Robert Alter’s superb and richly footnoted translation of the Hebrew Bible. 
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• In the latter years of his reign of Israel, Solomon took on hundreds of wives in polygamy.  His 
pagan wives turned his heart away from the God of Israel, so that God took Solomon’s 
leadership away from him (1 Kings 11).  Eventually Israel split into two kingdoms as a result.   

 

The prohibitions to homosexual behavior 
The Bible gives us 6 passages that refer specifically to homosexual behavior, all in a negative light. 
 
Perhaps the passage most often referenced is Romans 1:26-27: 
Because of this, God gave them over to shameful lusts. Even their women exchanged natural sexual 
relations for unnatural ones. In the same way the men also abandoned natural relations with women 
and were inflamed with lust for one another. Men committed shameful acts with other men, and 
received in themselves the due penalty for their error.   
 
Traditional scholars believe that the words “natural” and “unnatural” refer directly to the Genesis 
narratives on the establishment of marriage in “one flesh.”   
 
Other passages from Paul are listed here: 
1 Corinthians 6:9-10: 
Or do you not know that wrongdoers will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived: Neither 
the sexually immoral nor idolaters nor adulterers nor men who have sex with men nor thieves nor the 
greedy nor drunkards nor slanderers nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. 
 
1 Timothy 1:9-10:  
We also know that the law is made not for the righteous but for lawbreakers and rebels, the ungodly and 
sinful, the unholy and irreligious, for those who kill their fathers or mothers, for murderers, for the 
sexually immoral, for those practicing homosexuality, for slave traders and liars and perjurers—and for 
whatever else is contrary to the sound doctrine... 
 
Going to the book of Leviticus in the Old Testament, we read: 
 
Leviticus 18:22: 
Do not have sexual relations with a man as one does with a woman; that is detestable. 
 
Leviticus 20:13: 
If a man has sexual relations with a man as one does with a woman, both of them have done what is 
detestable. They are to be put to death; their blood will be on their own heads. 
 
Finally, we have a story in Genesis that relates a deeply troubling story regarding the city of Sodom.  The 
story has become so linked to homosexual behavior in traditional Christian thinking that the word 
“sodomy” comes from this story. 
 



  Page 8 

Genesis 19:1-103: 
The two angels arrived at Sodom in the evening, and Lot was sitting in the gateway of the city. When he 
saw them, he got up to meet them and bowed down with his face to the ground. “My lords,” he said, 
“please turn aside to your servant’s house. You can wash your feet and spend the night and then go on 
your way early in the morning.” 
 
“No,” they answered, “we will spend the night in the square.” 
 
But he insisted so strongly that they did go with him and entered his house. He prepared a meal for 
them, baking bread without yeast, and they ate. Before they had gone to bed, all the men from every 
part of the city of Sodom—both young and old—surrounded the house. They called to Lot, “Where are 
the men who came to you tonight? Bring them out to us so that we can have sex with them.” 
 
Lot went outside to meet them and shut the door behind him and said, “No, my friends. Don’t do this 
wicked thing. Look, I have two daughters who have never slept with a man. Let me bring them out to 
you, and you can do what you like with them. But don’t do anything to these men, for they have come 
under the protection of my roof.” 
 
“Get out of our way,” they replied. “This fellow came here as a foreigner, and now he wants to play the 
judge! We’ll treat you worse than them.” They kept bringing pressure on Lot and moved forward to 
break down the door. 
 
But the men inside reached out and pulled Lot back into the house and shut the door. Then they struck 
the men who were at the door of the house, young and old, with blindness so that they could not find the 
door. 
 
It should be noted that, though this story features a threat of homosexual rape, some contemporary 
conservative scholars question whether this story really is a commentary on homosexual behavior.  It 
appears that the story focuses more on the cruelty and attempted dominating behavior of the men of 
Sodom.  They wanted to humiliate these strangers in their midst through gang rape, despite the ancient 
Middle East ethic of hospitality for the stranger.  Furthermore, as in virtually all ancient cultures, 
patrimony was so pronounced a concept that any man who found himself in public in a submissive 
position reserved for women would have their reputation and identity broken.  Rather than a 
commentary on homosexual behavior, the story speaks pointedly to the morally abandoned nature of 
Sodom, featuring domination and cruelty, and illustrates why God chose to destroy the city. 
 

Summary of the Traditional perspective 
The Christian traditional view on sex, gender, marriage and on the sinfulness of homosexual behavior 
has been in place since Christianity emerged from Judaism.  The Scriptures appear clear on these points: 

• God’s creative plan for humankind includes two genders of different biological sexes. 

• Because God is relational, being three persons in a Unity, and humans are unique in His creation 
as having been made in His image, humans are relational, too.  Therefore, God established 
marriage of one man and one woman to serve our relational nature and to serve as a reflection 
of His nature. 

• A marriage is a unique union that serves as the fundamental social unit for producing children. 

 
3 There is a similar, parallel account in Judges 19:14-30. 
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• Sex is a gift from God that is to be reserved only for two married people. 

• Homosexual behavior is inconsistent with God’s created order and plan. 

• Because God created humans and marriage in this way, it is His will that this be the accepted 
order as the normative case, with an underlying moral principle of gender compatibility. 

