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Condemnation of Homosexual Acts
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In Romans 1:26–27 Paul refers to women and men who engage in what he regards as shameless sex acts with same-sex partners. He says these acts are “unnatural” and a consummation
of “degrading passions.” These verses offer what is usually regarded as the most clear “generic
condemnation” of homosexual activity in the Bible. Their relevance for ethical teaching on
homosexual relations in our modern world has been a subject of much debate.
In Roman cities homosexuality was closely associated with promiscuous and exploitative activity, including prostitution, orgies, and sex with minors. Little was known of what is now called
“sexual orientation,” and people were not generally classed as having a basic “heterosexual”
or “homosexual” identity. Thus some scholars suggest that the best analogy for the behavior
condemned by Paul might be “homosexual acts engaged in by heterosexual people.” Paul’s
words, they say, would not necessarily apply to responsible partnerships between persons who
are homosexual in terms of a basic (possibly genetic) orientation.
While support for this view seems to be increasing, many biblical scholars have not been
convinced. They would say that Paul denounces the behavior not because it is promiscuous or
exploitative but rather because it is “unnatural.” The point for Paul seems to be that such actions
violate God’s original design for humanity. These scholars say that if Paul knew everything we
know about sexual orientation, he would no doubt regard a “homosexual orientation” (even
if genetically determined) as an unfortunate predisposition toward sin, as an inclination of the
flesh that needs to be resisted or overcome by those who “walk not according to the flesh but
according to the Spirit” (8:4).
Other biblical texts in which homosexual acts are mentioned include Genesis 19:1–9; Leviticus
18:22; 20:13; Judges 19:22–25; 1 Corinthians 6:9; 1 Timothy 1:10.

2. Paul’s mind is on the upcoming trip to Jerusalem, and he is rehearsing
the summary and defense of his gospel that he may need to offer there.
He asks the Roman Christians to pray not only that he will be kept safe
“from the unbelievers” as he travels to Jerusalem but also that the offering
that he is bringing will be acceptable to the Jerusalem saints (15:30–31).
That last part seems odd. Why wouldn’t the offering be acceptable? Do
churches usually turn away money? We know, however, that Paul previously
quarreled with representatives of the Jerusalem church (Gal. 2:12–13)
and that his ministry among the gentiles has been a source of contention in those quarters (Gal. 2:4; Acts 15:1–5). Paul hopes that the gift
that he is bringing will symbolize the mutual interdependence of gentile
and Jewish Christians (Rom. 15:27). Acceptance of the gift would imply
that the Jewish Christians in Jerusalem recognize the legitimacy of the
gentile churches that Paul founded in Macedonia and Achaia. People in
the Jerusalem church who are opposed to Paul and to his ministry may
see this as an opportunity to make a statement: “Let’s tell Paul and his
gentile Christians that we don’t want their help.” Thus, according to this
theory, Paul writes to the Romans what he plans to say (if necessary) to
the Christians in Jerusalem. He is, at least, rehearsing his defense. Beyond
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