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1 Introduction 

Catholic moral teaching on [homosexuality] will be intellectually marginalized to 

the extent that it avoids engaging with the experiences of the people and the human 

sciences that reflect on them. 

Moreover, the dialogue with the exegetical and moral theological knowledge of 

the last decades must be such as not to preclude from the outset progress in learn-

ing and knowledge. 

Rt Rev. Dr. Franz-Josef Overbeck, Catholic bishop of Essen, Germany, 2019 

The past few decades have seen a remarkable increase in the social acceptance of LGBT people. 

Such a change “is why the moral question of homosexuality is no longer about its acceptability, but 

about the [Catholic] Church’s opposition to it, about the [Catholic] Church’s homophobia”. 1 

Current papal teaching strongly condemns same-sex acts as “intrinsically disordered” (Persona 

Humana §8). That teaching is restated in the Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC) – the official 

document used to inform all Catholics of the main tenets of their faith – and it is reiterated through 

the worldwide network of Catholic parishes, schools, universities, and so on. Given the membership 

of the Catholic Church, its reach is momentous, and so is the harm it inflicts on LGBT people 

globally. LGBT people are still, to this day, the target of discrimination that regularly results in 

verbal and physical abuse, employment discrimination, firing, and death. 

The current and most comprehensive official exposition of those arguments dates back to 1986.2 

Its condemnation of homosexual acts is based on two main arguments: that the Bible prohibits them; 

and that they are biologically infertile, and so unable to fulfill “procreation”, regarded as a necessary 

“finality” of each and every act of sexual intercourse. Therefore, papal teaching concludes that the 

“homosexual orientation” is an “objective disorder” “ordered towards an intrinsic moral evil”, i.e. 

same-sex acts (HP §3, see CCC §2358); “homosexual acts” are “intrinsically disordered” and, as 

                                                 
1 Gerard Loughlin, “Catholic Homophobia,” Theology 121, no. 3 (May 1, 2018): 189. 
2 Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, “Homosexualitatis Problema: On the Pastoral Care of Homosexual Per-

sons” (1986), henceforth HP, http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/docu-

ments/rc_con_cfaith_doc_19861001_homosexual-persons_en.html. Some minor documents published since do not 

substantially expand the reasons provided in that document for a negative moral evaluation of all homosexual rela-

tionship as intrinsically immoral: Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, “Some Considerations Concerning the 

Catholic Response to Legislative Proposals on the Non-Discrimination of Homosexual Persons,” July 24, 1992, 

http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_19920724_homosexual-per-

sons_en.html; Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, “Considerations Regarding Proposals to Give Legal Recog-

nition to Unions between Homosexual Persons,” June 3, 2003, henceforth “Considerations”, http://www.vati-

can.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_20030731_homosexual-unions_en.html; 

Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, “Concerning the Criteria for the Discernment of Vocations with Regard to 

Persons with Homosexual Tendencies in View of Their Admission to the Seminary and to Holy Orders,” August 31, 

2005, http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/ccatheduc/docu-

ments/rc_con_ccatheduc_doc_20051104_istruzione_en.html, and in the Catechism of the Catholic Church (1992, 

CCC). HP also referred to an earlier document on sexual ethics, Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, “Persona 

Humana: Declaration on Certain Questions Concerning Sexual Ethics” (1975, henceforth PH), https://www.vati-

can.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_19751229_persona-humana_en.html. 
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just mentioned, an “intrinsic moral evil” (HP §3, see CCC §2357); and “homosexual unions” are 

harmful to all involved: the couple, their children, and society at large (Considerations §§7-8). 

Those momentous claims are simply asserted with little attempt at justifying them on the basis 

of relevant evidence, despite the fact those papal teachings themselves explicitly and repeatedly 

claim to be accessible to human reason and in agreement with the natural sciences. 

We are now in a better position to evaluate those papal claims than when they were formulated. 

The sciences of biology, psychology, sociology, and genetics have made significant progress 

towards understanding the causes of same-sex attraction. The legalization of same-sex marriage in 

many countries – including places where Catholics have a significant influence in shaping public 

affairs – also offers evidence to evaluate papal assumptions on the sociological consequences of 

same-sex relationships. 

The same can be said of biblical studies about what the Bible affirms with regard to the 

meanings and purposes of human sexuality in general, and same-sex behavior in particular. 

Significantly, the biblical arguments are shared by other mainstream Christian Churches which 

condemn same-sex relationships, where it often plays a crucial role: for example, it is the reason 

why, in 2013, the “House of Bishops Working Group on Human Sexuality” set up by the Church 

of England could not find unanimity with regard to same-sex relationships, in what is to this day 

one of the most comprehensive research reports on human sexuality and marriage officially 

commissioned by any Christian Church.3 One of its eight members, a bishop, refused to endorse the 

report’s conclusions primarily on biblical grounds, which he laid out in a dissenting statement 

appended to the report.4 And the Bible appears once again to be the main dividing factor in the 

recently published Living in Love and Faith report by the House of Bishops of the General Synod 

of the Church of England.5 

                                                 
3 House of Bishops of the Church of England, Report of the House of Bishops Working Group on Human Sexuality 

(London: Church House Publishing, 2013). 
4 Keith Sinclair, “Scripture and Same Sex Relationships,” in Report of the House of Bishops Working Group on Hu-

man Sexuality, ed. House of Bishops of the Church of England (London: Church House Publishing, 2013), 158–72. 
5 House of Bishops of the General Synod of the Church of England, Living in Love and Faith. Christian Teaching and 

Learning about Identity, Sexuality, Relationships and Marriage (London: Church House Publishing, 2020), 

https://www.churchofengland.org/sites/default/files/2020-11/LLF%20Web%20Version%20Full%20Final.pdf. Reli-

gion Media Centre, “Living in Love and Faith,” February 12, 2020, https://religionmediacentre.org.uk/factsheets/liv-

ing-in-love-and-faith/: “Interpretation of biblical texts lies at the heart of the dispute, with traditionalists taking liter-

ally a text which calls homosexual acts an “abomination” and others seeing this as a code written at a particular time 

in history, while the thrust of Christian teaching is for love, tolerance and understanding.” Immediately after the pub-

lication of Living in Love and Faith, “Julian Henderson, the bishop of Blackburn and president of the conservative 

Church of England Evangelical Council, said: ‘While discussions about these issues are always welcome … this is 

actually about obedience to scripture.’” Harriet Sherwood, “Church of England could rethink stance on LGBTQ+ is-

sues by 2022,” The Guardian, November 9, 2020, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/nov/09/church-of-eng-

land-could-rethink-stance-on-lgbtq-issues-by-2022. 
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For many Christian leaders, any systematic review of those texts would be tantamount to putting 

into doubt the supposedly clear and unequivocal biblical condemnation of homosexual acts. And so 

the bible remains one of the key obstacles to reform, not just within Catholicism but for many other 

Christian denominations. 

Yet in the entire bible, only six short passages have been identified as potentially referring to 

consensual same-sex behaviour, the so called “clobber texts”: three from the Hebrew Bible – the 

story of Sodom and Gomorrah in Genesis 19, and two parallel verses from the book of Leviticus – 

and three from the New Testament, specifically the letters of Paul the apostle. They have been 

quoted time and again in official church documents as biblical justification for prohibiting same-

sex relationships. 

The influence of such clobber texts extends to popular culture. In 2000, The West Wing, a 

popular TV series on American politics, felt the need to include a short but powerful speech by a 

fictitious President of the United States criticising the gay-bashing interpretation of Leviticus 

18:22.6 Said speech – itself based on a much forwarded email – has since become a popular internet 

meme still widely shared over the web, 20 years after its first airing on TV. 

Again, in February 2016, Manny Pacquiao – then member of parliament in the Philippines and 

a boxing star – caused controversy by posting on his Instagram account a quote of Leviticus 20:13 

calling for the death penalty for homosexuality, as well as quotes from Leviticus 18:22 and 1 Cor. 

6:9. The event received widespread worldwide coverage: “Pacquiao’s post was up for about two 

hours and got more than 18,000 likes before being deleted”, the Los Angeles Times reported.7 Mr 

Pacquiao later uploaded another short Instagram post where, while apologising for the offense 

caused, he reiterated: “I’m against same sex marriage because of what the Bible says”.8 Nor was 

that an isolated case. In April 2019 Australian rugby union star Israel Folau wrote on his Instagram 

account, followed by more than 360,000 people, that “homosexuals” would be condemned to “hell” 

unless they “repent”.9 Mr Folau responded to the backlash by insisting he was standing by “what 

                                                 
6 “The Midterms”, The West Wing: Complete Season 2, 2003, DVD (originally broadcast 18 October 2000), extract 

available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DSXJzybEeJM. 
7 Chuck Schilken, “Manny Pacquiao Posts Bible Verse That States Gay People Should Be Killed,” Los Angeles 

Times, February 18, 2016, sec. Sports, https://www.latimes.com/sports/la-sp-sn-manny-pacquiao-bible-instagram-

20160218-story.html. 
8 Cindy Boren, “Manny Pacquiao Defends Stance on Gay Marriage with Bible Verse,” The Washington Post, Febru-

ary 18, 2016, www.washingtonpost.com/news/early-lead/wp/2016/02/18/manny-pacquiao-defends-stance-on-gay-

marriage-with-bible-verse/; Guardian sport, “Manny Pacquiao Provokes Storm by Calling Gay People ‘Worse than 

Animals,’” The Guardian, February 16, 2016, https://www.theguardian.com/sport/2016/feb/16/manny-pacquiao-gay-

people-worse-than-animals; Manny Pacquiao, Instagram, February 16, 2016, https://www.insta-

gram.com/p/BB2BsT7udzM/. 
9 Tacey Rychter, “Australian Rugby Star’s Contract to Be Terminated Over Anti-Gay Comments,” New York Times, 

April 11, 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/11/world/australia/israel-folau-rugby-contract.html.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DSXJzybEeJM
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/11/world/australia/israel-folau-rugby-contract.html
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the Bible says”.10 He was eventually sacked, and the Australian Christian Lobby raised A$2m 

within 48 hours to help fund Mr Folau’s legal defence in the court case which ensued.11 

Given the diverse but very real consequences that such biblical interpretations can have on 

LGBT people worldwide, it is increasingly urgent to put them to the test. As this report will show, 

biblical research has recently produced ground-breaking findings in that regard. They finally make 

it possible to confirm that the two key verses in Leviticus – and, more generally, the entire Hebrew 

Bible – do not prohibit, much less condemn, free and faithful same-sex relationships. And they also 

allow a similar degree of confidence with regard to all three passages from the apostle Paul. 

Also of note is that much of that crucial research has only been published over the past two 

years – indeed, the most comprehensive analysis so far of the two Leviticus verses was only 

published in March 2020 – and so they are still only known within academic circles. They have not 

yet been picked up by church leaders, official church documents, or the media.12 

One of the goals of this report is to help accelerate the dissemination of those findings from 

biblical studies as well as the other relevant disciplines by bringing them to the attention of the 

Catholic hierarchy in general, and the relevant Vatican institutions more specifically. Similarly, we 

hope that other Christian Churches debating the morality of same-sex relationships will find them 

of interest. At the same time, the report will remain open to updates should new evidence emerge. 

May 2021  

                                                 
10 “Israel Folau: Australia end player's contract over anti-gay message,” BBC Sport, April 15, 2019, 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/sport/rugby-union/47932231.  
11 “Israel Folau: Rugby star recoups donations in sacking row,” BBC News, June 25, 2019, 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-australia-48753566; Australian Associated Press, “Israel Folau reportedly tells 

Australian Christian Lobby he would ‘absolutely’ repeat anti-gay posts,” The Guardian, October 19, 2019, 

https://www.theguardian.com/sport/2019/oct/19/israel-folau-reportedly-tells-australian-christian-lobby-he-would-

absolutely-repeat-anti-gay-posts. 
12 So recent are those publications have been, that it has been impossible for them to be considered by the above men-

tioned Living in Love and Faith, the most comprehensive official church report on the issue published in November 

2020 (but whose findings were finalized in 2019 after almost two year of research, consultation, and dialogue), or in-

deed by the December 2019 book-length report by the Pontificia commissione biblica, Che cosa è l’uomo? Un 

itinerario di antropologia biblica (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2019). 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/sport/rugby-union/47932231
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-australia-48753566
https://www.theguardian.com/sport/2019/oct/19/israel-folau-reportedly-tells-australian-christian-lobby-he-would-absolutely-repeat-anti-gay-posts
https://www.theguardian.com/sport/2019/oct/19/israel-folau-reportedly-tells-australian-christian-lobby-he-would-absolutely-repeat-anti-gay-posts
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2 Summary of Official Catholic Teaching on Homosexuality 

Current papal teaching condemning homosexuality is based on two kinds of arguments. The first 

kind is the argument from authority: it consists of appeals to selected biblical passages, which are 

interpreted as condemning same-sex relations, or blessing heterosexual relations exclusively. 

The second kind is the “natural law” argument: it does not require belief in the authority of the 

bible; rather, it is a philosophical argument based on the scientific evidence accessible to and 

verifiable by everybody. Its central contention can be summarized as follows: homosexual acts are 

immoral because they are unnatural, and they are unnatural because they are “not able to transmit 

life,” which is an essential finality of every act of sexual intercourse. 

In turn, the justification for the foundational belief that sex, whatever other purposes it may 

have, always has procreation as one of its goals, is based on a belief which is at the same time 

simple, momentous, and relatively novel, being first introduced in papal teaching by Paul VI in his 

encyclical Humanae Vitae. It can be stated as follows: 

the natural “laws of conception”, and more specifically of human biology, 

shows that procreation is an “essential and indispensable finality” of each and 

every act of sexual intercourse.13 

                                                 
13 That procreation is the “essential and indispensable finality” of each and every act of sexual intercourse is from 

PH §8 and HP §3. Those texts reinstate the teaching of HV: after having stated that “With regard to the biological 

processes, responsible parenthood means an awareness of, and respect for, their proper functions. In the procreative 

faculty the human mind discerns biological laws that apply to the human person” (§10), that encyclical goes on to 

state that the “laws of conception” (Lat. “leges … generationis”) reveal that sexual intercourse has a “capacity to 

transmit life” (“facultas vitam propagandi,” §13). That biological fact is given as the reason why each and every act 

of sexual intercourse has a procreative “significance” (“significatio[]” §12), “significance and finality” (“significatio[] 

et fin[is]”, §13), “faculty” (“faculta[s] vitae procreandae” §10, and “faculta[s] vitam propagandi” §13), and – crucially 

– “finality” (“fin[is] procreandae prolis”, §3). The idea of procreative finality is also conveyed via the expression “ad 

vitam humanam procreandam per se destinatus” (“intrinsically oriented to the procreation to human life”) §11. 

Hence, to “impair[] the capacity to transmit life” of the act of sexual intercourse is to “depriv[e] it, even if only par-

tially, of its meaning and finality [“significationem et finem”]” (§13, italics added). That hindering the biological pro-

cess is what HV finds immoral is repeated in the encyclical’s crucial sentence condemning “every action which [...] 

proposes […] to render procreation impossible” by hindering the “natural consequences” (Lat. “naturales exitus”) of 

sexual intercourse (§14). Finally, the point is reiterated yet again when HV argues that the reason why the rhythm 

method is allowed, but other forms of “artificial” contraception are not, does not lie in the intention of the couple: “It 

cannot be denied that in each case the married couple, for acceptable reasons, are both perfectly clear in their inten-

tion to avoid children and wish to make sure that none will result” (§16). Rather, the one reason why the rhythm 

method is allowed, while other contraceptives are not, is simply the fact that “In the former [case] the married couple 

rightly use a faculty provided them by nature. In the later [sic] [case] they obstruct the natural development of the 

Summary: The papal condemnation of homosexual relationships is based primarily on the 

belief that each and every act of sexual intercourse must be open to procreation. Because 

homosexual relationships are biologically infertile, they lack such an essential finality of 

their nature. Therefore, they are always “intrinsically evil”. In support of that “natural 

law” argument, reference is also made to five biblical passages interpreted as condemning 

consensual homosexual relationships. 
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2.1 Consequences of the papal teaching that the finality of sexual intercourse is always 

procreation 

That supposed “fact” of nature is the basis for the entire edifice of current papal teachings on sexual 

ethics.14 In effect, from said fact a number of moral norms are drawn. The most general is that sex 

must always be open to procreation, and that conversely, it is always morally wrong intentionally 

to hinder sexual intercourse’s natural capacity for procreation. 

From that general moral norm, more specific ones are drawn: only heterosexual vaginal 

intercourse is morally licit, because it alone can be procreative; conversely, homosexual acts are 

always immoral because they “close the sexual act to the gift of life” (CCC §2357), that is, they are 

biologically infertile. Indeed, “Homosexual activity is not a complementary union, able to transmit 

life…” (HP §7), and so homosexual unions “are not able to contribute in a proper way to the 

procreation and survival of the human race”.15 

Other supporting affirmations are also put forward in the relevant Vatican documents: however, 

the “procreation argument” is the only one which is logically necessary to justify the current papal 

teaching. It rests entirely on one simple contention: that sexual intercourse always has procreation 

as one of its biological goals. 