 
Pastor John Mark Comer of Bridgetown Church in Portland, Oregon recently wrote this cultural 
observation that provides additional context: 
“The sexual liberation revolution of the 1960’s set in motion a cascade effect: the reversal of the long-
standing moral consensus around promiscuity (which separated sex from marriage) worked in tandem 
with the advent of birth control and the legalization of abortion (which separated sex from procreation), 
which moved on to the legalization of no-fault divorce (which turned a covenant into a contract and 
separated sex from intimacy and fidelity), then to Tinder and hookup culture (which separated sex from 
romance and turned it into a way to “get your needs met”).  From there it’s moved on to the LGBTQI+ 
revolution (which separated sex from the male-female binary), (and) the current transgender wave 
(which is an attempt to separate gender from biological sex) … Amid the revolution, the questions 
nobody seems to even be asking are, Is this making us better people?  More loving people?... Are we 
thriving in a way we weren’t prior to our ‘liberation’?”4 
 

The Affirming case 
After looking at the highlights of the Traditional case of scriptural analysis, we turn to the Affirming case.  
The Affirming case seeks to look at the situation from a different point of view.  Why is understanding 
this case important?  Because it deals directly with fellow brothers and sisters who are dealing with 
issues that many of us don’t fully understand.  And because, we are about to make some important 
decisions about the future of our local church based on discernment around the topic.  
 
Inasmuch as most readers of this paper will have come from the Traditional point of view as a kind of 
Christian cultural default, the information below is meant to give a general logic flow and summary of 
the scriptural case.  Because it may be new to you, the information will take a little more space and time 
to develop.  Perhaps you’ve been concerned that the Bible has been put aside in the debate, but that is 
not the case.  The reader is encouraged to consult the books in the bibliography that go into far more 
detail in the rationales of both the Traditional and Affirming cases. 
 
In order to understand why we might want to seek another perspective on the Scriptures, let’s open 
with the Experience and Reason parts of the Wesleyan Quadrilateral.  
 

LGBTQ: People, not an issue 
LGBTQ people are people first.  Seems like a good place to start.  As stated earlier, it is key to keep in 
mind that we are in debates about people and how we treat them.  The debates within our 
denomination are not just about issues, rules, and phrases in a book, but about fellow human image-
bearers, each precious to God. 
 
As people are endlessly complicated, the degree of same- or opposite-sex attraction, status of self-
definition by gender, whether they are a Bears or Packers fan, and a thousand other factors make each 

 
4 John Mark Comer, Live No Lies: Recognize and Resist the Three Enemies That Sabotage Your Peace, pp 28-29. 
WaterBrook, 2021. 
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person unique.  In the midst of the complexity of people, and in order to make this communication as 
concise as possible, we are focused on same-sex attracted people in a celibate state and homosexuality 
in a committed, life-long, mutually monogamous state.  
 
To be clear, what is NOT in view in these discussions is any sexual activity outside of a committed, 
monogamous, life-long marriage commitment.  We do not use the term “gay lifestyle,” because it is ill-
defined and, in most minds, connotes a free-wheeling, sex-with-anyone ethic.  Both Traditional and 
Affirming camps can agree that any sex outside of a solemn, life-time committed union is outside of 
God’s will for sexual expression.  
 
As a reminder, with respect to the overall debate, the natural consequences for the UMC are: 

• How will we treat people who are gay, whether in the Church or not, and what will we teach 
with respect to sexual ethics. 

• Sanctioning, or not, same-sex marriages. 

• Supporting ordination, or not, of same-sex attracted and practicing gay clergy.  

• How will we respond to denominational polity in determining the future of Roscoe UMC. 
 

Who are our LGB brothers and sisters? 
There seems little doubt among psychologists who study same-sex attractions that most, if not virtually 
all gay people have been attracted to their own sex from early in life.  Usually, this attraction appears 
before puberty (though an admission of same-sex attraction, even to oneself, may not occur until later 
in life).  The cause of same-sex attraction, or sexual orientation in general, is not known.  Regarding 
biology, many studies have failed to demonstrate the existence of a “gay gene,” although there may be 
some weakly-expressed, complex genetic components, based on sibling studies5.  Sexual orientation 
generally begins so early that many researchers think that there are hormonal events in the nurturing 
environment of the womb that predisposes the developing fetus to sexual orientation (via epigenetic 
processes6), but this hypothesis is not proven.  The American Psychological Association says this about 
causes: “There is no consensus among scientists about the exact reasons that an individual develops a 
heterosexual, bisexual, gay or lesbian orientation. Although much research has examined the possible 
genetic, hormonal, developmental, social and cultural influences on sexual orientation, no findings have 
emerged that permit scientists to conclude that sexual orientation is determined by any particular factor 
or factors. Many think that nature and nurture both play complex roles; most people experience little or 
no sense of choice about their sexual orientation.”7   
 
For gay and lesbian people, same-sex attraction is as core to their being as opposite-sex attraction is for 
heterosexual people.  Our sexual orientation is persistent within a more or less restricted range, 
depending on the person, and essentially life-long.  Sexual orientation does not appear to be a choice, 
though how we respond to that orientation does of course involve choice.   
 