The simplicity of that papal position should not be obscured by the sometimes peculiar language 

used by the relevant Vatican documents. For example, “homosexual acts” are condemned as 

                                                 
generative process” (§16). That HV envisaged the biological processes of human reproduction as a moral norm that 

should not be modified was one of its earliest and most common criticisms, see section 4.1.1 below. 
14 As noted PH §8 and HP §3 use it to condemn same-sex relations, as lacking the “essential and indispensable final-

ity” of sexual intercourse, namely procreation; more recently, Amoris Laetitia §80 repeated that “no genital act of 

husband and wife can refuse this meaning [i.e. procreation], even when for various reasons it may not always in fact 

beget a new life” (AL §80, explicitly referring to HV §§11-12). 
15 CCC §2357, as quoted in Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, “Considerations Regarding Proposals to Give 

Legal Recognition to Unions between Homosexual Persons” (2003), henceforth “Considerations,” §7, 

http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_20030731_homosexual-un-

ions_en.html. On the link between the novel belief introduced by HV – namely, that each and every act of sex must be 

open to procreation in order to be morally legitimate – and the ban on homosexuality see Loughlin, “Catholic Homo-

phobia,” 190–91: “The refusal of contraception is the refusal to acknowledge the separation of sex and reproduction 

in humans and other higher primates. Humanae Vitae (1968) asserts that there is an ‘inseparable connection, estab-

lished by God. . . between the unitive significance and the procreative significance which are both inherent to the mar-

riage act’, the marriage act being penile–vaginal intercourse. But, as most people know, the unitive and procreative 

are only periodically inseparable in the ‘marriage act’. Indeed, it is the natural separation of the unitive and procrea-

tive in the human that enables a permitted natural family planning, except that there is nothing very natural about such 

planning. Humanae Vitae is both the denial and advocacy of the unnatural. And, of course, it is another set of natural 

sex practices, between members of the same sex, that gives the lie to the supposed inseparability of sexual bonding 

and procreation. It is in this way that the refusal of contraception constitutes a homophobic discourse, since it estab-

lishes those whose sexual union is not naturally procreative as against nature, against God. Thus the limits of the hu-

man are drawn against the homosexual”. 

http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_20030731_homosexual-unions_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_20030731_homosexual-unions_en.html
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“intrinsically disordered” (PH §8, HP §3) and as “not proceed[ing] from a genuine affective and 

sexual complementarity.”16 

The terms “disordered” and “against sexual complementarity” are different ways of referring 

to the above mentioned central belief by explaining that, according to the created order of nature, 

sexual differentiation between male and female in the human species results in a sexual 

complementarity with two essential and indivisible finalities: companionship (also called 

“affective” or “unitive” finality), and procreation (the already mentioned “procreative finality”). 

Homosexual acts are regarded as being incapable of both: hence the Vatican quote above that they 

do not “not proceed from a genuine affective and sexual complementarity.” The reiteration that 

those acts are “deprived of their essential and indispensable finality” (PH §8 and HP §3) is a 

reference to procreation. It further emphasizes that the primary “sexual complementarity” 

homosexual acts supposedly go against is procreation, because they are biologically infertile.17 

Other affirmations are made which support the papal conclusion, even though they are not 

strictly speaking necessary to it: 

 Because they are biologically infertile, homosexual unions “are not able to contribute in a 

proper way to the procreation and survival of the human race”.18 

 Finally, homosexual “unions are harmful to the proper development of human society” and 

indeed to the partners themselves. No justification for such a claim is provided, or even 

attempted. 

In summary: aside from the appeal to the bible, the papal teaching on same-sex relationships is 

based on a single, simple argument: 

every act of sexual intercourse must be open to procreation in order to be moral. 

Same-sex relationships are biologically infertile. Therefore, they cannot be pro-

creative and so they are intrinsically disordered and evil. 

2.2 How to Evaluate Non-Procreative Unions: An Ecumenical Problem 

In this connection, it is important to highlight that the argument that LGB relationships are immoral 

because incapable of procreation as the natural purpose of human sexuality and marriage is not 

exclusively Catholic. Rather, it is often held by many other Christians. Appeals to the bible aside, 

it is the single important argument Christians use against LGB relationships. 

                                                 
16 CCC §2357, as quoted in Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, “Considerations”, §4. 
17 See also HP §7: “To choose someone of the same sex for one’s sexual activity is to annul the rich symbolism and 

meaning, not to mention the goals, of the Creator’s sexual design. Homosexual activity is not a complementary union, 

able to transmit life…”. 
18 Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, “Considerations 2003,” para. 7. 
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The same conclusion was reached – and praised as a “most perceptive theological move” – by 

the 2017 report “An Approach to the Theology of Same-Sex Marriage” of the Theological Forum 

– i.e. the research department – of the Presbyterian Church of Scotland: 

the central issue in this long-running debate […] is not – as it has so often been 

portrayed – as ‘homosexual vs heterosexual’ but ‘procreative vs non-procreative’. 

And we have to determine how we evaluate non-procreative unions.19 

Accordingly, what follows will focus on the two kinds of justification behind the papal 

condemnation of LGB relationships: the specific biblical passages usually interpreted as 

condemning consensual same-sex relations, and the argument that LGB relations are immoral 

because biologically infertile. 

To do so, we will provide critical summaries of some recent findings from relevant disciplines: 

bible studies, natural sciences, and – with regard to claims that LGB relationships are damaging to 

all involved – sociology. 

Relevant research from all those disciplines has advanced considerably since Persona Humana 

(1975) and Homosexualitatis Problema (1986), which are still the two most recent official Roman 

Catholic documents on the topic of homosexuality. 

Thankfully, other Christian churches have since published more up to date assessments of the 

evidence from a Christian perspective. A few in particular will be referred to. The most 

comprehensive is the Report of the House of Bishops Working Group on Human Sexuality, 

published in 2013 by the bishops of the Church of England. It is more commonly known as the 

“Pilling Report”, from the name of its chair, and this is the way it will be referred to here. Two other 

reports from Christian Churches which will be referred to are the already mentioned “An Approach 

to the Theology of Same-Sex Marriage” (2017) by the Theological Forum of the Presbyterian 

Church of Scotland; and “God in Love Unites Us: The Report of the Marriage and Relationships 

Task Group 2019” of the Methodist Church. 

  

                                                 
19 Church of Scotland Theological Forum, “An Approach to the Theology of Same-Sex Marriage” (Church of Scot-

land, 2017), §2.4.11, http://www.churchofscotland.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/39573/Theological_Forum.pdf. 
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3 Scientific Evidence on Sexual Orientation 

Summary: Sexual orientation is largely determined at the time of birth, by factors 

which are genetic and hormonal rather than social. In a significant minority of 

cases, such an orientation is non-heterosexual. Non-heterosexual orientations are 

regularly occurring non-pathological minority variations of human sexuality 

As noted, HP affirms that its teaching on the immorality of homosexual acts is “support[ed] in the 

more secure findings of the natural sciences, which have their own legitimate and proper 

methodology and field of inquiry” and so it is “founded on human reason” (§2). 

However, neither HP nor subsequent official Vatican documents provide references to scientific 

evidence to support their conclusions. So it is difficult to assess what scientific assumptions it 

makes. 

In any case, papal teaching appears to accept that same sex orientation is for some innate 

(HP §11). However, such an orientation is still regarded as “intrinsically disordered” because 

intrinsically infertile. 

This section is based on the 2016 research report “Sexual orientation, controversy, and 

science”, 20  written for policy-makers by five distinguished researchers of human sexuality. 

Simplifying some of those research findings, the following can be affirmed. Sexual orientation 

includes four phenomena which are both conceptually and empirically distinguishable: 

The first phenomenon, sexual behavior, consists of sexual interactions between 

persons of the same sex (homosexual), the other sex (heterosexual), or both sexes 

(bisexual). The second phenomenon, sexual identity, is one’s self-conception 

(sometimes disclosed to others and sometimes not) as a homosexual, bisexual, or 

heterosexual person. The third phenomenon of sexual orientation is one’s degree 

of sexual attraction to the same sex, both sexes, or the other sex. The fourth phe-

nomenon is one’s relative physiological sexual arousal to men versus women (or 

to male vs. female erotic stimuli), which is more closely related to other aspects 

of sexual orientation in men than in women.21 

In what follows, unless otherwise noted, sexual orientation generally refers to sexual attraction. 

                                                 
20 J. Michael Bailey et al., “Sexual Orientation, Controversy, and Science,” Psychological Science in the Public Inter-

est 17, no. 2 (2016): 45–101. 
21 Ibid., 48. 
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The direction of causality between those phenomena is important: the physiological “sexual 

arousal pattern motivates sexual behavior”, 22  and it “reliably reflect[s] sexual orientation”, 23 

particularly in males but also, to a lesser degree, in females. 

Therefore, if by sexual attraction/orientation we mean the pattern of sexual arousal, it can be 

said that “sexual attraction[/orientation] motivates behavior and identity, rather than vice-versa,”24 

and that “[i]n contrast, there is no evidence to suggest that individuals can consciously alter their 

genital arousal to fit a certain sexual identity label”.25 Indeed, “sexual orientations are patterns of 

sexual desire, and we do not choose our sexual desires”.26 Rather, as the evidence suggests, we are 

born with them. 

The above can be simplified as follows: 

Sexual orientation/attraction => physiological sexual arousal => sexual behavior 

The physiological sexual arousal – i.e. the reaction to erotic stimuli – is not “freely chosen”; rather, 

it is determined by one’s sexual orientation. In turn, sexual orientation is largely established at the 

time of birth, by factors which are mostly genetic and hormonal rather than social. 

Indeed, research has shown that, already before the onset of sexual attraction, children who 

exhibit gender nonconforming behavior, i.e. behavior which does not follow that typical of their 

gender, tend to be non-heterosexual in adulthood. In other words, childhood gender nonconformity 

is “a strong correlate of adult sexual orientation. [C]hildren who grow up to be nonheterosexual are 

substantially more gender nonconforming, on average, than children who grow up to be 

heterosexual.”27 It is well established that “Long before sexual attraction emerges, some children 

who will become non-heterosexual are markedly different than other children”.28 Indeed, research 

has also shown that for non-heterosexual children, just as for heterosexual ones, the onset of their 

sexual attraction – i.e. experience their first feelings of sexual attraction – precedes their first sexual 

experiences.29 

                                                 
22 Ibid., 54. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid., 48 italics added. 
25 Ibid., 54. 
26 Ibid., 62, referred approvingly in Christopher CH Cook, “Science and Theology in Human Sexuality,” Theology & 

Sexuality, 2018, 191. 
27 Bailey et al., “Sexual Orientation, Controversy, and Science,” 57. 
28 Ibid., 58. 
29 Ibid. 
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In a significant minority of cases, such an orientation is non-heterosexual. A non-heterosexual 

orientation is a natural “regularly occurring non-pathological minority variant” 30  of human 

sexuality or, as the World Medical Association put it, “a natural variation within the range of human 

sexuality”.31 

3.1 Sexual Orientation: A Continuum? 

The link between genital arousal pattern and sexual orientation is stronger in men than it is in 

women: 

Specifically, homosexual men show genital arousal to men (or, in the lab, sexual 

stimuli depicting men), whereas heterosexual men show genital arousal to women 

(or, in the lab, sexual stimuli depicting women).32 

In contrast, 

female sexual orientation is fundamentally less category-specific than male sex-

ual orientation (i.e., that homosexual women retain some potential for attrac-

tion/arousal to men and heterosexual women retain some potential for attrac-

tion/arousal to women, even if they are unaware of this potential).33 

For this reason, women exhibit a higher degree of sexual fluidity, i.e. “situation-dependent 

flexibility in a person’s sexual responsiveness, which makes it possible for some individuals to 

experience desires for either men or women under certain circumstances regardless of their overall 

sexual orientation.” A longitudinal study of 80 non-heterosexual women found that changes in 

sexual identity were common but occurred 

between adjacent categories (e.g., “heterosexual” and “bisexual”) rather than 

larger changes (e.g., from “heterosexual” to “lesbian”). […] For these women, 

their range of potential attractions was limited by their sexual orientations, but 

fluidity allowed movement within that range. [Those] findings “are consistent 

                                                 
30 James Alison, “Some Musings Concerning the Phrases ‘Objectively Disordered’ and ‘Intrinsically Disordered (or 

Evil)’ in Current Church Discourse Regarding LGBT Issues” (Madrid, February 2020); the same is affirmed by an-

other theologian, Cook, “Science and Theology in Human Sexuality,” 186. 
31 World Medical Association, “Statement on Natural Variations of Human Sexuality,” October 2013. The 2016 

“World Psychiatric Association Position Statement on Gender Identity and Same-Sex Orientation, Attraction and Be-

haviours” reached a similar conclusions: “The WPA considers same‐sex attraction, orientation and behaviour as nor-

mal variants of human sexuality. It recognizes the multi‐factorial causation of human sexuality, orientation, behaviour 

and lifestyle. It acknowledges the lack of scientific efficacy of treatments that attempt to change sexual orientation 

and highlights the harm and adverse effects of such ‘therapies’.” Dinesh Bhugra et al., “WPA Position Statement on 

Gender Identity and Same-Sex Orientation, Attraction and Behaviours,” World Psychiatry 15, no. 3 (2016): 299–300. 
32 Bailey et al., “Sexual Orientation, Controversy, and Science,” 54. 
33 Ibid. 
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with the findings of non-category-specificity in heterosexual women’s genital 

arousal […] as well as with the growing body of research on “mostly heterosex-

ual” women, who perceive their underlying orientation to be heterosexual despite 

experiencing periodic same-sex attractions.34 

The evidence strongly supports a “continuum-based perspective regarding the nature of sexual 

orientation for both women and men”.35  Indeed, if discrete categories do exist (gay, straight, 

bisexual), “there are more than three and they are likely not to be separate but to be overlapping—

a continuum”.36 

  

                                                 
34 Ibid., 56. 
35 Ritch C. Savin-Williams, “Sexual Orientation: Categories or Continuum? Commentary on Bailey et al. (2016),” 

Psychological Science in the Public Interest 17, no. 2 (September 1, 2016): 37. Also Irina Pollard, Bioscience Ethics 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 36: “flexible genetic predisposition in combination with epigenetic 

inputs allows for the expression of a range of sexualities. This range is in better accord with actual genotypic and ac-

companying neuroendocrine variation. According to this hypothesis, the continuum spanning possible human sexual-

ity has its aetiology defined in terms of male- or female-mediated forms of selective marking that enable certain target 

gene(s) to switch through the incomplete to the fully penetrant state. Such a mechanism can result in an epigenetically 

driven continuum of orientations ranging from asexual, through graded bisexual, to homosexual.” 
36 Savin-Williams, “Sexual Orientation,” 37. 
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4 The Natural Law Argument: Sex is for Procreation 

4.1 Evidence from Biology: Not Every Act of Heterosexual Intercourse Has a Procreative 

Finality 

Summary: The causal relationship between insemination and, on the other hand, 

fertilization, implantation, and ultimately procreation, is statistical, not necessary. 

No act of sexual intercourse has in itself an independent biological capacity for 

procreation. (If it were not so, every act of insemination would result in a 

conception). Rather, such a biological capacity is relative, i.e. dependent on the 

fulfilment of numerous other conditions. This fulfilment is statistical, not necessary. 

Because no act of sexual intercourse has an independent capacity for procreation, 

it is erroneous to affirm that each and every act of sexual intercourse has, by nature, 

a procreative finality. 

As noted, the papal condemnation of homosexual attraction is based on the same belief used to 

prohibit so-called “artificial” contraception: namely, that these acts close off sex from the 

transmission of life, thus missing its “procreative” finality: 

Homosexual unions are totally lacking in the biological and anthropological ele-

ments of marriage and family which would be the basis, on the level of reason, 

for granting them legal recognition. Such unions are not able to contribute in a 

proper way to the procreation and survival of the human race (§7).37 

Same-sex relationships are condemned inasmuch as they are regarded as biologically sterile, 

incapable of procreation. In turn, that is regarded as immoral on the basis that procreation is the 

intrinsic, natural finality of each and every act of sexual intercourse. 

The natural sciences show that the causal relationship between insemination and, on the other 

hand, fertilization, implantation, and ultimately procreation, is not necessary, but statistical. If it 

were not so, every act of insemination would result in a conception. 

Consequently, the biological “capacity” for procreation of any given act of heterosexual 

intercourse is relative, i.e. dependent on the statistical fulfilment of numerous conditions. No act of 

heterosexual intercourse has an independent biological “capacity” for procreation, and so it cannot 

be said to always have procreation as its “finality.” 

In practice, this means that the vast majority of acts of heterosexual intercourse do not have the 

biological capacity for procreation.38 In that respect, they are identical to non-heterosexual “acts.” 

                                                 
37 Compare §8: “Not even in a remote analogous sense do homosexual unions fulfil the purpose for which marriage 

and family deserve specific categorical recognition.” 
38 Todd A. Salzman and Michael G. Lawler, Sexual Ethics: A Theological Introduction (Georgetown University 

Press, 2012), 74. 
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Evolutionary biology also suggests that the distinctiveness of human sexuality in comparison 

to most other mammals lies precisely in a move away from a sexuality whose exercise and purpose 

was almost exclusively limited to reproduction – to the extent that sexual intercourse only occurred 

during the female oestrus – and towards a sexuality taking on a variety of additional purposes, 

including socialization, pair-bonding, and so on. 

4.1.1 How could HV affirm that each and every act of sexual intercourse has procreation as its 

finality? 

As noted, on the one hand HV accepts the biological evidence that not every act of sexual 

intercourse can result in a conception, and so not every act of sexual intercourse has the capacity to 

procreate. Despite that, the encyclical still concludes that each and every act of sex has procreation 

as its finality. 

One possible explanation for this contradictory stance may lie in the fact that the author(s) of 

HV were using Scholastic philosophy promoted by Leo XIII. According to mainstream 

Scholasticism, the “nature” (or “essence”, “substance”) of every created being is always comprised 

of both “potency” and “act”, or “being-in-potency” and “being-in-act”. The former denotes the 

potential of a given nature; the latter its current state. 39  Crucially, “potency” is an essential 

component of the “nature” of any created being, just as much as “act” is (whether itself “essential” 

or “accidental”). Every “act” is an actualization of a “potency” intrinsic to the “nature” of the created 

being at hand. 

According to such a schema, the fact that an act would often fail to take place was interpreted 

as signifying not that its “nature” lacked the relevant potency, but rather that “accidents” – i.e. 

contingent, circumstantial factors – impeded the actualization of said potency. 

Applied to the case at hand, it means that, in the minds of the authors of HV, the biological fact 

that acts of sexual intercourse cannot and do not result in conception in the vast majority of cases 

was not interpreted as signifying that they lacked an intrinsic, essential, “natural” “procreative 

finality” and “significance” (HV §§3 and 13 respectively). In other words, HV assumes that each 

and every act of sexual intercourse is procreative by nature or essence, and it is only by accident 

that they are not. In the Scholastic framework adopted by HV, that such “accidents” are the norm in 

the majority of cases – i.e. that the vast majority of acts of sexual intercourse cannot biologically 

                                                 
39 “Being in act is the condition of really possessing some perfection or modification. Being in potency is the condi-

tion of not really having, but being able to acquire, some perfection”. George P. Klubertanz, Introduction to the Phi-

losophy of Being, 2nd edition (Eugene, Oregon: Wipf & Stock, 2005), 88. 
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result in conception – does not detract from the fact that each and every act of sexual intercourse 

has a procreative “faculty” (i.e. capacity or “potency”) and “finality”.40 

The problem with such a theoretical framework is that it was worked out when knowledge of 

the relevant biological processes underlying human reproduction was still largely descriptive and 

pre-scientific. Such a metaphysical affirmation is now untenable in light of the biological evidence 

itself. According to such evidence, no act of sexual intercourse has an absolute capacity to procreate. 

Not even during the so-called “fertile window”. Rather, its potential or capacity to procreate is both 

relative, in the sense that it is subject to the fulfilment of several other conditions, and statistical. 

This key objection to Humanae Vitae was made by philosopher and theologian Bernard 

Lonergan SJ in a short, private letter which went on to have considerable influence.41 Its relevant 

passages are worth quoting in full: 

[T]raditional Catholic doctrine on the sexual act followed rigorously from the po-

sition adopted by Aristotle in his De generatione animalium. That position was 

that the seed of the male was an instrumental cause that changed the matter sup-

plied by the female into a sentient being. As was argued from the instance of 

wind-eggs, the female by herself got no further than a nutritive principle. The 

efficient causality of the male was needed to produce the sensitive principle or 

soul. On that basis it was clear that every act of insemination was of itself procre-

ative and that any positive interference was an act of obstructing the seed in its 

exercise of its efficient causality. 

Two factors, however, have combined to bring about a notable change in the 

views of Catholic theologians on this matter. The first, of course, is the fact that 

the Aristotelian position is erroneous. Insemination and conception are known 

now to be quite distinct. The act of inseminating is not an act of procreating in the 

sense that of itself, per se, it leads to conception. The relation of insemination to 

                                                 
40 Selling provides a concise historical overview of such a Scholastic approach, whereby non-procreative intercourse 

was often regarded as legitimate “in conformity with the requirements of conjugal chasity [sic] provided the motives 

are morally good and the natural form of the sexual act (natura actus) is respected”, in other words “As long as the 

subjective motive was good, it was sufficient not to impede procreation (i.e., not to violate the natura actus)” for in-

tercourse to have moral legitimacy, Joseph A. Selling, “Moral Teaching, Traditional Teaching and Humanae Vitae,” 

Louvain Studies 7 (1978): 24–44, at 27 and 28 respectively. 
41 Bernard Lonergan SJ, “Letter of Bernard Lonergan on Contraception and the Natural Law,” edited by Frederick E. 

Crowe and Robert M. Doran, Lonergan Studies Newsletter 11 (1990), pp. 7-8, 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1LfQC8-uYcxPrC6lvk7fbpnDk3-favz6X/view; the original letter is dated 6 September 

1968, and its scan is available at https://bernardlonergan.com/pdf/24070DTE060.pdf accessed October 1, 2020. The 

letter was quoted by Richard A. McCormick, “‘Humanae Vitae’ 25 Years Later,” America 169, no. 2 (1993): 6–11, 

available at  https://www.americamagazine.org/issue/100/humanae-vitae-25-years-later. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1LfQC8-uYcxPrC6lvk7fbpnDk3-favz6X/view
https://bernardlonergan.com/pdf/24070DTE060.pdf
https://www.americamagazine.org/issue/100/humanae-vitae-25-years-later
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conception is just statistical and, far more frequently than not, insemination does 

not lead to conception. 

So there arises the question whether this statistical relationship of insemination to 

conception is sacrosanct and inviolable. Is it such that no matter what the circum-

stances, the motives, the needs, any deliberate modification of the statistical rela-

tionship must always be prohibited? If one answers affirmatively, he is condemn-

ing the rhythm method. If negatively, he permits contraceptives in some cases. 

Like the diaphragm and the pill, the menstrual chart and the thermometer directly 

intend to modify the statistical relationship nature places between insemination 

and conception […]. 

While the Encyclical acknowledges the "unitive sense" of marital intercourse, it 

claims that inseparable from it there is a "procreative sense." This would be easy 

enough to understand if one still clung to Aristotle's biology. But on contempo-

rary biology, if insemination may be said to be inseparable from normal inter-

course, conception cannot be said to be inseparable from insemination. The dis-

charge of two million spermatozoa into the vagina does not mean or intend two 

million babies. Most of the time it does not mean or intend any babies at all. The 

relationship of insemination to conception is not the relation of a per se cause to 

a per se effect. It is a statistical relationship relating a sufficiently long and random 

series of inseminations with some conceptions.42 

Lonergan was not alone in this: in fact, that HV envisaged the biological processes of human 

reproduction as a moral norm that should not be modified was one of its earliest and most common 

criticisms, often described as “biologism” or “physicalism”.43 

                                                 
42 Lonergan, “Letter of Bernard Lonergan on Contraception and the Natural Law,” pp. 7-8. 
43 Among other high profile theologians who have made that criticism, see Bernard Häring, “The Encyclical Crisis”, 

in Daniel Callahan (ed.), The Catholic Case for Contraception: Leading Catholic Authorities Oppose Pope Paul’s 

Position on Birth Control (London: Macmillan, 1969), pp. 77-91 (at 83): “The argumentation of Humanae Vitae rests 

mainly on two points. The first is the constant teaching of the Church; the second is the absolute sacredness and invio-

lability of the biological functions in every use of marriage, so that every act must remain open for procreation, 

whether or not procreation can at this moment responsibly be undertaken”; Joseph Selling, “Moral Teaching, Tradi-

tional Teaching and Humanae Vitae” Louvain Studies 7 (1978), 24-44 at 28-29 (notes omitted): “the moral evaluation 

of sexual intercourse rests entirely upon the structure and form which the act achieves. This form is basically the 

physiological process of insemination. There is an assumption here that this process is in itself destined (per se desti-

natus) to fertilization- procreation, even though it is recognized that this is not always the case (HV, 11). It has been 

the topic of a wide debate since HV whether this argument is valid. But an elementary knowledge of logic should be 

sufficient to judge the propositions put forth. One can say that the normal (natural) means for fertilization is sexual 

intercourse, but it is quite another thing to propose that intercourse itself leads to fertilization. When all has been said, 

even the defenders of HV’s point of view can offer little more than that the connection between coitus and procreation 
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Interestingly, this crucial mistake by HV contradicted the Doctrinal Commission of the Second 

Vatican Council, which had the task of evaluating amendments (Lat. “modi”) to the draft of the 

various conciliar documents proposed by bishops. Specifically, in one occasion a large group of 

110 conciliar fathers backed a “modus” asking to add to Gaudium et Spes §49 the affirmation that 

all acts of sexual intercourse are “per se apt [per se apti] for the generation of offspring”. This was 

essentially the same expression that HV will use in §11, which concluded that each and every act of 

sexual intercourse is “in itself oriented towards procreation” (“ad vitam humanam procreandam per 

se destinatus”), and has by nature a procreative “finality”.44 The Doctrinal Commission rejected 

that proposal with the following short explanation: “Not all acts tend to generation [ad generationem 

tendunt] (cf. sterility and the sterile times)” (modus 56 to par. 49).45 

4.2 The Naturalistic Fallacy: Drawing a Moral Obligation directly from Biology 

Summary: As agents of reason, human beings have a unique capacity to 

intentionally alter the schedule of probabilities inherent in the physical, chemical 

and biological laws of nature. For example, we do not affirm that because 

biological women have the biological capacity to bear children, they morally ought 

to, and would act immorally in not doing so. On the contrary, people can use a 

variety of means to affect those statistical probabilities of conception. For the same 

reason, the morality of same-sex relationships should not be determined on the basis 

of their biological capacity for reproduction. In doing so, current papal teaching 

commits the naturalistic fallacy of deriving a moral prescription directly from a 

factual description, i.e. a judgment of value (about what morally ought to be) 

directly from a judgment of fact (about what is). 

As noted, papal teaching condemns same-sex relationships as “intrinsically evil” because they are 

infertile. It infers such a value judgment from the (incorrect) biological fact that each and every act 

of sexual intercourse has a “procreative finality”. 

                                                 
is a symbolic one. Further, the actual, concrete possibility for procreation is not even necessary to judge the act as 

moral, since the teaching specifically condones those acts which are known beforehand to be infertile”; Louis 

Janssens, “Reflections on Humanae Vitae,” Louvain Studies 2 (1969), pp. 231-253 (at 248); Richard McCormick, 

Notes on Moral Theology: 1965-1980 (Washington, D.C.: University Press of America, 1981), pp. 775-776; Charles 

E. Curran, “Natural Law and Contemporary Moral Theology,” in Curran, (ed.), Contraception, Authority, and Dissent 

(New York: Herder & Herder, 1969), pp. 151-175, esp. 157-58 and p. 162-63 on “physicalism” which concludes: 

“The natural law theory employed in the encyclical thus identifies the moral and human action with the physical 

structure of the conjugal act itself,” where “physical” means “biological”; ibid., The Catholic Moral Tradition Today: 

A Synthesis (Washington, D.C: Georgetown University Press, 1999), 153-155. 
44 In contrast, the 1966 Final Report had observed that “the morality of sexual acts between married people […] does 

not [...] depend upon the direct fecundity of each and every particular act. [It] depends upon the requirements of mu-

tual love in all its aspects [and] is thus to be judged by the true exigencies of the nature of human sexuality.” Acta 

Synodalia, p. 491. 
45 Modus 56 to GS §49: 

“d) Post: “uniuntur” (in lin. 32): 

– unus [Pater] proponit ut addatur: “in ordine ad generationem”;  

– 109 Patres petunt ut addatur: “ad prolis generationem per se apti”; [...] 

R. – [...] d) Nulla ex his tribus propositionibus videtur admittenda. Non omnes enim actus ad generationem tendunt 

(cf. sterilitas, tempus ageneseos) [...].” 



22 

Such a moral inference from a supposed “fact” of nature is erroneous because human behavior 

is not entirely determined by biology. As rational agents, human beings have a unique capacity to 

intentionally alter the schedule of probabilities inherent in the physical, chemical and biological 

laws of nature. For example, the “natural” course of an infection results in an illness, but that does 

not make using antibiotics immoral. 

This is particularly evident in the area of human sexuality: we do not affirm that because 

biological women have the biological capacity to bear children, they morally ought to, and would 

act immorally in not doing so. On the contrary, “responsible parenthood” requires that “physical, 

economic, psychological and social conditions” be taken into account when deciding whether or 

not to have children (HV §10). 

For the same reason, the morality of same-sex relationships should not be determined on the 

basis of their biological capacity for reproduction. Indeed, the evolution of a distinctively human 

sexuality suggests precisely a move away from a purpose which was exclusively that of 

reproduction – to the extent that sexual intercourse only occurred during the female oestrus – and 

towards a variety of additional purposes, including socialization, pair-bonding, and so on (see §4.3 

here). 

HV further justified the inference of a moral obligation from a supposed biological “fact” on 

the basis that it is God who established the biological laws expressing the procreative finality and 

significance of each and every act of sexual intercourse, and therefore to thwart them would be 

tantamount to going against God’s will. 

This is mistaken from the point of view of mainstream Christian theology. Human beings are 

understood as having a God-given duty and responsibility to steward creation. That entails 

“interfering” with it for both their and creation’s flourishing. In this the position of mainstream 

Christian theology coincides with the philosophical position which maintains the impossibility of 

deriving a moral obligation directly from a factual description, i.e. a judgment of value (about what 

morally ought to be) directly from a judgment of fact (about what is). 

4.3 Non-Conceptive Purposes of Human Sexuality: Evidence from Evolutionary Biology 

Summary: It is distinctive of the evolutionary development of highly intelligent 

animal species that sexual intercourse moved away from an almost exclusive 

reproductive finality and related biological determinism of the reproductive 

hormones and the female oestrus. Already in many primates, and most obviously in 

humans, sexual intercourse acquired other meanings and ends than the mere 

transmission of the genotype, or reproduction: namely, sexual pleasure, pair-

bonding, as well as additional purposes to do with socialization. Such an expansion 

of the finalities of sex applied not just to hetero- but also to homosexual intercourse. 

Those social “finalities” are natural in the sense that they are intrinsic to and 
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distinctive of human sexual intercourse. They can be morally worthy even without 

the concurrent intention to procreate. 

Christianity, like other religions, has been particularly preoccupied with procreation as the 

predominant reason for human sexuality.46 Modern developments both in science and socio-cultural 

anthropology, as well as in spirituality, have illuminated sexuality such that its reaches and concerns 

extend far beyond its mere genital aspects and reproductive finality. Such developments have shed 

light on our understanding of both heterosexual and homosexual relationships. 

Mainstream Catholic theology currently understands human sexuality in general, and marriage 

in particular, as natural and established at Creation. As such, their purposes can be rationally 

accessible to anybody.47 From such a perspective, the evidence from biology, psychology, and 

sociology about the finalities of sexual intercourse and long-term relationships are essential to an 

informed theology on the subject. This section will provide some evidence from evolutionary 

biology and sociology concerning the relationship between procreation and other meanings and 

purposes of human sexuality and marriage. It complements §4.6 below, concerning the biblical 

evidence on that same relationship. 

For most mammals, sexual intercourse is limited by biology to fulfil the function of genotype 

transmission or reproduction. Sexual activity is determined biologically by the reproductive 

hormones, which regulate its exercise and generally limit it to the female oestrus, a regularly 

occurring period of sexual receptivity and fertility in most female mammals (excluding humans). 

It is distinctive of the evolutionary development of highly intelligent animal species that sexual 

intercourse moved away from an almost exclusive reproductive finality and related biological 

determinism of the reproductive hormones and the female oestrus. In particular, “Humans have the 

distinction of being comparatively free of hormonal determinism in our reproductive activities. 

Female fertility does not depend on limited periods of oestrus, and male sexual arousal does not 

require the perception of hormonal cues.”48 

                                                 
46 Christine E. Gudorf, Body, Sex, and Pleasure: Reconstructing Christian Sexual Ethics (The Pilgrim Press, Cleve-

land, OH, 1994); Margaret A. Farley, Just Love: A Framework for Christian Sexual Ethics (New York ; London: 

Continuum, 2006). 
47 As HV §12 put it with regard to its own interpretation of the finality of sexual intercourse: “We believe that our 

contemporaries are particularly capable of seeing that this teaching is in harmony with human reason.” 
48 Kelly Bulkeley, The Wondering Brain: Thinking about Religion with and beyond Cognitive Neuroscience (New 

York: Routledge, 2005), 60, also Bailey et al., “Sexual Orientation, Controversy, and Science,” 56: “women are capa-

ble of becoming sexually aroused at any point in the menstrual cycle, and although their sexual motivation appears to 

increase as a function of the rising estrogen levels that accompany ovulation, their sexual arousability during the rest 

of the month appears unrelated to estrogen levels.” 
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Rather, female sexual receptivity broke free of the hormonal determinism of the oestrus, and 

sexual intercourse acquired other meanings and ends than the mere transmission of the genotype, 

or reproduction: namely, sexual pleasure, pair-bonding, and many other purposes to do with 

socialization.49 Such an expansion of the finalities of sex applied not just to hetero- but also to 

homosexual intercourse: 

Women’s capacity for arousability independent of ovulation permits them to ex-

perience sexual desires and behaviors with same-sex individuals at no evolution-

ary cost. In fact, researchers [on female bonobos] have argued that sexual behav-

ior with nonreproductive (and even same-sex) partners can confer multiple evo-

lutionary advantages on females, such as alliance formation […]. Hence, one pos-

sibility is that women’s capacity for sexual fluidity evolved in concert with (or is 

an artifact of) their capacity for nonreproductive arousability during nonfertile 

parts of the menstrual cycle.50 

More generally, the evolutionary development of primate sexuality shows a much broader scope 

of sexuality besides mere biological reproduction. It shows the “socialization of human sexuality”,51 

or the “sociosexual character” of genital interactions: that is, “sexual in terms of their outward form, 

                                                 
49 “In addition to possessing oestrus, some vertebrate species are also sexually receptive or proceptive outside of their 

fertile phase […]; they possess ‘extended sexuality,’ motivation or interest in sex that is not directly conceptive 

(though, in theory, it typically evolved owing to its reproductive benefits, i.e. it reflects adaptation, not by-product). 

The explanation of extended sexuality most conceptually coherent while also receiving empirical support argues that 

it reflects adaptation to obtain material benefits, typically male delivered […]. 

Few, if any females, match the degree to which women's sexuality is extended into infertile phases of the reproductive 

cycle. A recent study of over 20 000 women of reproductive age in 13 developing countries detected no systematic 

changes in frequency of sexual intercourse with regular partners across the cycle, aside from a drop during menses 

[…]. These women had sex with partners as frequently during the luteal phase as during their fertile phases. Women 

are sexually receptive and proceptive during other non-fertile periods of life as well: across anovulatory cycles; during 

adolescence; when pregnant; and when lactating. 