About 3.5% of adults in the US identify as lesbian, gay or bisexual, according to the Williams Institute at 
the UCLA College of Law.8  When we look across the Church and across society, this is an enormous 

 
5 https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/massive-study-finds-no-single-genetic-cause-of-same-sex-sexual-
behavior/  , accessed 8 August 2022 
6 https://www.science.org/content/article/homosexuality-may-be-caused-chemical-modifications-dna , accessed 8 
August 2022 
7 https://www.apa.org/topics/lgbtq/orientation, accessed 8 August 2022 
8 https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/publications/how-many-people-lgbt/, accessed 8 August 2022 

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/massive-study-finds-no-single-genetic-cause-of-same-sex-sexual-behavior/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/massive-study-finds-no-single-genetic-cause-of-same-sex-sexual-behavior/
https://www.science.org/content/article/homosexuality-may-be-caused-chemical-modifications-dna
https://www.apa.org/topics/lgbtq/orientation
https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/publications/how-many-people-lgbt/
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number of people who come into some degree of conflict with the traditional Christian view of 
homosexuality.  This conflict manifests itself in several ways, both in the Church and out, which are 
enormously impactful on people with same-sex attractions, and those who love them. 
 

A tree and its fruit: The common narrative of pain 
In evaluating spiritual matters in this life, as an object lesson, Jesus taught to judge the health of a tree 
by its fruit (Luke 6:43-44).  In this way we are encouraged by Jesus to observe and to learn from our 
experiences.  From the perspective of LGBTQ people, the Church has often yielded damaged fruit. 
 
Any in-depth discussion with a gay or transgendered friend or relative will reveal a life history that very 
likely includes often severe social discomfort and emotional pain based on their same-sex attraction and 
/ or ambiguity with respect to traditional cultural gender cues.  The discomfort might be a result of 
discrimination, cruel name-calling, taunting or threats at school or at work, or physical violence.  The 
emotional response may be confusion, ill-defined shame, or a submersion or denial of their same-sex 
attraction that erodes confidence and emotional well-being, a sense of being inauthentic.9   Same-sex 
attracted young people who have been rejected by their families are at far higher risk of negative health 
outcomes than their counterparts.10  One might argue that these are the result of discrimination in 
society at large, but certainly in Europe and in the US, the most dominant ethical framework is the 
Judeo-Christian framework, which includes the idea of same-sex attraction or even effeminacy as sinful 
and out of step with God’s will. 
 
The Church should be a safe haven for all, but it’s been an ambiguous and often painful place for LGBTQ 
people.  Many straight Christians have fallen into the trap of legalism and judgementalism, treating 
people as an issue and not as people, or worse, ignoring LGBTQ people and their concerns.  No one 
wants to be told that a core part of their humanity is sinful or disgusting.  Another standard way of 
dealing with homosexuality in the Church is “love the sinner but hate the sin.”  This can and does result 
in guilt or shame for people who have same-sex attractions or behaviors and offers a dispiriting view of 
relational intimacy.   
 
Jesus said, “I have come that they may have life, and that they may have it more abundantly.” 
(John 10:10b, NKJV).  Jesus was referring to life for all believers, to life here on earth and in the life to 
come.  For LGB people, in the traditional Christian view, there are three choices for gay people in this 
life, none of which seem like abundant life to many gay people:  

• Reparative therapy, the attempt to change a person’s sexual orientation. 

• Mixed orientation marriage, where a same-sex attracted person marries a heterosexual mate of 
the opposite sex. 

• Celibacy. 

 
9 For anecdotal examples, 1. Consult the audio at 
https://player.themoth.org/#/?actionType=ADD_AND_PLAY&storyId=2058, or using a podcast app, search for the 
episode “Under the Influence” in The Moth podcast.  2. See Eric Borges’ You Tube video “It Gets Better” at 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=InWhEIaCFkg.  One month after recording this video, Eric Borges committed 
suicide.  His suicide note specified that his despair was not due to his same-sex attraction, but to the reactions of 
others to his same-sex attraction.  3. Read the raw and beautiful essay “Just Because He Breathes” from the 
Christian mother of a gay son at https://justbecausehebreathes.com/, accessed 16 August 2022. 
10 https://publications.aap.org/pediatrics/article-abstract/123/1/346/71912/Family-Rejection-as-a-Predictor-of-
Negative-Health, accessed 11 August 2022. 

https://player.themoth.org/#/?actionType=ADD_AND_PLAY&storyId=2058
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=InWhEIaCFkg
https://justbecausehebreathes.com/
https://publications.aap.org/pediatrics/article-abstract/123/1/346/71912/Family-Rejection-as-a-Predictor-of-Negative-Health
https://publications.aap.org/pediatrics/article-abstract/123/1/346/71912/Family-Rejection-as-a-Predictor-of-Negative-Health
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Just as it is true that there are devoted Christian LGB people who live joyfully in celibacy or a mixed 
orientation marriage, it is also true that all three of these options present significant difficulties for gay 
people.  We will look at these choices in more detail in a later section. 
 

A tree and its fruit: Obstacles to evangelism 
The Barna Group is an influential research organization that is focused on the Christian Church and its 
standing in the context of society.  In 2007, David Kinnaman of the Barna Group, along with co-author 
Gabe Lyons, published a book called unChristian: What a New Generation Really Thinks about 
Christianity…and Why It Matters.  The book was based on quantitative and qualitative research that 
focused on people who were outside the church, ultimately offering a look of the Church through the 
eyes of those whom the Church should be addressing.  The book caused quite a stir within the wider 
Christian church, because the news was not good.  
 