Women’s extended sexuality too appears to function to obtain male-delivered benefits. Unlike close primate relatives, 

however, extended sexuality in human females appears to function to enhance the flow of material benefits delivered 

by primary partners within pair bonds.” Steven W Gangestad and Randy Thornhill, “Human Oestrus,” Proceedings of 

the Royal Society B: Biological Sciences 275, no. 1638 (May 7, 2008): 994, https://doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2007.1425 

references omitted; see also Peter B. Gray and Justin R. Garcia, Evolution and Human Sexual Behavior (Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press, 2013); Irina Pollard, Bioscience Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2009); Cindy M. Meston and David M. Buss, “Why Humans Have Sex,” Archives of Sexual Behavior 36, no. 4 (July 

3, 2007): 477–507; Giuseppe Benagiano and Maurizio Mori, “The Origins of Human Sexuality: Procreation or Recre-

ation?,” Reproductive Biomedicine Online 18 Suppl 1 (2009): 50–59. 
50 Bailey et al., “Sexual Orientation, Controversy, and Science,” 56, referring to F. B. M. De Waal, “Tension Regula-

tion and Nonreproductive Functions of Sex in Captive Bonobos (Pan Paniscus),” National Geographic Researcher 3 

(1987): 318–335, and G. Hohmann and B. Fruth, “Use and Function of Genital Contacts among Female Bonobos,” 

Animal Behaviour 60, no. 1 (July 1, 2000): 107–20. 
51 Pollard, Bioscience Ethics, 35–36; Benagiano and Mori, “The Origins of Human Sexuality.” 
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but primarily enacted to facilitate adaptive social goals”52 such as food sharing, tension reduction, 

and alliance making. 

Many of the sexual interactions, both hetero- and homosexual, between bonobos are socio-

sexual in character.53 The same is evident among human beings: 

The advantages of retaining sexual receptivity at all times, including those when 

conception is not a physiological option, is obvious. Such a strategy clearly helps 

to maintain long-term relationships. It is an evolutionary device to maximize pa-

rental care of the young and provide sexual pleasure and comfort for the highly 

sexed human being.54 

The evolution of primate sexuality, particularly in human beings, shows a shift away from an 

exclusively reproductive function and related biological dependence on the reproductive hormones 

and the female oestrus, towards a sexuality more subsumed under the control of the brain and, 

consequently, responsive to rational agency. 

In other words, “nature” itself shows that the sexuality of humans, unlike that of most other 

animals, is not simply determined biologically, i.e. regulated by the reproductive hormones. Rather, 

human sexuality and sexual intercourse are subsumed under the control of rational intentionality: 

natural selection has incorporated a flexible strategy of sexual behaviour which 

relies on cerebral control rather than strictly hormonal command. […] The oppor-

tunistic switch from brute hormonal to cerebral control provided the ability to 

accommodate change and, eventually, the capacity for judgement, spontaneity 

and free will. Perhaps the most striking characteristic of this newly acquired flex-

ibility in Homo sapiens’ evolution has been the socialization of sexuality. Be-

cause we are a socialized species, the assumption that the purpose of human sex-

uality is purely reproductive is false. Human sexuality serves other essential pur-

poses, such as communication, bonding, touching, self-esteem and social organi-

zation. Copulation has a greater social significance than just transmission of gen-

otype, as even a cursory study of the history of contraception reveals.55 

                                                 
52 Bailey et al., “Sexual Orientation, Controversy, and Science,” 68. 
53 See a concise account in Adrian Thatcher, God, Sex, and Gender: An Introduction (Chichester: John Wiley & Sons, 

2011). 
54 Pollard, Bioscience Ethics, 94. 
55 Ibid., 35. 
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In this sense, what is “natural” for the sexual intercourse of human beings is what is in agreement 

with their rational faculties, rather than what follows blindly the patterns of the biological laws 

regulating reproduction. 

Evidence from the bible (§4.6 here), anthropology, sociology, psychology, and ordinary human 

experience (§4.6 here), the non-conceptive motives for sexual intercourse include pleasure, love, 

comfort, celebration and companionship.56 As evolutionary biology suggests, such “finalities” are 

natural in the sense that they are intrinsic to and distinctive of human sexual intercourse. They can 

be morally worthy even without the concurrent intention to procreate. 

If sexual intercourse in general is a good thing in itself, independently of the concurrent 

existence of either a biological capacity or the agents’ intention to procreate, then the same moral 

judgment must apply to same-sex intercourse. 

In summary: HP is reductionist and mistaken in following HV and deriving a moral obligation 

with regard to human (homo)sexual behaviour from the biology of human reproduction (which in 

any case it misunderstands at the factual level itself). Doing so ignores that the very distinctiveness 

of human sexuality and (homo)sexual intercourse is that they have “broken free” of the biological 

and hormonal determinism controlling the sexual behaviour of most other animals. It reduces human 

(homo)sexuality to a mere functionalist and utilitarian understanding, whereby each and every use 

of it must aim at biological reproduction. In contrast, in human beings, because they are “rational” 

animals, the biological and hormonal “laws” have been subsumed under the higher control of human 

rationality and responsibility, which can and does routinely direct them for ends other than 

biological reproduction alone, such as affectivity, communion, commitment, and love. 

4.4 Non-Conceptive Purposes of Human Sexuality: Evidence from Sociology and Psychol-

ogy 

Historically, the reasons people have sex have been assumed to be few in number 

and simple in nature – to reproduce, to experience pleasure, or to relieve sexual 

tension. [However,] motives for engaging in sexual intercourse may be larger in 

number and psychologically complex in nature.57 

                                                 
56 Thatcher, God, Sex, and Gender, 204; Adrian Thatcher, “Postmodernity and Chastity,” in Sex These Days: Essays 

on Theology, Sexuality and Society, ed. Jon Davies and Gerard Loughlin (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1997), 

131. 
57 Meston and Buss, “Why Humans Have Sex.” This is generally recognized by theologians: “The motivations and 

aims of sex […] can include a desire to enhance self-esteem, drive out depression and despair, express love and faith-

fulness, sustain a relationship or a marriage that is without mutual love, repay favors, escape into recreation and play, 

reveal one’s intimate self and attain access to the intimate self of another, earn a living, and so on.” Farley, Just Love, 

163. 
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Surveys have identified the following, among others: love and commitment, spiritual 

transcendence, kindness, stress reduction and relaxation, duty, conformity, experience seeking, self-

esteem and self-confidence, social status, money, revenge, and so on. 

Procreation is but one of the meanings and finalities of sexual intercourse. The evidence from 

biology is that in the human species the vast majority of acts of sexual intercourse do not have a 

procreative capacity, and therefore do not have a procreative finality. The evidence from psychology 

and sociology confirms that procreation is but one among sexuality’s many purposes. 

4.5 Non-Conceptive Purposes of Human Sexuality: Catholic theology, Canon Law, and 

Papal Teaching 

Summary: both mainstream Catholic theology and Canon Law maintain that the 

capacity for biological procreation is not necessary to the existence of marriage 

itself: “Sterility neither prohibits nor nullifies marriage” (Codex Iuris 

Canonici §1084.3). Similarly, already in 1968 papal teaching with regard to fertile 

(married) heterosexual couples affirmed that “Sexual activity […] does not […] 

cease to be legitimate even when, for reasons independent of their will, it is foreseen 

to be infertile” (Humanae Vitae §11). More recent papal teaching has added that 

“procreation” and “motherhood” are not solely “biological realities” (Amoris 

Laetitia §178), and they “are not the only ways of experiencing the fruitfulness of 

love”: such fruitfulness can also be expressed through adoption, or simply by 

contributing to society (Amoris Laetitia §181). Same-sex and heterosexual 

relationships are equally capable of that kind of fruitfulness. 

The papal belief that every act of sexual intercourse has procreation as its finality also contradicts a 

well-known tenet of Catholic theology and canon law, namely, that the capacity for biological 

procreation is not necessary to the existence of marriage itself: “Sterility neither prohibits nor 

nullifies marriage” (Codex Iuris Canonici §1084.3). 

Similarly, already in 1968 papal teaching with regard to fertile (married) heterosexual couples 

was affirming that “Sexual activity […] does not […] cease to be legitimate even when, for reasons 

independent of their will, it is foreseen to be infertile” (Humanae Vitae §11). 

In a 2016 document summarizing the conclusions of the international synod of bishops, papal 

teaching also condemned the presentation of marriage “in such a way that its unitive meaning, its 

call to grow in love and its ideal of mutual assistance are overshadowed by an almost exclusive 

insistence on the duty of procreation” (Amoris Laetitia §36). 

It further observed that “procreation” and “motherhood” are not solely “biological realities” 

(Amoris Laetitia §178), and they “are not the only ways of experiencing the fruitfulness of love”: 

such fruitfulness can also be expressed through adoption, or simply by contributing to society 

(Amoris Laetitia §181). Same-sex and heterosexual relationships are equally capable of that kind of 

fruitfulness. As Bernard Häring put it: 
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Love’s fecundity is a reality totally different from biological fertility […]. Con-

jugal love has a value in itself: Its proper fecundity is in love and for love itself. 

It enriches not only the spouses but all whom they meet who become sharers of 

the overflow of their love.58 

In other words, Catholic theology nowadays tends to understand marriage as embracing a more 

expansive concept of “fruitfulness” or “generativity” which goes beyond mere biological 

reproduction, to include adoption, or service to the common good. Hetero- and homo-sexual couples 

are both capable of those kinds of non-biological fruitfulness.  

4.6 The Biblical View on the Purpose of Sex 

Summary: The Old Testament affirms that the raisons d’être of human sexuality 

comprise companionship, mutual help (Genesis 2:18, 24), and physical pleasure 

(Song of Songs 5:1; Proverbs 5:18-19). Significantly, procreation is not included in 

the foundational passage of Genesis 2:18-24. In Genesis 1:28, where it is 

mentioned, it is described as a blessing rather than a command or an essential 

requirement of human sexuality. Therefore, the papal axioms that “openness to 

procreation” is an essential requirement of each and every act of sexual intercourse 

does not conform to the biblical teaching. In summary, the bible endorses as morally 

worthy purposes of sexual intercourse other than procreation. Consensual same-

sex relationships can fulfil those morally worthy purposes of human sexuality. 

HP’s argument relies heavily on the appeal to the bible. It affirms that the question of homosexuality 

should be understood in light of what the theology of creation of the first two chapters of Genesis 

say about the meaning and purpose of human sexuality and marriage.59 

The importance of those two chapters cannot be overestimated. They attempt to explain the 

reason for human sexuality and marriage and, as a recent study of sexuality in the Old Testament 

(OT) concludes, their explanation is foundational for the rest of the OT texts on that subject.60 

On a superficial reading of the first two chapters of Genesis, it appears that a conflict exists 

between 1:27-28, and 2:18, 24. Gen 1:27, “male and female He created them,” together with the 

blessing in the following verse “Be fruitful and increase in number,” have often been used to argue 

                                                 
58 Bernhard Häring, Free and Faithful in Christ: Moral Theology for Priests and Laity - The Truth Will Set You Free, 

vol. 2 (Slough: St Paul Publications, 1979), 516; Cristina Richie, “Disrupting the Meaning of Marriage? Childfree, 

Infertile and Gay Unions in Evangelical and Catholic Theologies of Marriage,” Theology & Sexuality 19, no. 2 

(2013): 123–42; Kathryn Lilla Cox, “Toward a Theology of Infertility and the Role of Donum Vitae,” Horizons 40, 

no. 01 (2013): 44. 
59 “Providing a basic plan for understanding this entire discussion of homosexuality is the theology of creation we 

find in Genesis,” HP §6. 
60 Richard M. Davidson, Flame of Yahweh: Sexuality in the Old Testament (Hendrickson Publishers Peabody, MA, 

2007), 6. That Genesis 1-3 provide a “normative reference” for the rest of the bible is a point made by Pontificia com-

missione biblica, Che cosa è l’uomo?, 11 par. 6. 
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that reproduction is the only or even primary purpose of the sexual differentiation of humans 

between males and females. They have also been used in a recent Vatican document to argue that 

sex and gender should be regarded as inseparable.61 

In contrast, the two statements in Genesis 2, verses 18 and 24, affirm that sexual differentiation, 

and possibly even marriage (v. 24), are for companionship, and as a remedy for loneliness – without 

any mention of procreation. 

Papal teaching as expressed in HP by and large retains only two insights from those seminal 

passages: namely, that male and female are “complementary”; and that the purpose of such a sexual 

complementarity is reproduction.62 Therefore, “Homosexual activity is not a complementary union, 

able to transmit life” and as such it goes against “the Creator’s sexual design”. That conclusion 

assumes that, according to Genesis, biological reproduction is an essential end of sexual union. 

Yet, the creation account of Genesis offers a more nuanced view of the meanings and purposes 

of sexual differentiation, human sexuality, and marriage.63 Given the careful construction of that 

account, and its normative role within the bible, its correct interpretation requires attentive analysis 

of its structure and context, rather than the uncritical quotation of proof-texts.64 

It is impracticable to give a full overview of the exegetical studies on those seminal passages 

given their level of detail, the specialized knowledge required to assess them, and the space 

constraints of the present report. What follows is a summary of some of their relevant findings and 

conclusions, with the relevant bibliographical references provided in the notes. 

4.6.1 Gen. 1:27: “Male and female He created them”: Reproduction as Natural Capacity 

As it is well known, the first creation story in Genesis 1 affirms that God created humankind “male 

and female,” and he proceeded to bless them with the words “Be fruitful and increase in number” 

(vv. 27-28). This is interpreted by papal teaching as meaning that, in humans, sexual differentiation 

is for procreation. 

In contrast, a careful analysis of the entire story shows that the mention of the sexual 

differentiation and the fertility blessing serve a somewhat different insight, namely that the capacity 

                                                 
61 Congregation for Catholic Education, “‘Male and Female He Created Them’: Towards A Path of Dialogue on the 

Question of Gender Theory in Education” (Vatican City, 2019). 
62 Male and female are “called to reflect the inner unity of the Creator” which they do “in a striking way in their coop-

eration with him in the transmission of life” HP §6. 
63 Phyllis A. Bird, “‘Male and Female He Created Them’: Gen 1: 27b in the Context of the Priestly Account of Crea-

tion,” Harvard Theological Review 74, no. 02 (1981): 129–60. 
64 “The Priestly account of creation is an exceedingly compressed account […]. The author has chosen his terms with 

care […]. As [biblical scholar Gerhard] von Rad has rightly emphasized, only what is essential is here; nothing is ac-

cidental or included merely because it stood in the received tradition […]. Thus every assertion and every formulation 

in this highly compact and selective account warrants careful attention.” Ibid., 135–36. 
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for reproduction is “built-in” by God into all living things, and so it is “not dependent upon 

subsequent rites or petitions for its effect.”65 The theme of “in-built” fertility/reproduction is a 

distinctive concern of the Priestly account of creation (henceforth “P”), and it is emphasized 

throughout the creation story:66 

Thus for each order of living thing explicit attention is given to the means by 

which it shall be perpetuated. That is the meaning of the cumbersome and seem-

ingly unnecessary specification that both classes of vegetation were created bear-

ing seeds – i.e., equipped to reproduce their kind.67 

Finally, as noted, that is also the meaning of the factual observation that human beings were created 

“male and female.” 

The text does not say that “male and female” are the only biological genders. Its context merely 

appears to suggest that human beings were created with their own in-built capacity for reproduction, 

and such capacity is identified in the sexual differentiation between male and female. 

Further corroborating this interpretation is the fact that such a statement is immediately 

followed by the blessing to “be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth.” Sexual differentiation is 

associated with the theme of the “sustainability” of creation, i.e. its capacity for reproduction.68 Just 

like each order of living creatures, humans too are created with their own means of reproduction.69 

The insistence on that point likely served a polemical intent: 

For P, the power of created life to replenish itself is a power given to each species 

at its creation and therefore not dependent upon subsequent rites or petitions for 

its effect. The emphatic and repeated word which endows life with the means and 

the power of propagation undercuts the rationale of the fertility cult – and in yet 

another manner deposes and annihilates the gods; for the power to create life and 

                                                 
65 Ibid., 147. 
66 Ibid., 134, 139. 
67 Ibid., 146. 
68 Ibid., 137–38. 
69 Sexual differentiation in male and female is made explicit only in the case of human beings, but it is tacitly as-

sumed in the case of the other animals: “The terms used to describe each order and class [of animals] are all singular 

collectives […] with the exception of […] a plural used to create a comparable class designation for the creatures of 

the sea. Each class is understood as an aggregate of species […], which could conceivably be represented by individu-

als of each type (cf., e.g., Gen 2:19, where adam is a single [147] individual-and also representative of the species). 

But the theme of reproductive endowment enunciated in the blessing [of Gen 1:22] assumes sexual differentiation and 

hence pairs as the minimal representation of each species. In fact, the image of a pair as the model of a species is so 

common that it needs no special articulation, especially in such a terse account. It is only where a particular need for 

clarification or emphasis arises that the assumption must be made explicit—as in 1:27, and 7:9 and 16”, Ibid., no. 45 

pp. 146–47. 



31 

to sustain it belongs to God alone, who incorporates the means of perpetuity into 

the very design and constitution of the universe.70 

The preceding and repeated emphasis on the fact that other living creatures have been created 

with their own means of reproduction; the likely polemical intent against competing explanations 

of the reason behind humanity’s sexuality and reproduction proposed by neighbouring mythologies; 

and, finally, the very fact that the affirmation that Adam had been created male and female is 

immediately followed by the blessing of fertility, all converge towards the interpretation that the 

reason behind the statement that human beings are said to be created “male and female” is to 

underline that the biological capacity to “be fruitful and multiply”, while given and blessed by God, 

is constitutive of human nature. As Phyllis Bird put it: 

[T]he meaning and function of the statement, “male and female he created them,” 

is considerably more limited that is commonly assumed. […] It relates only to the 

blessing of fertility, making explicit its necessary presupposition. It is not con-

cerned with sexual roles, the status or relationship of the sexes to one another, or 

marriage. It describes the biological pair, not a social partnership; male and fe-

male, not man and wife. The specification is […] dependent upon [P’s] overarch-

ing theme of the sustainability (fertility) of the created order.71 

An alternative, more superficial interpretation sees the associations of those two statements as 

implying that the primary purpose of sexual differentiation is reproduction, or that marriage can 

only be between two heterosexual people. However, those verses do not say that, nor can that 

conclusion be logically deduced from what they do affirm. Indeed, it does not appear to be 

compatible with the explanation of the purpose of human sexuality and marriage in Gen 2:18, 24, 

examined below. 

                                                 
70 Ibid., 147. 
71 Ibid., 155, compare p. 147: “Adam is creature, who with all other created life is given the power of reproduction 

through the word-act of creation, receiving it in the identical words of blessing addressed first to the creatures of sea 

and sky (v 22). It is in relation to this statement that the specification, ‘male and female he created them,’ must be un-

derstood. The word of sexual differentiation anticipates the blessing and prepares for it. And it is an essential word 

[…] because of the structure of the Priestly account and the order of its essential themes. Sexual constitution is the 

presupposition of the blessing of increase, which in the case of the other creatures is simply assumed. In the case of 

adam, however, it cannot be assumed, but must be specially articulated because of the statement that immediately pre-

cedes it [i.e. ‘in the image of God He created them’].” 
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4.6.2 Gen. 1:28: “Be fruitful, multiply, fill the earth” 

4.6.2.1 A Blessing, not a Command 

The direct imperatives “be fruitful, multiply, and fill the seas/the earth” are immediately preceded 

by the words: “God blessed them and said to them”. There are grammatical, canonical, and logical 

reasons in favour of interpreting such words as a blessing rather than a command. 

Grammatically, the peculiar use of imperatives in a blessing is not unique to Gen 1:28 (or its 

parallel in 1:22). Elsewhere in the bible, imperatives used within a blessing are used to express the 

content of the blessing itself, rather than strict commands.72 Likewise, Gen 1:28 expresses God’s 

blessing over humanity. As the author of one of the most comprehensive studies on those Genesis 

verses observed, 

Reading Gen 1:28a (“Be fruitful, increase in number, fill the earth”) as a com-

mand to bear children is a worn out misreading, confusing the form of the text 

(grammatical imperative) with its function (genre of blessing). Genesis 1:28 is 

God’s blessing to accomplish, not humankind’s command to breed (cf. 24:60; 

49:22-26).73 

                                                 
72 “[T]he content of the blessing is introduced by the wayyiqtol [past tense] form of [the verb “to say”] in Gen. 1.28 

and 9.1. The imperatives, 'Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth', are, therefore, to be identified as God's blessing. 

That the content of the blessing concerns fecundity is not surprising, given that fruitfulness and increase are repeat-

edly associated with the divine blessing in Genesis. Westermann thus concludes that the promise of increase, which 

commonly follows the blessing, is an explication of the divine blessing. Accordingly, the Psalmist affirms that when 

God blesses people, they multiply ([…] Ps. 107.38). Conversely, decrease in numbers is associated with God's curse 

(Deut. 28.62). We may conclude, therefore, that the primaeval commands, ‘Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth’ 

(Gen. 1.28; 9.1, 7), constitute God’s blessing. 

[E]ven though the primaeval blessing is in the form of imperatives, this should not obscure the fact that filling the 

earth constitutes God’s blessing. We may compare Gen. 27.29, for instance, where Isaac blesses Jacob saying, ‘Be 

lord [imperative] over your brothers’ (NRSV, Gen. 27.29). The presence of a command does not preclude Isaac’s 

blessing from being viewed positively. Similarly, when Moses blessed Naphtali saying, ‘possess [imperative] the west 

and the south’ (NRSV, Deut. 33.23b), the imperatival form does not preclude this from being a blessing.” Carol M. 

Kaminski, From Noah to Israel: Realization of the Primaeval Blessing after the Flood, Journal for the Study of the 

Old Testament 413 (T & T Clark, 2004), 27 italics added. See also no. 37 p. 26: “An example of this construction 

may be seen in Jacob’s blessing on Ephraim and Manasseh: ‘So he blessed them that day saying (לאמור), “By you Is-

rael will invoke blessing...”’ (Gen. 48.20). As with Gen. 1.22, the content of the blessing is introduced by לאמר [adv. 

“saying”]”. 
73 Andrew J. Schmutzer, “A Theology of Sexuality and Its Abuse: Creation, Evil, and the Relational Ecosystem,” in 

The Long Journey Home: Understanding and Ministering to the Sexually Abused (Eugene, Oregon: Wipf & Stock, 

2011), no. 57 p. 115; see his earlier work Be Fruitful and Multiply: A Crux of Thematic Repetition in Genesis 1-11 

(Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2009), 78–79, compare also note 28 p. 94. The same conclusion is reached by Jamie Vi-

ands, I Will Surely Multiply Your Offspring: An Old Testament Theology of the Blessing of Progeny with Special At-

tention to the Latter Prophets (Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2013), 26–30; Kaminski, From Noah to Israel, 26–27; 

Claus Westermann, The Promises to the Fathers: Studies on the Patriarchal Narratives (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 

1980), 19–21, 152–53; Norbert Lohfink, “‘Seid Fruchtbar Und Füllt Die Erde an!’: Zwingt Die Priesterschriftliche 

Schöpfungsdarstellung in Gen 1 Die Christen Zum Wachstumsmythos,” Bibel Und Kirche 30 (1975): 80. 
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Logically, the same conclusion is suggested by the fact that the same structure is also used in 

the parallel blessing of fish and birds (v. 22): the words of blessing “God blessed them and said” 

are immediately followed by the direct imperatives “be fruitful, multiply, and fill the seas/the earth”. 

The meaning of those imperatives as addressed to animals cannot be that of a command, “since non-

human living creatures reproduce not out of reasoned obedience but rather out of their God-

ordained, natural impulses.”74 Rather, the meaning must be a blessing, of which the imperatives are 

the content: “In other words, God did not bless the animals and give them commands. Rather, the 

imperatives are his blessing.”75 

Canonically, comparison with other passages in the bible supports the same interpretation: 

Among the numerous subsequent OT articulations of the progeny blessing […], 

never again is there any question as to whether it is a command or a blessing (with 

the exception of Jer 29:6). It is always at least implicitly, and usually explicitly, a 

gift from Yahweh for which all yearn, coming from his hand alone, and is not 

ultimately up to humans to “fulfill” or “obey”. It is often presented as a promise 

later in Genesis (e.g., Gen 13:16; 17:2-6; 22:17; 48:4). Significantly, in the con-

text of the Sinai covenant, it is not one of the laws to be obeyed but rather one of 

the blessings that serve as a reward for obedience (e.g., Lev 26:9; Deut 28:4, 11).76 

Indeed, “With the possible exception of a few wisdom texts, human fertility is always considered 

to be a blessing from Yahweh in the OT”.77 

Such an understanding is not incompatible with the above mentioned belief by the Priestly 

writer that the biological capacity to reproduce is something that God built into its living creatures. 

In effect, “reproduction is ultimately attributed to Yahweh (e.g., Gen 15:3; 16:1-2; 20:17-18; 21:1-

2; 25:21; 29:31)”, but because it also “involves human action/initiative, both aspects of permission 

and promise” are probably conveyed in the fertility blessing of Gen 1:28. 

                                                 
74 Viands, I Will Surely Multiply Your Offspring, 25; David Daube, The Duty of Procreation (Eugene, Oregon: Wipf 

and Stock Publishers, 1977), 2: “the identical phrase [i.e. the fertility blessing to humans in v. 28] is addressed on the 

fifth day of the creation to fish and fowl, obviously not intended to become responsible for their reproduction. Here, 

too, not surprisingly, we read ‘and God blessed them’. It is a blessing, nothing else.” 
75 Kaminski, From Noah to Israel, 26. 
76 Viands, I Will Surely Multiply Your Offspring, 28. 
77 Ibid., 46, see also 35; Daube, The Duty of Procreation, 1–2. 
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4.6.2.2 A Blessing limited to the situation of the origins, neither absolute nor universal 

Secondly, that blessing addresses the species in general, not each and every individual.78 The author 

of Genesis 1 addresses the blessing of fertility to Adam created as male and female, i.e. to Adam as 

representative of the entire human species, rather than to each and every individual within it. 

A third and related point is that the blessing of fertility is given in the very specific context of 

creation, where the earth was “empty” and needed “filling”: 

the word that activates the endowment addresses the species, not the individual, 

and is limited in its application by the setting in which it is spoken, a limitation 

made explicit in the qualifying amplification, “and fill the earth.” It is a word for 

beginnings, not for all time; and wherever it is repeated it is with a definite, prox-

imate goal in mind. The “command” is neither absolute nor universal.79 It must 

be repeated and reinterpreted in changing historical/ecological situations.80 

The papal interpretation that it is a blessing/command valid for all places and times is, once again, 

reading into the text something which is simply not there. 

Fourthly, the syntactical structure of vv. 26-28 indicates that the theme of humanity’s natural 

capacity of sexual reproduction is secondary to the independent theme of dominion.81 

Finally, Gen 1:27 focuses exclusively on singling out the one purpose of sexual differentiation 

relevant to one of the main themes of the creation account in Genesis 1, namely biological 

reproduction. It is silent on the other purposes of sexual differentiations beyond what we would call 

the merely biological: namely, what papal teachings refer to as the “unitive” purpose and, more 

broadly, what is referred to as the “sociosexual” character of human sexuality, as highlighted by 

anthropology, sociology, and evolutionary biology and psychology (see §4.3 here). It is precisely 

                                                 
78 “[T]he word that activates the endowment addresses the species, not the individual,” Bird, “‘Male and Female He 

Created Them,’” 157. 
79 “If the word ‘command’ is too strong, it nevertheless correctly insists that the word is not simply permissive or op-

tative. The questions which then arise are: whom is addressed and under what circumstances? Does it bind each indi-

vidual? or pair? for all time? a reproductive lifetime? etc. Such questions make clear that this statement is insufficient 

as a guide to practice —if it is properly oriented to the historical situation at all.” Ibid., 157, no. 72. 
80 Bird, “‘Male and Female He Created Them,’” 157; see also no. 62 p. 153: “the imperative of Gen 1:28 is not a gen-

eral word for all time, but a word that belongs to the situation of origins.” The reference is to Lohfink, “‘Seid 

Fruchtbar Und Füllt Die Erde an!’: Zwingt Die Priesterschriftliche Schöpfungsdarstellung in Gen 1 Die Christen Zum 

Wachstumsmythos,” 80. 
81 “The theme of sexuality (reproduction) has a limited function in this account. And the words which introduce it are 

bracketed within the Tatbericht [i.e. the account of the divine act]. The divine address, initiated in the blessing of fer-

tility, moves beyond the idea of increase to climax in the independent theme of dominion, resuming the thought and 

expression of the announcement in v 26.” Bird, “‘Male and Female He Created Them,’” 151. 



35 

with regard to those other purposes that some key passages of Genesis 2 complement the insights 

on sexuality of Genesis 1.82 As we will see next, 

Genesis 2-3 supplements the anthropology of Genesis 1, but also “corrects” or 

challenges it by maintaining that the meaning of human sexual distinction cannot 

be limited to a biological definition of origin or function. Sexuality is a social 

endowment essential to community and to personal fulfillment, but as such it is 

also subject to perversion and abuse. Genesis 2-3 opens the way for a considera-

tion of sex and sexuality in history.83 

4.6.3 Gen. 2:18, 24: “It is not good for Adam to be alone”: Social Purposes of Sexuality 

The papal interpretation of Gen 1:27-28 as entailing that sex must always be open to procreation is 

contradicted by the seminal biblical texts directly addressing the meaning and purpose of sexuality 

and marriage. Gen 2:18-23 (“it is not good for Adam to be alone; I will make a helper suitable for 

him”: this affirms the purposes of sexual differentiation as the overcoming of loneliness and mutual 

help). The following verse 24, widely regarded as a later addition,84 is likely to refer to marriage 

specifically: “That is why a man leaves his father and mother and is united to his wife, and they 

become one flesh”). 

Those passages of Genesis highlight the “unitive” function (i.e. fellowship, relationship, 

affective union/communion in love) as the only raison d’être distinctive of human sexuality. In 

contrast, procreation is introduced only separately (Gen 1:28: “God blessed them and said to them 

[i.e. to man and woman], “Be fruitful and increase in number…”), and described merely as a 

blessing, rather than a command, and a blessing which is not distinctive of human beings but rather 

is given to all animals.85 Thus Richard M. Davidson, author of a comprehensive study on sexuality 

in the Old Testament, on Genesis 1:26-28 and 2:18, 24: 

                                                 
82 “P’s understanding of sexual reproduction as blessing, in humans as well as animals, is an important contribution to 

a theology of sexuality. Sex at its most fundamental, biological level is not to be despised or deprecated. It is God’s 

gift and it serves God’s purpose in creation by giving to humans the power and the responsibility to participate in the 

process of continuing creation by which the species is perpetuated. But P’s statement is insufficient to guide the pro-

cess, to give essential directives concerning the circumstances of its use. The concerns of creation, as concerns of na-

ture, must be supplemented by the concerns of ethics to produce an adequate anthropology; and for the latter one must 

look beyond Genesis 1. For the Priestly account of origins ignores completely the question of the social structuring of 

roles and of individual and collective responsibility in carrying out the charge addressed to the species. The author 

may simply have assumed the roles and norms of his day, but he offers no theological rationale for them. P’s silence 

at this point enables the interpreter to move readily into areas where that author had no answers or perceived no ques-

tions. In this movement into the areas of P's silence, texts such as Genesis 2-3, which offer differing or supplementary 

statements and perspectives, must be taken into account, with the possibility that they may ultimately challenge or 

qualify the thesis of the initial text.” Ibid., 157–58. 
83 Ibid., 158–59. 
84 Angelo Tosato, “On Genesis 2:24,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 52, 3 (1990), 389-409. 
85 Davidson, Flame of Yahweh, 49–50; Bird, “‘Male and Female He Created Them.’” 
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[S]exuality cannot be wholly subordinated to the intent to propagate children. 

Sexual differentiation has meaning apart from the procreative purpose […].  

The complete absence of any reference to the propagation of children in Gen 2 

highlights the significance of the unitive purpose of sexuality. This omission is 

not to deny the importance of procreation (as becomes apparent in later chapters 

of Scripture). But by the “full-stop” after “one flesh” in v. 24, sexuality is given 

independent meaning and value. It does not need to be justified only as a means 

to a superior end, that is, procreation […]. 

Sexual love in the creation pattern is valued for its own sake. When viewed 

against parallel ANE [Ancient Near Eastern] creation stories, this biblical view 

of marriage also seems to be a polemical corrective to the prevailing ANE per-

spective represented, for example, by the Atrahasis Epic, which “links marriage 

and procreation closely as if to suggest that the primary function of marriage is 

procreation.” For the biblical narrator, by contrast, “the communitarian, affective 

function of marriage takes precedence over the procreative function of mar-

riage.”86 

Similarly, when commenting on Gen. 2:24, Westermann noted: “The primary place is not given 

to propagation or to the institution of marriage as such. The love of man and woman receives here 

a unique evaluation”.87 As Davidson concluded, according to the Genesis creation account “Sexual 

differentiation has meaning apart from the procreative purpose […] [S]exuality is given independent 

meaning and value. […] Sexual love in the creation pattern is valued for its own sake.”88 

In summary: Genesis 1-2 suggests that the primary raison d’être, meaning and purpose of 

human sexuality is the affective or unitive one, i.e. the companionship between the sexes, the 

union/communion of love, affectivity, etc. 

In contrast, procreation is not included in the core statements describing the raison d’être of 

sexuality (Gen. 2:18, 24). Instead, it is described separately, and as a blessing (rather than a 

                                                 
86 Davidson, Flame of Yahweh, 50, quoting Bernard F. Batto, “The Institution of Marriage in Genesis 2 and in" Atra-

hasis",” The Catholic Biblical Quarterly 62, no. 4 (2000): 631. 
87 Claus Westermann, Genesis 1-11, vol. 1, Biblischer Kommentar Altes Testament 1–11 (Neukirchen-Vluyn: 

Neukirchener Verlag des Erziehungsvereins, 1966), 234. However, Gen. 2:24 is very likely a later addition referring 

to marriage specifically; in contrast, the original pericope was likely verses 18-23, and it was concerned exclusively 

with offering an aetiology for sexual differentiation and its purpose (overcoming loneliness and mutual help).  offer-

ing an aetiology for sexual attraction more generally: see {Citation} 
88 Davidson, Flame of Yahweh, 49–50. 
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command), a blessing moreover which is not exclusive or distinctive of humans, but is rather 

repeated to all other animals. 

Looking beyond Genesis, nowhere is procreation mandated as necessary for sex or marriage in 

general. In fact, the Song of Songs explicitly praises pleasure as one of the purposes of sexuality, to 

which all should aspire. Its encouragement is so universal that later wisdom literature in the bible 

attempted to qualify it: 

Given the similarities between [Prov. 5:19 and Song of Songs 5:1], the major 

difference between them, and between the Song and Proverbs 5 in general, be-

comes apparent: the Song [5:1] praises eroticism in an unrestricted love relation-

ship analogous to love relationships in general. The invitation to “be drunk with 

love” therefore applies to everybody. Proverbs 5, in contrast, restricts erotic pleas-

ures to marriage – hence the juxtaposition of “the wife of your youth” with the 

foreign woman.89 

Again, 

historical honesty and respect for the texts demand that we never lose sight of 

their original messages. In the case of the Song, the message is an unqualified 

“yes” to eroticism, and this in a thoroughly embodied sense.90 

In conclusion: the papal belief that each and every act of sexual intercourse must be open to 

procreation – a core axiom of current Catholic sexual ethics, and the main argument behind the 

condemnation of homosexuality among other things – is unsupported, and indeed contradicted, by 

the bible’s foundational texts on the purposes of human sexuality the creation stories in Genesis 1-

2. Indeed, the second creation story in Gen 2 affirms that human sexuality is good quite 

independently of the existence of a procreative finality in each and every act of sexual intercourse. 

5 The Arguments from Authority: The Bible and Homosexuality 

5.1 Cultural Background: Same-sex Behavior in the Ancient Near East 

Summary: In the world inhabited by Old Testament and New Testament authors, 

male homosexual behavior in antiquity was expressed through sexual relationships 

which, ordinarily, were temporary (i.e. outside long-term pair-bonding) and, due to 

imbalances of age, status, and power, were not free and consensual. In fact, male 

                                                 
89 Annette Schellenberg, “‘May Her Breasts Satisfy You at All Times’ (Prov 5:19): On the Erotic Passages in Prov-

erbs and Sirach and the Question of How They Relate to the Song of Songs,” Vetus Testamentum 68, no. 2 (March 16, 

2018): 261, https://doi.org/10.1163/15685330-12341321. 
90 Ibid., 266. 
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same-sex acts were ordinarily exploitative. Such a background must be considered 

when interpreting biblical passages on same-sex relationships. 