In the context of the known rates of declining church attendance, Kinnaman and Lyons showed the 
reasons underneath the trends.  All unchurched age groups, and young people in particular, were critical 
of the church, which of course damages the ability of the Church to communicate the Gospel.  The book 
describes six themes in the respondents’ perceptions of the Church: that the Church is hypocritical, too 
focused on getting converts (feeling like a target rather than a person), sheltered (cloistered and out of 
touch with the reality of people’s lives), too political, judgmental, and anti-homosexual.  Out of a list of 
possible positive and negative responses, the most common descriptor of the Church for Americans 
aged 16-29 was “anti-homosexual” at 91%, with “judgmental” next on the list at 87%.  The young people 
described in 2007 would be about 31-44 years old today, raising the next generation of children.  As an 
interesting side note, even among churchgoing young people in the same age group, the top two 
responses were “anti-homosexual” at 80% and “judgmental” at 52%. 
 
So we see that, whether we want to admit it or not, the Church has frequently failed in extending agape 
love to gay people.  It seems that whereas the Church seeks to be open to all people with the life-
changing and glorious good news of the Gospel, we have often failed along the way with gay people.  
Likely most gay people have been hurt by the Church one way or the other, some not so grievously that 
they have walked away from Jesus, but many have.  If we lack personal experience with gay people, it 
may well be because many have opted out of participation in a local church, thus they become invisible 
to us.  Or they do not want to chance being hurt in exploring Jesus because the Jesus followers are too 
judgmental and unaccepting.  For those who label all homosexuality as sin, it is inconsistent to see 
homosexuality as somehow more egregious than, say, misuse of wealth, or gossiping, or placing more of 
our life emphasis on career or parenting or football over God.  Homosexuality seems to hold a more 
egregious position among sins.   
 
For people both inside and outside the church, there is a problem when observing the fruit of the 
church. 
 
To summarize the experience of LGBTQ people in general and with respect to the church… 

• Same-sex attraction appears early in life, is difficult to change, and is as an integral part of 
identity as heterosexual attraction is for straight people. 

• In the US, about 3.5% of the adult population identify as gay, lesbian, or bisexual, while 0.3% 
identify as transexual. 
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• Gay people frequently face discrimination in society at large, and struggle with judgmentalism 
encountered in the church.  For gay people, it is a common experience that this judgmentalism 
has produced a legacy of pain, and reluctance to embrace the Church and thus the Gospel.   

• The Traditional stand on homosexuality has damaged the ability of the Church to evangelize 
effectively to the wider US society. 

 

The affirming view of Scripture 

Examples of progressive revelation 
The Church has dealt over the years with questions that caused a review of Scriptural interpretation.   

• In the book of Acts and the epistles, we see the question of whether Gentiles should be included 
in the Jesus movement that arose out of Judaism, and whether Gentiles would need to convert 
to Judaism first.   

• Later the Church had to revise the understanding of Scripture after Copernicus and Galileo, with 
the then-new invention of the telescope, showed that the earth revolved around the sun, and 
not vice-versa, as the Church taught at the time, based on interpretation of Scripture.  Galileo 
was tried and effectively convicted of heresy in the Roman Inquisition, and spent the last 9 years 
of his life in house arrest.  After Galileo, the Church had to come to terms with the irrefutable 
evidence that the dogmatic teachings of the Church, based on Scriptural interpretation, was 
wrong. 

• Protestantism, and an entire new school of Scriptural interpretation, arose out of 
Martin Luther’s focus on the doctrine of justification by faith and his discomfort with how the 
Church was using indulgences and other practices. 

• In the 18th and 19th centuries, the Church revisited Scripture on the question of slavery.  There 
are at least 326 mentions of slavery in the Bible, and all but two either condone slavery or 
present the institution as an accepted part of the social structure11.  Yet today there are virtually 
no Christians who accept slavery as within God’s will.  

 
The Bible, and these examples, clearly show God’s progressive revelation of Who He is and what He 
holds dear.  Even in our own lives, we see how the Holy Spirit patiently moves us from one 
understanding to more profound understandings as time passes and as we deal with various trials in our 
lives.  We serve a living God who speaks to the Church over time and throughout history by His 
progressive revelation.   
 
Those who support an affirming view see us all facing another time of testing by God, a time to 
challenge our firm and long-held views on all homosexuality as sin. 
 

Major themes of the Affirming case in interpreting Scripture 
The following are a few of the major underpinnings of an Affirming stance on Scripture.  As will be seen, 
the Affirming case disputes the core Traditional standing on gender compatibility as crucial to God’s 
design.  Rather, the crucial paradigm is marriage as a picture of the (current and future) relationship 
between Christ and the Church, a relationship where fidelity and mutual self-sacrificing love is 
paramount.  Postures of the heart are more important that biological sex and gender. 
 

 
11 Rev. Adam Hamilton, lead pastor of the Church of the Resurrection near Kansas City, as quoted in James 
Brownson, Bible, Gender, Sexuality: Reframing the Church’s Debate on Same-Sex Relationships.  See Bibliography. 
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Modern understandings of sexual orientation vs ancient practices 

The writers of Scripture lived in cultural settings that had far different conceptions of same-sex behavior 
than we do today.  We are talking about two different things.  The modern conception of sexual 
orientation was unknown to the ancient writers of Scripture.  The word “homosexuality” did not even 
exist prior to 1869, so when we see the word in modern translations of the Bible, we are inserting an 
understanding that was unfamiliar to the Scriptural writers.  Furthermore, the concept of sexual 
orientation, and the centrality of sexual orientation to self-conception, did not emerge until the mid-20th 
century.  
 