Homosexual behavior is a very minor concern in the bible. Both the Old and the New Testaments 

have only a handful of passages which might be construed as dealing with consensual same-sex 

behavior. The interpretation of those passages needs to take into account the broader cultural 

background, which can be summarized as follows. 

Firstly, while biblical authors may have known that some people engaged in same-sex sexual 

activities, it is unlikely any of them were aware that some people had what today is referred as 

“same-sex orientation,” namely an inborn, exclusive and permanent sexual attraction to the same 

sex. 

The Pontifical Biblical Commission recently concluded that “the Bible does not speak of the 

erotic inclination towards a person of the same sex, but only of homosexual acts.”91 While that is 

correct with regard to the Hebrew Bible, there is one possible exception in the New Testament: it 

has been noted that Paul refers to same-sex “desires.” He uses two different words with that broad 

meaning in Rom 1, vv. 24 and 27.92 However, such a reference would have been compatible with a 

lack of awareness that people existed with a permanent sexual attraction towards the same sex. 

Again, it has been posited that such an awareness may not have been entirely impossible: in 

Plato’s Symposium, Aristophanes offers a mythological explanation for the existence of women and 

men attracted to the same sex, in a way apparently exclusive and permanent. Philo is aware of such 

a story, to which he makes a passing critical reference in a passage condemning the male same-sex 

behaviour described in Plato’s banquets.93 However, there is no conclusive evidence that Paul, or 

any other biblical author for that matter, knew that some people were sexually attracted exclusively 

to members of the same sex. 

Secondly, and perhaps more significantly, those classical references are to the phenomenon of 

same-sex attraction. They say nothing about long-term, permanent, free and faithful same sex 

relationships. As it has been noted, “Lifelong, exclusive, equal same-sex partnerships are virtually 

unknown to human history and anthropology outside the contemporary West. Same-sex sexual 

activity is common, but it almost never takes this cultural form.”94 No ancient culture established 

                                                 
91 Pontificia commissione biblica, Che cosa è l’uomo?, 161 par. 185. 
92 William Loader, “Homosexuality and the Bible,” in Two Views on Homosexuality, the Bible, and the Church, ed. 

Preston Sprinkle, Counterpoints: Bible & Theology (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan, 2016), 17–48. 
93 Ibid, referring to Philo’s On the Contemplative Life par. 63, whose latest translation and commentary is Joan E. 

Taylor and David M. Hay, Philo of Alexandria: On the Contemplative Life. Introduction, Translation and Commen-

tary, Philo of Alexandria Commentary Series 7, (Leiden: Brill, 2020). 
94 William Loader, “Response to Megan DeFranza,” in Two Views on Homosexuality, the Bible, and the Church, ed. 

Preston Sprinkle, Counterpoints: Bible & Theology (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan, 2016). 
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same-sex marriage. There is no evidence that any biblical author knew of the existence of the sort 

of consensual, egalitarian, life-long same-sex relationships which are the object of this research 

report.  

The evidence from Ancient Near East as well as Greco-Roman sources suggests that male 

homosexual behavior in particular was expressed through sexual relationships which, ordinarily, 

were temporary (i.e. outside long-term pair-bonding) and, due to imbalances of age, status, and 

power, were not free and consensual.95 In fact, male same-sex acts were ordinarily exploitative. 

Furthermore, there is evidence that ancient Jewish culture of which the biblical authors partook 

did not categorise people nor acts according to their sexual orientation: 

not only is there no category, no “species of human being,” of the homosexual, 

there is, in fact, no category formed by same-sex acts per se either. Neither people 

nor acts are taxonomized merely by the gender of the object of genital activity. 

Male-male anal intercourse belongs to a category known as “male intercourse,” 

while other same-sex genital acts – male and female – are subsumed under the 

category of masturbation, apparently without the presence of another male actor 

introducing any other diacritic factor into the equation.96 

Given the above makes it virtually impossible that any biblical text refers to permanent, faithful, 

stable same-sex relationships, it is still important to consider whether or not any biblical text refers 

to consensual same-sex behavior. Only a few verses have traditionally been interpreted as relevant 

in that regard: Gen 19:1-29, Lev 18:22 and 20:13 in the OT; Romans 1:26-27, 1 Corinthians 6:9-10 

and 1 Timothy 1:10 in the NT. 

However, such a traditional interpretation has been challenged in recent years, and especially 

since the 1970s, on the basis of a more rigorous historico-critical exegesis. This has shown that 

other interpretations are possible for each of those verses, even though not all of them are equally 

probable. As it has been noted, “Historical reconstruction of meaning is about degrees of 

                                                 
95 Martti Nissinen, “Are There Homosexuals in Mesopotamian Literature?,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 

130, no. 1 (2010): 73–77; Saul M. Olyan, “‘And with a Male You Shall Not Lie the Lying down of a Woman’: On the 

Meaning and Significance of Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13,” Journal of the History of Sexuality 5, no. 2 (1994): 179–

206. 
96 Daniel Boyarin, “Against Rabbinic Sexuality Textual Reasoning and the Jewish Theology of Sex,” in Queer Theol-

ogy: Rethinking the Western Body, ed. Gerard Loughlin (Malden, Mass: Blackwell Pub, 2007), 134. See also David 

Brodsky, “Biblical Sex: Parashat Vayishlach (Genesis 32:4–36:43),” in Torah Queeries: Weekly Commentaries on the 

Hebrew Bible, ed. David Shneer, Joshua Lesser, and Gregg Drinkwater (New York: New York University Press, 

2009), 47. 
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probability”.97 The point of attention is that there is no absolute certainty as to the meaning of any 

of the biblical verses traditionally understood as condemning homosexual relationships. 

More recently, it has also been contended that Gen. 2:24 offers a normative statement about 

(heterosexual) marriage, such that it would exclude the possibility of homosexual relationships. 

Given the importance of that verse, it too needs to be briefly addressed. What follows will offer a 

survey of the most significant recent research on the above mentioned six biblical passages. 

5.2 Gen. 2:18-24: A normative statement on heterosexual marriage? 

Summary: Gen. 2:18-24 does not offer a normative statement of heterosexual 

marriage. Instead, it provides an aetiological explanation of the most evident 

phenomenon of human sexuality, namely “the extremely powerful drive of the sexes 

to each other,” even in defiance of “the wishes and schemes of their parents and, 

by implication, society and religious institutions”. 

Gen. 2:24 offers an explanation of the raison d'être of human sexuality: it is “entirely aetiological, 

i.e., it was told to answer a quite definite question.” At times it has been suggested that it offers a 

normative statement of heterosexual marriage.98 A recent article by Megan Warner offers a good 

overview of the debate.99 

Old Testament scholars have long noted that, as Gerhard von Rad put it, what Gen 2:24 offers 

is an explanation of the most evident phenomenon of human sexuality, namely “the extremely 

powerful drive of the sexes to each other”.100 According to him, that verse does not provide a 

normative statement about the institution of (heterosexual) marriage: “our narrative is concerned 

not with a legal custom but with a natural drive […]. So no recognition of monogamy should be 

read out of the word”.101 

                                                 
97 William Loader, “Rejoinder to Stephen Holmes,” in Two Views on Homosexuality, the Bible, and the Church, ed. 

Preston Sprinkle, Counterpoints: Bible & Theology (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan, 2016). 
98 Angelo Tosato, “On Genesis 2:24,” The Catholic Biblical Quarterly 52, no. 3 (1990): 389–409. 
99 Megan Warner, “‘Therefore a Man Leaves His Father and His Mother and Clings to His Wife’: Marriage and Inter-

marriage in Genesis 2:24,” Journal of Biblical Literature 136, no. 2 (2017): 269–88. 
100 Gerhard von Rad, Genesis: A Commentary, Rev. ed. (Louisville: Westminster, 2005), 84–85 as quoted by; Megan 

Warner, “‘Therefore a Man Leaves His Father and His Mother and Clings to His Wife’: Marriage and Intermarriage 

in Genesis 2:24,” Journal of Biblical Literature 136, no. 2 (2017): 274. It is worth quoting von Rad’s longer passage: 

“Much depends upon the right understanding of v. 24. [I]n this statement the entire narrative so far arrives at the pri-

mary purpose toward which it was oriented from the beginning. This shows what is actually intended. The story is 

entirely aetiological, i.e., it was told to answer a quite definite question. A fact needs explanation, namely, the ex-

tremely powerful drive of the sexes to each other. [Such a drive] comes from the fact that God took woman from man, 

that they actually were originally one flesh. Therefore they must come together again and thus by destiny they belong 

to each other. The recognition of this narrative as aetiological is theologically important. [O]ur narrative is concerned 

not with a legal custom but with a natural drive (Pr.). So no recognition of monogamy should be read out of the 

word.” 
101 Von Rad, Genesis: A Commentary, 85. 
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Likewise, Claus Westermann suggested that such a verse was intentionally challenging the 

traditional custom, often seen in the bible, whereby parents arranged the marriage for their children: 

“the significance of the verse lies in this, that in contrast to the established institutions and partly in 

opposition to them, it points to the basic power of love between man and woman”.102 

However, in an important essay, Angelo Tosato suggested that the verse is a later addition 

whose purpose was precisely that of explaining the institution of marriage.103 

Tosato’s conclusions are likely correct, but so is the insight that such a reference to marriage 

includes a statement about the extent to which such an institution “def[ies] the wishes and schemes 

of [one’s] parents and, by implication, society and religious institutions”, as suggested by Megan 

Werner.104 While lack of space makes it is difficult to summarise her evidence here, it is worth 

quoting her conclusion in full: 

Far from setting out to regulate and restrict the institution of marriage, Gen 2:24 

acknowledges, without narratorial censure of any kind, the propensity of men to 

pursue “inappropriate” marriages that defy the wishes and schemes of their par-

ents and, by implication, society and religious institutions. This study suggests 

that the particular brand of inappropriate relationship that the authors of Gen 2:24 

had in mind was intermarriage. In our day the presenting issue might be homo-

sexual marriage, but the implication is the same: the cause of this propensity is to 

be located in God’s solution to the problem of the aloneness of the אדם [“adam”, 

human being]. 

[O]pponents of same-sex marriage […] are wrong to argue that Gen 2:24 offers a 

normative definition of marriage that precludes marriage between people of the 

same gender; nevertheless, they may well be absolutely right in their assessment 

that Gen 2:24 should be understood as foundational for the interpretation of the 

entire body of Scripture. It is in Gen 2:24 that we come to understand the power 

of the need for relationship that is the result of God’s actions in creation.105 

5.3 Genesis 19:1-29 

The story of the destruction of Sodom, Gomorrah, and the other cities of the Pentapolis has often 

been interpreted as a consequence of male same-sex sexual acts, and so as a condemnation of them. 

                                                 
102 Westermann, Genesis 1-11, 1:233 quoted in Warner, “‘Therefore a Man Leaves His Father and His Mother and 

Clings to His Wife,’” 274. 
103 Tosato, “On Genesis 2.” 
104 Warner, “‘Therefore a Man Leaves His Father and His Mother and Clings to His Wife,’” 288. 
105 Ibid. 
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However, Gen. 19:4-11 does not describe consensual sexual activity, but rather the attempted gang 

rape by Sodom’s men of Lot’s visiting angelic guests – a “wicked thing” (v. 7), compounded by the 

fact that such sexual violence was directed against guests, and so in breach of the duty of hospitality 

(vv. 7-8). 

Nor was that particular event what sealed Sodom’s fate: by the time it happened, God had 

already decided to destroy Sodom and Gomorrah on the basis that all its inhabitants – women and 

men – had been guilty of an undefined “grievous sin;” despite Abraham’s entreaties for mercy, God 

could not even find ten righteous people among them (Gen 18:16-33). 

That is confirmed elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible, where reference to Sodom’s destruction is 

interpreted as punishment for evildoing, injustice, oppression of the widow and orphan (Isaiah 

1:17); adultery and lying (Jeremiah 23:14); arrogance, and an uncaring attitude towards the poor 

and needy (Ezekiel 16:48–50); hatred of foreigners/guests (Wisdom 19:13); and arrogance (Sirach 

16:8). In contrast, in the New Testament, Rom 1:27 (see 5.7 below) and Jude 7 (and possibly 2 Peter 

2:4-10) witness a later reinterpretation of the episode as a condemnation of sexual perversions. 

We share the conclusion of the recent report by the Pontifical Biblical Commission: “The story 

[of Sodom] does not aim at presenting an image of a whole city dominated by uncontrollable lust 

of a homosexual nature.” Rather, it aims at condemning “a behaviour of a social and political entity 

which does not want to welcome the foreigner with respect, and therefore wants to humiliate him, 

subjecting him to a humiliating treatment of submission.”106 

5.4 Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 

The only OT verses which discuss male same sex behavior directly are Lev 18:22 and 20:13 (no 

verse in the OT mentions or condemns female homosexuality).107 The first simply prohibits a 

                                                 
106 Pontificia commissione biblica, Che cosa è l’uomo?, 164 par. 188, translated by Luca Badini Confalonieri. 
107 “Lesbianism is not mentioned or condemned [...] in Leviticus or anywhere else in the Hebrew Bible […]. Some-

times lesbianism is imagined to be included in the alleged condemnation of male homosexuality (Lev. 18:22; 20:13) 

through an argument of symmetry (male and female homosexuality are two sides of the same coin). This is a reading 

of the twenty-first century focusing on the same genderedness of sexual subject and object. But our texts mark sex 

where there is a seminal emission, or sex where ‘reproductive’ blood is exchanged (Lev. 12, 15). Sex without ex-

change of menstrual blood or semen, the possible provenance of two women, is not marked as polluting. We cannot 

read silence as condemnation.” David Tabb Stewart, “Leviticus,” in The Queer Bible Commentary, ed. Deryn Guest 

et al. (SCM Press, 2006), 89. “Adding female same-sex relations [to the condemnation of Lev. 18:22 and 20:13] is 

either backfilling from Rom. 1.26 (assuming it refers to lesbianism and not bestiality; see Lev. 18.23) or is based on 

Summary: Recent research has undermined the traditional interpretation of the two OT 

verses in Leviticus, interpreted as condemning every instance of consensual male-male sex. 

Those verses likely condemned incest and adultery between males, rather than male homo-

sexuality itself. Male with male sex outside the forbidden categories was neither forbidden 

nor condemned. 
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specific action (on the grounds that it is an “abomination”); the second verse also adds a punishment 

(“death”). The two verses are otherwise largely the same in both form and content. 

The verses were traditionally translated as “You shall not lie with a male as with a woman” 

(18:22) and “If a man lies with a male as with a woman, both of them have committed an 

abomination; they shall be put to death; their blood is upon them” (20:13, NRSV). Both of them 

were interpreted as forbidding male homosexual intercourse. 

The use of those two verses as proof-texts for a biblical condemnation of male homosexual 

behavior presupposes that their meaning is clear and unambiguous. Yet the underlying Hebrew has 

proven difficult to pin down univocally. A literal word-by-word translation is “And-with a male not 

you-will-lie ‘lyings-of’ a-woman”. The interpretive key is the mysterious expression “lyings-of,” 

or “lying-places-of”, a Hebrew expression generally translated as “beds”. 

The uncertainty on the meaning of that verse is such that OT scholar Bruce Wells noted the 

recent opinion that said verse is “so unintelligible that […] scholars should ‘admit defeat’ in light 

of the perplexities it presents and forgo further attempts to arrive at a sensible interpretation of these 

biblical texts”.108 

Indeed, in both cases the translation used to support the traditional interpretation can only be 

reached by changing that original text considerably: it does so by adding the comparative particle 

“as”, and “with”, both words which are absent from the Hebrew, as well as by choosing to ignore 

the key expression “lyings-of”.109 

Despite the difficulties, over the past three decades a number of alternative translations have 

been proposed which account for the Hebrew original better than the traditional translation.110 

                                                 
an assumption that laws are gender-symmetrical in their application (which cannot be sustained)”, David Tabb Stew-

art, “LGBT/Queer Hermeneutics and the Hebrew Bible,” Currents in Biblical Research 15, no. 3 (June 1, 2017): 298. 

More recent research has suggested Rom. 1:26 is most likely a reference to a then widespread rhetorical topos in-

spired by Gen 6:1-4, concerning antediluvian women having intercourse with angelic beings, see Brett Provance, 

“Romans 1:26–27 in Its Rhetorical Tradition,” in Greco-Roman and Jewish Tributaries to the New Testament, ed. 