The concept of monogamous same-sex unions is even further removed from the experience of the 
biblical authors.  In their world, same-sex behavior had nothing to do with commitment or mutual self-
sacrifice, but was associated with abusive power differentials.  We must put ourselves in their sandals to 
understand more about what both the OT and NT writers were seeing to discern the underlying moral 
principle. 
 
(A clarifying note: the discussion below refers primarily to male-on-male sexual activity because this was 
the specific reference for both biblical writers and for contemporaneous historians.  Woman-on-women 
sex was not often a topic of comment because this would be considered of little or no consequence to 
the people of the time, as will become clearer below in the discussion of patrimony.) 
 
The ancient authors were in a world where… 

• The surrounding pagan cultures accepted that men in general could and would have sexual 
activity with either sex.  Though certainly men had preferences usually for women, what was 
important was satisfying the sexual appetite, when the appetite was whetted, in whatever 
situation a man would find himself. 

• Sex between men was part of a power differential, where a more powerful man took a 
dominating position to another man or boy.  The exploitive power differential occurred in  

o The spoils of war.  Though it is difficult to contemplate, victorious armies were given 
both women and boys for the soldiers to abuse. 

o Master-slave relationships.  Slaves had limited or no power to resist the power 
differential. 

o Pederasty.  This practice was well-known in the ancient world and particularly so in the 
Greco-Roman times of the New Testament.  In this practice, men of means would take 
on young men as lovers, often while being married to a wife.  The practice of pederasty 
was accepted within that culture and might even be seen as a trapping of status.   

• Throughout the time period in which the Bible was written, patrimony was the core cultural 
principle that ruled men’s behaviors.  Anything that smacked of femininity was to be avoided at 
all costs in order to save face in a shame / honor culture.  What was important in that culture 
was not the choice for a man to have sex with a man, but to be the initiator and to be in the 
dominant position.  More generally, men were to avoid any behavior or posture that might be 
seen as overly emotional, vulnerable, or weak, attributes that were associated with women.  
Certainly, by today’s standard, ancient cultures were deeply misogynistic to say the least. 

• In the discussion of Gen 19 above regarding the men of Sodom and their attempted gang rape 
of the visiting angels, we see three elements of this discussion.  The men of Sodom sought to 
exploit their power differential in a cruel way (little did they know with whom they were 
dealing), in order to place the visitors in an inferior position to humiliate them as if they were 
women.  Also, they exhibited an unbridled, uncontrolled passion in exhibiting their cruelty.  
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Affirming scholars point out that the cultural environment of the Scriptures saw homosexual behavior as 
synonymous with exploitation of the strong over the weak, a violation of justice where all people are 
reflections of God.  In addition, homosexual behavior was seen as sexual appetite run amok, an inability 
to control one’s lust.  This picture has nothing to do with today’s situation that is in view, which is two 
people of the same sex entering an exclusive, loving and life-long union. 
 

Leviticus in context 

Leviticus 18:22 (NKJV): 
You shall not lie with a male as with a woman. It is an abomination. 
Leviticus 20:13 (NKJV): 
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. Their blood shall be upon them. 
 
Though we will not discuss in detail here, Affirming apologists see the homosexual sex prohibitions in 
Leviticus as part of the ancient Israelite purity code that set apart the Israelites from the surrounding 
pagan culture.  The Hebrew word translated “abomination” (“detestable” in some English translations) 
carried connotations not only of evil but also more specifically refers to idolatry of competing cultures, 
as in, “this is something that they do that we do not do.”  The pagan cultures had embedded within 
them an ethic of “might is right,” that deploying power was simply a primary way of moving through the 
world.  Consistent with that ethic, and as mentioned above, homosexual behavior was commonly 
exploitive and the result of unbridled appetite.  This was one more area of life that God wished for his 
chosen people to act differently.  Later, with the supreme and fulfilling sacrifice of Jesus, much of the 
purity code, especially the ritual laws, have been made obsolete.  There are many examples of laws and 
levels of punishment in the Torah that Christians no longer observe, as Jesus fulfilled the requirements 
of the Law while maintaining the underlying ethic of holiness (“otherness,” being set apart).  The ways in 
which the sacrifice of Jesus our High Priest has satisfied the Jewish ritual law can be pursued in far more 
detail in the many books and commentaries which address the question. 
 

Parsing the New Testament passages 

We briefly turn our attention to the three New Testament mentions of homosexual behavior and the 
views of Affirming scholars on a few key points in each passage. 
 
Romans 1:26-27: 
Because of this, God gave them over to shameful lusts. Even their women exchanged natural sexual 
relations for unnatural ones. In the same way the men also abandoned natural relations with women 
and were inflamed with lust for one another. Men committed shameful acts with other men, and 
received in themselves the due penalty for their error.   
 

• Paul’s larger point in this part of Romans is that, without God, people elevate idols of their own 
making or of created things rather than the Creator.  Lust is one of those idols.  In this passage, 
Paul is referring specifically to lust and not to loving monogamous commitments. 

• The Affirming view is that the word “natural” refers to the natural sexual appetites and gender 
roles of the people involved, as opposed to the Traditional view that sees “natural” in the 
context of the gender compatibility paradigm.  “Unnatural” refers to seeking to fill a sexual 
appetite contrary to one’s own nature or gender role under patrimony.  Therefore, Paul is railing 
against a lack of hedonistic self-control as a consequence of idolatry.  
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1 Corinthians 6:9-10: 
Or do you not know that wrongdoers will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived: Neither 
the sexually immoral nor idolaters nor adulterers nor men who have sex with men nor thieves nor the 
greedy nor drunkards nor slanderers nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. 
 
The phrase translated in the NIV as “nor men who have sex with men” is actually a contraction of two 
key Greek words.  The King James version reads: “…nor effeminate (malakoi), nor abusers of themselves 
with mankind (arsenokoitai)…”  Affirming scholars believe that these Greek words have been rendered 
incorrectly in modern translations that insert “homosexuals” or “men who have sex with men.”   
 
The Greek word malakos (singular of malakoi) means “soft.”  The word was in common use, for 
example, to describe fine cloth.  In the patrimonial context of the day, “soft” would carry a connotation 
of weakness and lacking in self-discipline, attributes that would be associated in the honor / shame 
culture as feminine, and therefore out of an accepted standard for a man.  The word could even be 
associated with the kind of lack of self-discipline that would lead a man to womanize, i.e. a man of self-
indulgence.  Other early and scholarly translations rendered malakoi as “weaklings,” “wantons,” and 
“debauchers,” words not specifically associated with same-sex behavior.  
 
The word arsenokoitai is far more difficult, a rare word.  Classical scholars widely recognize Paul’s use of 
the word as the earliest known use of it in extant writings.  It appears to be a compound word from 
arsen, meaning “male,” and koites, meaning “bed.”  Subsequent uses of the word in the rare times that 
it is found in Greek writings associate the word with economic exploitation.  Paul may well have had 
Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 in mind when he wrote the word, with the same connotation of male 
homosexual activity that was a consequence of unbridled sexual appetite and exploitive power.  Some 
scholars believe that the word specifically addresses the Greco-Roman practice of pederasty.   
 
The word arsenokoitai reappears in the remaining New Testament passage that we’ve referenced, 
1 Timothy 1:9-10:  
We also know that the law is made not for the righteous but for lawbreakers and rebels, the ungodly and 
sinful, the unholy and irreligious, for those who kill their fathers or mothers, for murderers, for the 
sexually immoral, for those practicing homosexuality (arsenokoitai), for slave traders and liars and 
perjurers—and for whatever else is contrary to the sound doctrine... 
 

Problems with the three options under the Traditional view 
We turn for a moment from Scripture to come back to the three options available to same-sex attracted 
people under the Traditional view of all homosexual activity as sin.  Each of these options has significant 
problems for those with same-sex attraction such that an unknown but certainly large proportion of 
same-sex attracted people give up on the Church or attempt to live in the tension of non-adherence to 
celibacy. 
 

Option 1: Reparative therapy   

Reparative (or conversion) therapy is the attempt to change a person’s sexual orientation.  In practice, 
this has proven to have disappointing results for those people who had the will to change but were not 
ultimately successful.  As an example, Exodus International was the best-known “ex-gay” ministry, 
started in 1976, and sought to help people reduce their same-sex attraction.  The results of the ministry 
were sufficiently meager that in 2013 the ministry closed its doors.  The president of the ministry, Alan 
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Chambers, in interviews stated that “99.9%... have not experienced a change in their orientation,” and 
in fact the attempt was harmful.  It appears that sexual orientation is particularly difficult to change. 
 

Option 2: Mixed orientation marriage  

A mixed orientation marriage is one where a same-sex attracted person marries a person of the 
opposite sex.  These marriages can arise from at least two general situations: where one partner knows 
(or suspects) that he or she is gay but does not inform the spouse, and a situation where both spouses 
are aware of the misalignment in sexual attraction.  To an outside observer, the first situation appears 
deeply unwise, and of course there are anecdotes of marriages that have dissolved when the fully 
heterosexual spouse discovers their spouse’s secret.  The second situation, where both spouses are in 
the know, seems far wiser, though not necessarily easy.  From a Christian perspective, this would be a 
marriage that would require an extra measure of grace.  See the bibliography below for a memoir from 
Rachel Gilson, a Christian woman writer and speaker with same-sex attraction, who married a man.  It 
appears that the success of this kind of arrangement might depend on where the same-sex attracted 
person is on a continuum from degree of same-sex attraction vs opposite-sex attraction.   
 

Option 3: Celibacy   

Celibacy is the remaining option for the same-sex attracted person who wants to adhere to the 
traditional teachings of Christianity regarding the sinfulness of homosexual behavior.  It is perhaps easy 
to recommend celibacy to someone else, but living it is very difficult, especially in the presence of the 
object of attraction.  In several passages, the Bible describes celibacy in a positive light, while also 
describing the discipline to be celibate as a spiritual gift, not given to everyone.  
 
Paul, in his first letter to the Corinthians, where he was responding to questions that they had sent him, 
said this in the context of questions about sex in marriage: 
 
1 Corinthians 7:5-8: 
Do not deprive one another except with consent for a time, that you may give yourselves to fasting and 
prayer; and come together again so that Satan does not tempt you because of your lack of self-control. 
But I say this as a concession, not as a commandment. For I wish that all men were even as I myself. But 
each one has his own gift from God, one in this manner and another in that. 
 
But I say to the unmarried and to the widows: It is good for them if they remain even as I am; but if they 
cannot exercise self-control, let them marry. For it is better to marry than to burn with passion. 
 