Christopher S. Crawford, vol. 4, Festschrift in Honor of Gregory J. Riley (Claremont Press, 2018), 83–116, discussed 

below. 
108 Bruce Wells, “On the Beds of a Woman: The Leviticus Texts on Same-Sex Relations Reconsidered,” in Sexuality 

and Law in the Torah, ed. Hilary Lipka and Bruce Wells, The Library of Hebrew Bible/Old Testament Studies (Lon-

don: Bloomsbury, 2020), 124. The same point has been made by other scholars, see e.g. Olyan, “ And with a Male 

You Shall Not Lie the Lying down of a Woman,” 180; K. Renato Lings, “The ‘Lyings’ of a Woman: Male-Male In-

cest in Leviticus 18.22?,” Theology & Sexuality, April 21, 2015, 238. 
109 Tabb Stewart, “LGBT/Queer Hermeneutics and the Hebrew Bible,” 297. 
110 Olyan, “ And with a Male You Shall Not Lie the Lying down of a Woman”; Tabb Stewart, “Leviticus”; Tabb 

Stewart, “LGBT/Queer Hermeneutics and the Hebrew Bible”; Jan Joosten, “A New Interpretation of Leviticus 18:22 

(Par. 20:13) and Its Ethical Implications,” The Journal of Theological Studies, accessed April 15, 2020, 

https://doi.org/10.1093/jts/flaa002; Wells, “On the Beds of a Woman: The Leviticus Texts on Same-Sex Relations 

Reconsidered”; Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 17-22: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, The Anchor 

Yale Bible 3A (New Haven ; London: Yale University Press, 2008). 
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Finally, in March 2020, after a gestation of more than five years, OT scholar Bruce Wells published 

what is currently the most comprehensive analysis of Lev. 18:22 and 20:13.111 

An initial finding of Wells’s study is that the expression “lyings of a woman” functions as a 

qualifier, which limits the scope of the prohibition of the male-with-male relationship. Stewart 

among others had already noticed: “Did the writer need to write more than ‘You shall not lie with 

a male’ if the intent was a general condemnation of male homosexuality? Unless one posits that the 

‘lyings of a woman’ means nothing, or is a redundancy, it must specify something.”112 

Wells confirmed that observation by an examination of the structure of the surrounding 

Leviticus’ prohibitions, almost all of which qualify the object of the prohibition. In the only two 

cases where they do not, they make explicit the universality of the prohibition by using words such 

as “any” or “all”.113 

Significantly, at least six other experts of Leviticus all agree that the expression “lyings of a 

woman” functions as a qualifier, which signifies a specific category of males with whom same-sex 

sex is forbidden. In other words, it limits the scope of the prohibition to a specific male-with-male 

relationship.114 All six scholars also agree that the most accurate literal translation of that expression 

is “beds of a woman”. 

Consequently, all six scholars reached the same initial conclusion: Lev. 18:22 and 20:13 are 

not concerned with (male) homosexuality in itself, but rather with some other illicit sexual activity 

designated by the expression “beds of a woman,” which signifies a specific category of males with 

whom same-sex sex is forbidden. 

The specific category of people signified by such an expression has been difficult to pinpoint 

due to its rarity: in addition to the parallels Lev. 18:22 and 20:13, it only occurs once more in the 

entire bible, in Gen. 49:4. 

For this reason, those six scholars have provided three slightly different hypotheses as to what 

the specific category of forbidden males actually is: married men (i.e. a prohibition of adultery),115 

male relatives (i.e. a prohibition of incest),116 or both.117 

                                                 
111 Wells, “On the Beds of a Woman: The Leviticus Texts on Same-Sex Relations Reconsidered.” 
112 Tabb Stewart, “Leviticus,” 97. 
113 Wells, “On the Beds of a Woman: The Leviticus Texts on Same-Sex Relations Reconsidered,” 125–27. 
114 Milgrom, Leviticus 17-22: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, 1569; Tabb Stewart, “Leviti-

cus”; Tabb Stewart, “LGBT/Queer Hermeneutics and the Hebrew Bible”; Joosten, “A New Interpretation of Leviticus 

18”; Lings, “The ‘Lyings’ of a Woman”; Johanna Stiebert, First-Degree Incest and the Hebrew Bible: Sex in the 

Family, vol. 596 (Bloomsbury Publishing, 2016), 91, 98–101. 
115 Joosten, “A New Interpretation of Leviticus 18.” 
116 Tabb Stewart, “Leviticus”; Tabb Stewart, “LGBT/Queer Hermeneutics and the Hebrew Bible”; Milgrom, Leviticus 

17-22: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary; Stiebert, First-Degree Incest and the Hebrew Bible. 
117 Wells, “On the Beds of a Woman: The Leviticus Texts on Same-Sex Relations Reconsidered.” 
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It is the latter hypothesis which appear to best account for the few occurrences of that rare 

expression. By analyzing one additional parallel in an extra-biblical Qumran text (1QSa) which had 

been largely overlook by earlier studies, Wells suggests that the expression “beds of” + (person) 

refers to the “sexual domain” of the person. Specifically, in our case “beds of a woman” refers to 

every male belonging, sexually speaking, to a woman (e.g. husband), as well as every (unmarried) 

male whose sexual activity is controlled by a woman: for example, a stepson. “In short, the 

prohibitions [of Lev. 18:22 and 20:13] forbid sex with other married men and with any unmarried 

males who fall under the guardianship of a Judean woman.” 118 What that meant in practice is that 

many of the men within the community of a Judean man would be removed from 

being possible sexual partners for him. What would mostly be left would include 

male slaves, foreign travelers (not resident foreigners [...]), and possibly male 

prostitutes.119 

According to Lev. 18:22 and 20:13 then, a male who sleeps with a married man is guilty because 

the man is married (therefore he is committing adultery), and not because they are of the same sex. 

Likewise, sex with males outside the sexual domain of a woman would not be forbidden. 

Already back in 2000 OT scholar and Leviticus expert Jacob Milgrom had reached a similar 

conclusion, building on the work of Tabb Stewart: 

                                                 
118 Ibid., 149. On the existence in biblical times of the concept and practice of sexual domain, which could be of own-

ership (as husband/wife) or guardianship (as father/mother), see, in addition to Wells, the concise explanation in 

Brodsky, “Biblical Sex: Parashat Vayishlach (Genesis 32:4–36:43),” 49, which shows how biblical laws concerning 

rape are evidence of precisely such a practice: “although both Biblical and rabbinic sources seem to have a notion of 

the innocence of the rape victim, they do not seem to have a notion of rape as a crime in and of itself. ‘Force,’ in gen-

eral, need not be a crime, and both the Bible and the rabbis fail to criminalize forced sex on its own. Although the rap-

ist in Deuteronomy 22:23–27 is given the death penalty for his crime, the crime for which he is punished is not rape 

but adultery. Deuteronomy 22:28–29 makes this explicit when it describes the penalty for the rape of an unmarried, 

unbetrothed virgin girl: fifty silver pieces to be paid to the father. [...] [R]ape in cases in which consensual sex would 

not be prohibited (such as with a single girl who is not a close blood relation of the rapist) is not a crime, although it is 

open to a civil suit. 

But because rape is not actually prohibited anywhere in the Bible, the capital punishment is not for the rape itself but 

for the adultery that the rapist has committed. Rape of a single girl merely carries a fine (to make restitution to the 

father for his monetary loss [...]), but it is not actually prohibited. 

[...] [E]ven in the absence of rape (that is, a man who has had consensual sex with a single, virgin girl), the man must 

make monetary restitution to the girl’s father (Ex. 22:15–16 [sic. – it is vv. 16-17]). Thus, it is not the rape for which 

he must make monetary restitution. Rather, the monetary compensation is for some other monetary damage, one that 

the case of rape of a virgin has in common with the case of consensual sex.” Such compensation – or even death, in 

the case of adultery – is precisely for having transgressed the sexual domain of the male – husband, father, etc. – un-

der whose sexual guardianship the female who had been raped belonged. The same is clearly evident in “another fa-

mous Biblical rape, Amnon’s rape of his half sister, Tamar, in 2 Samuel 13. [...] Tamar implores Amnon [...] ‘Don’t 

do this disgraceful thing [...]. And now, please speak to the king [our father], for he will not withhold me from you’ (2 

Sam. 13:12–13; italics added). As the author states through Tamar, the violation is having sex with her without first 

getting the permission of her father, not incest or the fact that she is an unwilling partner.” Ibid., 50. 
119 Wells, “On the Beds of a Woman: The Leviticus Texts on Same-Sex Relations Reconsidered,” 147. 
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since the same term [“lyings-of a woman”] is used in the list containing sanctions 

(20:13), it would mean that sexual liaisons with males, falling outside the control 

of the paterfamilias, would be neither condemnable nor punishable.120 

While Wells’ research suggests that the sexual domain which should not be violated is that of the 

woman, rather than the paterfamilias, Milgrom’s observation appears still valid that male-male sex 

outside that forbidden category was neither condemnable nor punishable. In other words, the 

existence of a prohibition of male-male sex limited to a specific category of males suggests that 

male-male sex with males outside the forbidden category is viewed as permissible.121 

Wells’ recent interpretation has been praised, sometimes with qualifications, by a number of 

Old Testament scholars with a specific expertise in Leviticus or sexual laws in the Hebrew bible.122 

                                                 
120 Milgrom, Leviticus 17-22: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, 1569; he continued: “Thus 

miskĕbê ʾiššâ [i.e. “beds of a woman”], referring to illicit male-female relations, is applied to illicit male-male rela-

tions, and the literal meaning of our verse is: do not have sex with a male with whose widow sex is forbidden. In ef-

fect, this means that the homosexual prohibition applies to Ego with father, son, and brother (subsumed in v. 6) and to 

grandfather-grandson, uncle-nephew, and stepfather-stepson, but not to any other male”. 
121 The same inference which has been made in the context of Hittite Laws on male-male sex, see Idan Dershowitz, 

“Revealing Nakedness and Concealing Homosexual Intercourse: Legal and Lexical Evolution in Leviticus 18,” He-

brew Bible and Ancient Israel 6, no. 4 (2017): 510–26 at 514, quoting H. A. Hoffner, Jr., “Incest, Sodomy and Besti-

ality in the Ancient Near East,” in Hoffner, Jr. (ed.), Orient and Occident: Essays Presented to Cyrus H. Gordon on 

the Occasion of his Sixty-Fifth Birthday (AOAT 22; Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1973), 81–90. 
122 Below are the scholars and their main conclusions concerning Wells’ recent essay: Mark S. Smith, Helena Profes-

sor of Old Testament Literature and Exegesis, Princeton Theological Seminary, and Skirball Professor Emeritus of 

Bible and Ancient Near Eastern Studies, New York University, commented: “Bruce Wells’ article is nearly flawless 

in the direction that its reasoning cum evidence takes, except for the argument about women having guardianship over 

males. There is not a lot of clear evidence for that. 

Following his reasoning and evidence, I think it would be simpler to suggest that the zone that Wells proposes is the 

bed of a woman, in other words the wife’s bed within her domestic sphere (occasionally called ‘the house of the 

mother’; see the book by Cynthia R. Chapman, The House of the Mother: The Social Roles of Maternal Kin in Bibli-

cal Hebrew Narrative and Poetry, The Anchor Yale Bible Reference Library (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

2016). In the context of Leviticus 18 and 20, the male in question would be a male relative. 

Thus Lev 18:22 would be stating: ‘With a male (relative?) you (masculine singular) should not lie (i.e., have sexual 

relations) in the lying-place of a woman (probably a wife).’ 

Similarly, Lev 20:13 (arguably an ‘as for’ clause, casus pendens, given the presumptive pronominal suffix on ‘the 

two of them’): ‘As for a man who lies (i.e., has sexual relations) with a male (relative?) in the lying-place of a woman, 

an abomination the two of them have done.’ 

My caveat does not challenge the overall achievement of Bruce Wells’ essay, which goes a good way toward showing 

that these two verses are not general prohibitions against male-male sexual relations. And this I can endorse […]. I do 

think that these matters will continue to be the subject of scholarly discussion and debate, and further insights may 

shift the lines of conclusion. At the same time, it seems to me that the current discussion is correct in suggesting that 

these two verses do not represent general prohibitions against male-male sexual relations.” 

Renato Lings, independent scholar and author of Love Lost in Translation: Homosexuality and the Bible (Trafford 

Publishing, 2013), remarked: “[Bruce Wells’] discussion of Lev 18:22 and its extended pendant 20:13 is well-re-

searched and his main points are convincing. I regard this essay as a major contribution towards a broader understand-

ing of the rules and regulations issued by the ancient priestly lawgiver.” Email correspondence to Luca Badini Confa-

lonieri, 17/06/2020. 

Tamar Kamionkowski, professor of Bible at the Reconstructionist Rabbinical College, wrote: “I find [Bruce] Wells’ 

work to be fascinating and I believe he makes a strong argument.” Email correspondence to Luca Badini Confalon-

ieri, 11/06/2020. 
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Significantly, it is currently the one which accounts well for the peculiarities of the original Hebrew 

(both in those Leviticus verses as well as in the two known parallels, in Gen. 49:4 and Qumran 

1QSa). 

In contrast, the traditional translation “you shall not lie with a male as with a woman” – 

interpreted as forbidding male-male intercourse in general – does not account fully for the original 

Hebrew. It is no longer tenable. 

Furthermore, as Jacob Milgrom observed, “This biblical prohibition is addressed only to Israel. 

Compliance with this law is a condition for residing in the Holy Land, but not elsewhere (see the 

closing exhortation, vv. 24-30). Thus, it is incorrect to apply this prohibition on a universal scale.”123 

Also significant is that neither in Lev. 18:22 and 20:13, nor anywhere else in the bible (including 

the three NT passages analysed below) is homosexuality condemned because non-procreative. 

Indeed, 

a number of other sexual acts not leading to procreation are not proscribed in Lev 

18 (such as heterosexual relations during a woman's pregnancy) […] Even more 

important, […] from the beginning of the canon […] even heterosexual inter-

course was not limited to the intent to propagate children.124 

In light of the latest exegetical findings concerning Lev. 18:22 and 20:13, it is now possible to 

summarize the central conclusion thus: contrary to what has long been believed, the OT does not 

contain any condemnation of consensual homosexual relationships. It merely condemns male same-

sex intercourse with men who are married or otherwise under the sexual guardianship of Judean 

women. By the same token, the OT implicitly accepts without condemnation male same-sex 

intercourse with men outside that prohibited category. Similarly, the OT contains no condemnation 

whatsoever of female homosexuality. 

                                                 
Johanna Stiebert, professor of Hebrew Bible at the University of Leeds, UK, commented. “The piece by Wells is 

compelling and brings a valuable and novel dimension to the debate […]. The philological case is well made.” Email 

correspondence to Luca Badini Confalonieri, 1/09/2020. 
123 Milgrom, Leviticus 17-22: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, 1786. Tabb Stewart agrees, but 

notes the limits of such an interpretation: “these laws, within their context, apply only to Israelites and aliens residing 

in the Land of Israel (Lev. 18.27). Milgrom (1993; 1994; 2000) makes much of this. Though he understands Leviticus 

18,22 as prohibition of homosexuality; he argues that it should function as a ban only in Israel (and nowhere else; ex-

cept perhaps in the Palestinian territories). His reading has the virtue of taking the text and its Sinaitic frame seriously. 

Of course the queer might ask: What are queer Israelis, Palestinians and other residents there to do?” Tabb Stewart, 

“Leviticus,” 81. 
124 Davidson, Flame of Yahweh, 156, no 92. 
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5.5 1 Cor 6:9-10 

Just like the OT, the NT too does not give much space to homosexual behavior: Paul the apostle is 

the only writer to deal with that topic. He does so in three of his letters: 1 Cor 6:9-10, 1 Tim 1:10, 

and Romans 1 26-27.  

1 Cor 6:9-10 and 1 Tim 1:10 are so-called “vice lists”, both of which contain the rare word 

“arsenokoitai” (lit. “male-bedders”: it is a compound word made of “male” and “bed”), which in 1 

Cor 6:10 is coupled with the more commonly used word “malakoi” (lit. “effeminate,” “softies”). 

Just like in the case of Lev. 18:22 and 20:13, so too in the case of 1 Cor 6:9-10 (and by extension 

1 Tim 1:10) research published over the past year by John Granger Cook, building on earlier works, 

has provided what is currently the most comprehensive historical-comparative philological analysis 

to date of those two Greek words.125 Cook’s conclusion is particularly strong with regard to the rare 

word arsenokoitai, likely to refer to the active participants in male homosexual relationship.126 

From that conclusion, Cook infers that malakoi refers to the passive participants in those 

relationships. This follows many modern translations of 1 Corinthians 6:9 which opt for this last 

meaning, on the basis that it would make it the counterpart of “male-bedders.” 

That interpretive choice, however, is impossible to establish with certainty against possible 

alternatives. The Greek word “malakos” was widely used and had a broad range of meanings 

denoting people with character traits regarded as womanly. Thus, it could be used to denote people 

who were “weak-willed” or “lacking self-restraint.” In the sexual domain, the word could refer to a 

“womanizer,” as well as a “pathic,” i.e., the passive partner in male same-sex intercourse. 

                                                 
125 As Cook himself put it: “The semantic results I hope to have established are not fundamentally new, but they are, 

in my view, better grounded than before. To my knowledge, the investigation above is the most complete and com-

pact presentation of the evidence.” John Granger Cook, “Μαλακοί and Ἀρσενοκοῖται: In Defence of Tertullian’s 

Translation,” New Testament Studies 65, no. 3 (July 2019): 351. In addition to the works mentioned in what follows, 

see also Perry Kea, “Malakos and Arsenokoitês. 1 Corinthians 6:9 and 1 Timothy 1:10,” unpublished presentation 

given at the Westar Institute on 16 June 2020, available https://www.westarinstitute.org/wp-content/up-

loads/2020/05/Malakoi-Arsenokoitai-3.1.pdf. 
126 Extant literary evidence shows that Arsenokoitai has the general meaning of “males who penetrate other males”. 

Malakoi has the general meaning of “effeminate”, or softies. Specifically, “μαλακός in itself has no necessary rela-

tionship to homoerotic intercourse (or other acts) in Paul’s time. However, since one can demonstrate that 

ἀρσενοκοίτης refers to the active partner in homoerotic intercourse, it is nearly certain that μαλακός refers to the pen-

etrated partner. There is little ground for limiting the reference of the term to ‘an effeminate call boy’.” Cook, 

“Μαλακοί and Ἀρσενοκοῖται.” See also William Loader, “Homosexuality and the Bible,” in Two Views on Homosex-

uality, the Bible, and the Church, ed. Preston Sprinkle, Counterpoints: Bible & Theology (Grand Rapids, Michigan: 

Zondervan, 2016), 17–48: “The balance of probability favours seeing here a reference to the active and passive partic-

ipants in same-sex relations.” This is the translation adopted by the New International Version, and by the Bauer’s 

Lexicon of Biblical and Early Christian Greek, see entry for malakos. 

https://www.westarinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Malakoi-Arsenokoitai-3.1.pdf
https://www.westarinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Malakoi-Arsenokoitai-3.1.pdf
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Both words, arsenokoitai and malakoi, are used in a vice-list and so there is little context to 

determine their exact meaning: for example, they are not explicitly qualified by reference to 

exploitative acts or relationships.127 

In order to surmise more precisely the specific meaning and import of those words in 1 

Corinthians, it is necessary to complement those findings from the philological and semantic 

analysis with those from the analyses of the rhetorical and cultural contexts in which those words 

are used. 