In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus is talking about divorce with his disciples, and delivers points on the 
importance of fidelity, and the gifting of celibacy: 
 
Matthew 19:8-12: 
Jesus replied, “Moses permitted you to divorce your wives because your hearts were hard. But it was not 
this way from the beginning. I tell you that anyone who divorces his wife, except for sexual immorality, 
and marries another woman commits adultery.” 
 
The disciples said to him, “If this is the situation between a husband and wife, it is better not to marry.” 
 
Jesus replied, “Not everyone can accept this word, but only those to whom it has been given. For there 
are eunuchs who were born that way, and there are eunuchs who have been made eunuchs by others—
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and there are those who choose to live like eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven. The one who 
can accept this should accept it.” 
 
So we see that celibacy is a gift, not given to everyone.  In the Affirming view, to force someone into this 
position is not giftedness and choice. 
 

The key underlying moral principle: Marriage as reflection of Christ and the Church 
If we accept that… 

• Homosexual same-sex attraction is essentially inborn and unchangeable 

• The Bible’s refences to homosexual behavior are about exploitation and unbridled appetites, not 
to sexual orientation as we understand it today 

• Celibacy is a spiritual gift that not all people have been given 
…then we now come to the question of same-sex marriage. 
 
We must ask ourselves, What is the purpose of marriage?  Can we translate underlying moral principles 
for marriage to that of a same-sex couple?   
 

Companionship 

Both Traditional and Affirming scholars agree that companionship is a primary purpose of marriage, as 
the discussion of Gen 2:18-24 details. 
 

Procreation   

Clearly both biological sexes are required for procreation, which was ordained by God in Gen 1:28.  But 
is procreation the only purpose of sex in marriage?  There have been many commentaries on this over 
the centuries; here is a line of thought from Affirming scholars.  To the ancient Israelites, procreation 
was of primary (if not sole) importance because this was the way to keep the name of God alive through 
future generations.  God established a covenant with Abraham to build a great nation; procreation was 
Abraham’s, and his offspring’s, part in fulfilling the Israelite’s part of the covenant.  Being born into the 
Jewish family is how God’s name was carried forward and how His family grew.  However, the life, death 
and resurrection of Jesus changed the picture drastically.  As Pastor John Piper states, “God’s people are 
now ‘produced not by physical procreation but by spiritual regeneration.”12  People are born again into 
right relationship with God, given a spiritual rebirth, Jews and Gentiles alike.  Based on this and other 
passages in the Bible (e.g., several instances of God’s blessings on couples who were childless, Paul’s 
encouragement for couples to serve each other sexually in 1 Corinthians 7:2-5, the existence of the Song 
of Songs, a biblical celebration of sensuality), New Testament Christian thinking supports sexual activity 
that is not primarily procreative for its emotional and relationship-building benefits.  While procreation 
is of course a blessing of heterosexual marriage, non-procreative sex is likewise within the God-ordained 
purview of marriage. 
 

“One flesh”   

Important to the concept of gender compatibility as a basic requirement for marriage is Genesis 2: 24: 
That is why a man leaves his father and mother and is united to his wife, and they become one flesh.   

 
12 John Piper, This Momentary Marriage: A Parable of Permanence, p 110.  Crossway Books, 2019.  It must be 
noted that Piper, an enormously talented theologian and writer, is staunchly non-affirming, therefore his point 
here regarding marriage should not be confused with his traditional view on same-sex marriage as incompatible 
with God’s will. 
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The term “one flesh” has been widely interpreted in Traditional thinking to refer to sexual union.  Yet 
the Hebrew word for “flesh” is used elsewhere in the Old Testament to describe kinship bonds (e.g., 
Gen 29:14, 2 Sam 19:12, Judg 9:2).  From the Biblical context, it appears that this verse stresses the 
necessity for a married couple to set up a new family, separate in identity from their parents’ social unit.  
Sexual intimacy in this verse is simultaneously inferred, especially via the word “united,” but Affirming 
scholars warn against “oversexualizing” this verse. 
 

Marriage as an eternal metaphor: Christ and the Church 
If gender compatibility is not an underlying moral principle for marriage, what is?  The answer is found 
most readily in Paul’s letter to the Ephesians: 
 
Ephesians 5:21-33: 
Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ. 
 
Wives, submit yourselves to your own husbands as you do to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the 
wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the Savior. Now as the church submits to 
Christ, so also wives should submit to their husbands in everything. 
 
Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her to make her holy, 
cleansing her by the washing with water through the word, and to present her to himself as a radiant 
church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless. In this same way, 
husbands ought to love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. After all, no 
one ever hated their own body, but they feed and care for their body, just as Christ does the church — for 
we are members of his body. “For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his 
wife, and the two will become one flesh.” This is a profound mystery — but I am talking about Christ and 
the church. However, each one of you also must love his wife as he loves himself, and the wife must 
respect her husband. 
 
Verse 32 is the key verse: This is a profound mystery — but I am talking about Christ and the church.  
Marriage is a pattern, a metaphor, a personalized stand-in, an earthly picture that reflects the union of 
Christ and his Church, his Bride.  We are to be in mutually faithful, life-long, serving relationships with 
self-sacrificing love as the bedrock principle. 
 
With Jesus and the Church, this is a forever arrangement, as reflected in Revelation 19:6-9: 
Then I heard what seemed to be the voice of a great multitude, like the roar of many waters and like the 
sound of mighty peals of thunder, crying out, 
 
“Hallelujah! 
For the Lord our God 
    the Almighty reigns. 
Let us rejoice and exult 
    and give him the glory, 
for the marriage of the Lamb has come, 
    and his Bride has made herself ready; 
it was granted her to clothe herself 
    with fine linen, bright and pure”— 
 



  Page 20 

for the fine linen is the righteous deeds of the saints. 
 
And the angel said to me, “Write this: Blessed are those who are invited to the marriage supper of the 
Lamb.” And he said to me, “These are the true words of God.” 
 
For affirming scholars, then, the bedrock principle of marriage is not gender compatibility.  Rather, they 
say, marriage that is selfless, committed and exclusive reflects a future union with Christ.   In this union, 
of which marriage is an echo or training ground… 

• Sex or gender differences do not ultimately matter, as St. Paul says in Galations 3:26-28: So in 
Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith, for all of you who were baptized into Christ 
have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is 
there male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus (emphasis added). 

• The important feature of marriage is not gender compatibility, but the ability to reflect Jesus 
through covenant loyalty to the beloved, mutual exclusivity, patience, forgiveness, in short, self-
sacrificing, agape love. 

 

Summary of the Affirming perspective 
The case for affirming monogamous, committed, life-long same-sex relationships as blessed by God 
might be summarized as follows: 

• God has revealed to us the existence people with same-sex attractions and a desire to be in 
loving relationship with God, with the Church, and with a committed spouse.  The Church in its 
traditional view on marriage, explicitly through dogma, and perhaps unintentionally through 
falling into the trap of spiritual pride and discrimination, have produced a legacy of pain for a 
large and growing proportion of same-sex attracted people.  God in His ongoing revelation of 
Himself has placed this dynamic in front of us for reflection, prayer and action. 

• In creating us in His image, God made us all relational beings.  So he established the institution 
of marriage.  The goal of earthly marriage is for us to learn how self-centered we are, and to 
learn how to live in commitment, loyalty and self-sacrificing love.  Marriage is an earthly pattern 
of the eventual relationship between Christ and His Church, in which the call to love will be so 
complete that there will be no heavenly need for marriage as we know it today, nor for gender.  
Whereas the Traditional view places gender compatibility as central to the marriage institution, 
the affirming view places at the center the diminishment of self-regard and the gain of selfless 
regard for the beloved.   

• Interpreting Scripture on the six passages that deal specifically with same-sex behavior needs to 
be seen through the cultural lens in place at the time of the writing.  For the Bible writers, same-
sex behavior was seen as exclusively in the domain of abusive exploitative conventions of the 
time.  Under consideration is our present-day understanding of sexual orientation, which is far 
different from the same-sex behaviors in view to the writers of Scripture.  Sexual orientation is 
central to identity, and same-sex marriage, which is loving, committed, exclusive and life-long, 
are concepts that were unknown to the writers of Scripture.   

Conclusions 
This paper attempts to capture two views regarding homosexual behavior and the church.  The topic is 
important because the United Methodist Church is likely to make some changes to the Discipline in the 
coming years that will impact how we view LGBTQ people and their participation in the church, 
specifically with respect to same-sex marriage and ordination of gay clergy.  Our local congregation 
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needs to be informed on the topic in order to make some decisions regarding our future affiliation with 
the larger UMC. 
 
We seek also to present the highlights of Scriptural scholarship along two lines of thought, the 
Traditional and Affirming views. 
 
The Traditional view sees all homosexual behavior as sin, regardless of the context.  This view leans on 
understandings of Genesis 1 and 2, which gives an account of creation of the universe and human beings 
within that creation, and the establishment of marriage as the key relational social unit, ordained by 
God as normative.  Furthermore, six other scriptural passages address homosexual behavior in a 
negative light, calling this behavior an abomination, and listing homosexual behavior in lists of sins that 
lead to spiritual destruction. 
 
The Affirming view sees that society at large and the Church have alienated LGBTQ people and created 
pain among those with same-sex attraction.  Affirming scholars believe that the Scriptural authors were 
writing about homosexual behavior that was exploitative in the culture of that time, and has nothing to 
do with today’s understanding of homosexuality as an orientation.  The purpose of marriage is to reflect 
the eternal union of Christ and His Church, and a homosexual union that is monogamous, life-long and 
characterized by agape, self-sacrificing love is consistent with God’s core desire for marriage. 
 

Final meditation 
Given the general polarization in US society and the ongoing conflicts with the UMC on this particular 
debate, perhaps we would all benefit from meditating on these words from German theologian and 
pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who wrote the words below as he was waiting to be executed in a Nazi 
prison: 
 
“There is a very real danger of our drifting into an attitude of contempt for humanity. We know quite 
well that we have no right to do so, and that it would lead us into the most sterile relation to our fellow-
men. The following thoughts may keep us from such a temptation. It means that we at once fall into the 
worst blunders of our opponents. The man who despises another will never be able to make anything of 
him. Nothing that we despise in the other man is entirely absent from ourselves. We often expect from 
others more than we are willing to do ourselves. Why have we hitherto thought so intemperately about 
man and his frailty and temptability? We must learn to regard people less in the light of what they do or 
omit to do, and more in the light of what they suffer. The only profitable relationship to others... is one 
of love, and that means the will to hold fellowship with them. God himself did not despise humanity, but 
became man for men’s sake.” 
 
– Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers from Prison (translated from the original German) 
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