There are several exegetical implications of these observations concerning 6:9-11 

for our analysis of the terms malakoi and arsenokoitai. (1) Vv 9-11 are a contin-

uation and conclusion of a Pauline condemnation of litigation against fellow be-

lievers in the courts of law of “outsiders” (6:1-8). (2) The list in vv 9-10, like 

those of 5:10 and 5:11, was not composed by Paul but taken over by him from 

available hortatory tradition. (3) The list in vv 9-10, like those of 5:10 and 5:11, 

has only an illustrative function and is peripheral to the heart of Paul’s exhorta-

tion. The lists could all be excluded with no damage to Paul’s argument. They are 

supplemental, not essential. [4] In the list, pornos is the only term related to the 

chief theme of 5:1-6:20, namely porneia and its avoidance. None of the other 

terms, including malakoi and arsenokoitai, is connected with Paul’s argument or 

essential to points he is making in 5:1-6:20. (Beyond this context, “idolaters” [6:9; 

cf. 5:10, 11] is related to the issue of idolatry taken up in 8:1-11:1.) [5] The terms 

malakoi and arsenokoitai occur only here in 1 Corinthians and are not a specific 

focus of Paul’s attention. [6] [...] whatever weight and moral significance these 

two terms have, must be shared by all the terms in the list. Or, to put it another 

way, being malakoi or arsenokoitai is no better or worse than being any other 

kind of person included in the list. Types of immoral or unjust people are listed 

here, but not graded. No vice, including malakoi and arsenokoitai, receives par-

ticular comment or censure.128 

                                                 
127 “There is no overt reference in [1 Cor] 6.9 to male prostitution, the age of the individuals engaging in the activity, 

power relationships and exploitation, social status, romance, moderate or immoderate desire, and certainly no re-

striction to ‘apparent heterosexuals’ who engage in homoerotic behavior.” Cook, “Μαλακοί and Ἀρσενοκοῖται,” 333; 

Loader, “Homosexuality and the Bible”; William Loader, “Same-Sex Relationships: A 1st-Century Perspective,” HTS 

Teologiese Studies/Theological Studies 70, no. 1 (2014): 1–9. 
128 John H. Elliott, “No Kingdom of God for Softies? Or, What Was Paul Really Saying? 1 Corinthians 6:9–10 in 

Context,” Biblical Theology Bulletin 34, no. 1 (February 1, 2004): 22–23. Numbers in square brackets modify the 

original numbering, which repeated point 3 twice. 
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The broader rhetorical context – i.e. the role of such a vice list within Paul’s argument in that 

section of the letter – is particularly important: 

The function of the list of 6:9b-10 was to provide examples of the “unjust/un-

righteous persons” mentioned in 6: 1 and 6:9a. [T]his list and those of chapter 

five are not at the heart of Paul’s argument, but rather enumerate stock vices used 

to illustrate types of behavior inconsistent with membership in the Body of Christ 

and with having been “washed, sanctified, and justified.” (6:11).129 

The overarching concern of the section that list belongs to is justice: 

If 1 Corinthians 6:9-10 is explored for ethical significance today, all terms of the 

list must be related today to the issue of justice/injustice, as they were by Paul. 

Being malakoi and arsenokoitai, like being any other of the persons listed, will 

be viewed as wrong today for the same reason this was declared wrong by Paul – 

because of the injustice in which these persons, like all the persons listed, were 

involved. This hermeneutical principle of interpretive fidelity (fidelity to the point 

and rhetorical thrust of the original argument) also is often violated in the rush for 

ethical application. [P]ersons wishing to apply this text today would be asking 

how modern-day malakoi and arsenokoitai are acting unjustly.130 

Finally, the cultural context is also essential for determining the interpretation of those words, 

both of which are used in a vice-list and so lack much context: for example, there is no explicit 

reference to exploitative acts or relationships. 

It has been noted that “the two most common expressions of male same sex sexual acts in Paul’s 

time was ‘sexual exploitation of youthful male slaves by their masters, and ... the sale of sexual 

favours by teenage boys to older male clients.’ Corinth was definitely no exception.”131 Given this 

background, it is likely that arsenokoitai refers to socially dominant males who sexually exploited 

those socially inferior.132 

                                                 
129 Ibid., 22. 
130 Ibid., 37. 
131 Simon Hedlund, “Who Are the ἀρσενοκοῖται, and Why Does Paul Condemn Them (1 Cor 6:9)?,” Svensk Exegetisk 

Årsbok 82 (2017), pp. 116-153 (at 127), quoting V. Furnish, The Moral Teaching of Paul: Selected issues (Nashville: 

Abingdon Press, 2010, 3rd edn.), p. 70. 
132 “The forms which were common in the first century were sexual relationships with significant power differentials 

– upper-class men over lower-class men, boys, eunuchs, slaves; wealthy ‘johns’ exploiting the poverty of those pres-

sured into prostitution through economic need; aristocrats grown tired of the ordinary, searching for more exotic 

pleasures, and supplied by those looking to profit from human trafficking. These were the more common forms of 

same-sex sexuality in Paul’s day. And it is these kinds of exploitative relationships which make the best sense of the 

tone which Paul uses in his warnings to the Christians in Corinth, Ephesus, and Rome.” Megan DeFranza, “Response 
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Similarly, it is possible, although not certain, that at the time of Paul the term “malakos” could 

mean “pathic,” in the sense of passive participant in male homosexual intercourse. If that was indeed 

the meaning intended by Paul, what has been said about arsenokoitai applies to malakoi too: while 

the word is used within a vice-list and so with little context and no qualifications limiting its scope, 

those are provided by the cultural context. 

Specifically, in the Greco-Roman world of that time, many males were forced to be pathics. 

They “did not have control over their sexuality – the paterfamilia had the opportunity to use them 

as he wished, as long as he was the one penetrating”.133 Such a category included slaves and freed 

men. It is unlikely that with the term malakoi Paul was referring to those people, to the extent that 

they lacked agency and so could not be held responsible for the sexual behaviour of their masters. 

On the other hand, there were other males who had some agency in choosing to be pathics: 

those were prostitutes, non-citizens and other males, ordinarily younger and of a socially lower 

status, all of whom could sell sexual favours in exchange for money, patronage, or other social 

benefits. It may be possible that Paul was condemning “the use of sex [by malakoi/pathics] to climb 

the social ladder and/or attaining an influential patron.”134 

5.6 1 Tim 1:9-10 

The only other NT occurrence of arsenokoitai (but not malakoi) occurs in 1 Tim 1:9-10, which is 

another vice-list. In such a list, arsenokoitai is sandwiched between pornois (derived from pornē, 

“prostitute,” but often translated as “sexually immoral” or “fornicators”), and andrapodistais 

(literally “kidnappers,” but generally meaning “slave traders” or, even more broadly, used as a 

generic slur). As it has been noted: 

Placed in order, this could be a grouping of the sexually immoral, or prostitutes, 

or those who visit prostitutes (e.g., the KJV “whoremongers”), followed by those 

who use male prostitutes more specifically or those who sexually exploit others 

for money, along with traffickers who kidnap and sell human beings for their own 

gain.135 

                                                 
to William Loader,” in Two Views on Homosexuality, the Bible, and the Church, ed. Preston Sprinkle, Counterpoints: 

Bible & Theology (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan, 2016). Cristina Traina summarized it well, after reviewing 

some of the evidence for more egalitarian same-sex relationships in the Greco-Roman world: “if our concern is the 

governing ideology of the period, inegalitarianism in sexual relations seems still to have been the norm.” Cristina L. 

H. Traina, Erotic Attunement: Parenthood and the Ethics of Sensuality between Unequals (University of Chicago 

Press, 2011), no. 12, pp. 270–271. 
133 Hedlund, “Who Are the ἀρσενοκοῖται,” pp. 126-127. 
134 Hedlund, “Who Are the ἀρσενοκοῖται,” p. 146. 
135 Megan DeFranza, “Journeying from the Bible to Christian Ethics in Search of Common Ground,” in Two Views on 

Homosexuality, the Bible, and the Church, ed. Preston Sprinkle, Counterpoints: Bible & Theology (Grand Rapids, 
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It has also long been noted that the sequence of vices in the list of 1 Tim 1:9-10 appears to 

mirror the Decalogue: 

“Lawless and disobedient, . . . godless and sinful, . . . unholy and profane” (1 Tim 

1:9) contradict the first table, while “those who kill their father or mother” (fifth 

commandment), “murderers” (sixth commandment), “fornicators, [arseno-

koitais],” (seventh commandment), “slave traders” (eighth commandment), and 

“liars, perjurers” (ninth commandment) all violate the second table.136 

The reference to the Decalogue is not certain, but it is likely. If correct, it may suggest that 

fornicators and “male-bedders” are coupled together as representatives of the seventh 

commandment against adulterers. It has been argued that if the biblical author is referring to 

arsenokoitai as a species of adulterers, it may suggest they are condemning not just exploitative 

instances of same-sex relations, but also consensual ones.137 More likely, the reference confirms 

that male homosexual relationships were of necessity between unmarried people, and so outside 

heterosexual marriage, the only kind of marriage available at the time. The biblical author is not 

referring here to stable, faithful, permanent male same-sex partnerships. Coupled with the absence 

of malakoi, and in view of the fact that the term immediately following it is “slave-traders” – 

notoriously involved in the sex trade – it further suggests that the “male-bedders” in view here are 

the active partners in male homosexual intercourse who were ordinarily in heterosexual marriage 

(hence the likely reference to the seventh commandment against adultery) but who, because of their 

dominant social position, could and did have sexual intercourse with male slaves or prostitutes on 

a regular basis. 

This brief overview of 1 Cor 6:9 and 1 Tim 1:10 can be summarized as follows. Semantically, 

the rare term “arsenokoitai” is likely to have the broad meaning of “male-bedders,” i.e. men who 

                                                 
Michigan: Zondervan, 2016), 69–101. See also J. Albert Harrill, “The Vice of Slave Dealers in Greco-Roman Soci-

ety: The Use of a Topos in 1 Timothy 1:10,” Journal of Biblical Literature 118, no. 1 (1999): 110: “1 Timothy links 

slave dealers with ‘fornicators’ (pornoi), ‘sexual exploiters’ (arsenokoitai), and so associates – as Galen does – the 

vice of exploitative, immoral sexual behavior with the vice of slave trading.” The reference is to Galen, De usum par-

tium, 2.9. Margaret Tallmadge May, trans., Galen: On the Usefulness of the Parts of the Body (2 vols.; Cornell Publi-

cations in the History of Science; Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1968) 1.79. 
136 Wesley Hill, “Christ, Scripture, and Spiritual Friendship,” in Two Views on Homosexuality, the Bible, and the 

Church, ed. Preston Sprinkle, Counterpoints: Bible & Theology (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan, 2016), 124–

47. Hill’s numbering of the Decalogue here follows the Anglican/Jewish/Orthodox/Reformed convention rather than 

the Lutheran/Roman Catholic one. 
137 Wesley Hill, “Christ, Scripture, and Spiritual Friendship,” in Two Views on Homosexuality, the Bible, and the 

Church, ed. Preston Sprinkle, Counterpoints: Bible & Theology (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan, 2016), 124–

47: “The fact that the author includes arsenokoites under the Decalogue’s rubric of adultery may point to its scope: 

Not only are certain unvirtuous or exploitative instances of homosexuality condemned here but any and all of its in-

stances—insofar as all sexual immorality is understood to fall under the prohibition of Exodus 20:14 (cf. Lev 18:20; 

Deut 22:22).” 
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have sex with men. The cultural context suggests that the referent of the biblical author was likely 

to be the sort of socially dominant males just described. In turn, the common word “malakoi” had 

a much broader range of meanings, of which several are plausible, and it is impossible to pinpoint 

with certainty which one was in Paul’s mind. In both cases the general principle applies that 

“Historical reconstruction of meaning is about degrees of probability,” as it is often impossible to 

reach certainty about such a reconstruction. 

Most significantly, however, is the fact that given the cultural context of that time sketched 

above, Paul’s condemnation of both “male-bedders” and of “effeminates” – regardless of the exact 

translation of those words – does not entail a condemnation of free, faithful, and lifelong male same-

sex relationships, because such a referent did not exist in the Greco-Roman culture of the time. 

5.7 Romans 1:26-27 

Summary: These verses form part of a larger section, Romans 1:18-2:11, in which 

Paul is building up an argument in support of his tenet that all have sinned, Gentiles 

as well as Jews. Recent research suggests these verses refer to a then well-known 

apocalyptic rhetorical topos. It consisted of two examples of human fallenness and 

the consequent divine judgment. Verse 26 is likely a reference to the women who 

slept with angelic beings before the Flood (a literary tradition inspired by Genesis 

6:1-4). Verse 27 is likely a reference to the specific homosexual behaviour of the 

men of ancient Sodom (a literary tradition inspired by Genesis 18:16-19:29). To 

interpret Romans 1:27 as a universal condemnation of consensual, permanent male 

same-sex relationships is to read into the text something which it does not affirm. 

Such an interpretation would also be at odds with the tolerance of consensual 

homosexual behavior implicit in the lack of such a condemnation anywhere else in 

the bible. 

Romans 1:26-27 is often considered as the most important biblical passage concerning same-sex 

behavior: 

For this reason God gave them up to dishonorable passions. For their women ex-

changed natural relations for those that are contrary to nature; and the men like-

wise gave up natural relations with women and were consumed with passion for 

one another, men committing shameless acts with men and receiving in them-

selves the due penalty for their error. 

Analysis of the broader rhetorical context is relevant for establishing the meaning of such a passage, 

and its relation to the thrust of Paul’s argument. 

Role of Rom. 1:26-27 within Rom. 1:18-2:11. In Rom. 1:18-2:11, Paul is building up an 

argument in support of his conclusion that all have sinned, Jews as well as Gentiles: 
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Rom. 1.18–32 is actually an implicit condemnation of “all the ungodliness and 

unrighteousness of people who suppress the truth in unrighteousness”, a point 

which is made clear in Rom. 2.1–2. This universality of sin is precisely what is 

not clear to Paul’s Jewish interlocutor.138 

Indeed, the overall aim of Romans 1-3 is “to show that justification is achieved by faith 

and not by the practice of the law,” and “The first step in Paul’s argument consists in 

showing that the divine anger is directed to all of humanity, Jews as well as pagans”.139 

In that context, as Jean-Baptiste Edart observed 

This text does not have as its primary focus either homosexuality or the morality 

of it. Rather, it is found within a much larger development beginning with Rom. 

1:18 and ending with Rom. 3:20. Homosexual acts are evoked only because they 

figure in a larger strategy.140 

William Loader further noted that 

[Paul’s] statements about same-sex intercourse […] in effect, are incidental to his 

argument. Had he chosen something else like the closely related drunkenness, we 

would have been left with virtually nothing about same sex relations in the New 

Testament.141 

Another clue that the interpretation of Rom. 1:26-27 as a condemnation of homosexual behavior 

is mistaken is that such an interpretation is logically irrelevant to the conclusion Paul is trying to 

establish. Paul is trying to demonstrate that all have sinned, and in the course of his argument he 

mentions the fact that women and men “exchanged natural relations for unnatural”: “And yet, this 

is not the experience of most humans. How does a minority account for a universal charge?”142 In 

other words, pointing to the sin of a minority (i.e. those engaging in homosexual behavior) is 

irrelevant to the demonstration of Paul’s overall thesis that everybody is sinful. 

                                                 
138 Simon Gathercole, “Sin in God’s Economy: Agencies in Romans 1 and 7,” in Divine and Human Agency in Paul 

and His Cultural Environment, ed. John M. G. Barclay and Simon Gathercole, vol. 335, Library of Biblical Studies 

(London: T&T Clark, 2006), 158–72, at 170. 
139 Jean-Baptiste Edart, “The New Testament and Homosexuality,” in The Bible on the Question of Homosexuality, 

ed. Innocent Himbaza, Adrian Schenker, and Jean-Baptiste Edart, trans. Benedict M. Guevin (Washington DC: Cath-

olic University of America Press, 2012), 73–125 at 83. 
140 Ibid., 73-125 (at 83), italics added. 
141 Loader, “Same-Sex Relationships,” 3–4. 
142 Provance, “Romans 1,” 88. 
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This apparent logical inconsistency is resolved if what Paul is referring to is something 

symbolizing the sinfulness of all humanity. Recent research has shown that this is precisely what 

Paul is doing, by pointing to “a mythico-historical event that involves judgment of the whole 

world”.143 

That such is the case is already suggested by a grammatical change in the text in verse 21: 

The shift from the present to the aorist tense at Romans 1:21 takes the audience 

into the past: “The shift from present tense verbs in vv. 18–20 to aorist verbs in 

vv. 21–23 signals a turn to the representatives of an archaic past who turned away 

from the truth and imposed a grim future on their descendants.” Indeed, a stated 

third person “they” and “them” become the subjects in vv. 19-28. This shift in 

tense and referencing what appears to be a specific group is critical to understand-

ing the overall passage. [T]he past tense takes the audience to ancient times, to 

the stories of old.144 

To support his contention that all sinned, Jews as well as Gentiles, Paul points to history, and 

specifically to a few well-known events from Jewish salvation history as outlined in the OT and 

apocryphal literature. Paul’s references are relatively vague. They are easily missed by a 

contemporary audience unfamiliar with the texts he was referring to, but they were probably more 

easily grasped by his contemporaries. 

The first reference is almost certainly to the episode of the Golden Calf (v. 23), alluded to as 

representative of humanity’s descent into idolatry.145 

The next references come in verses 26-27, of particular interest here. Those verses refer to a 

then well-known apocalyptic rhetorical tradition of citing two great divine judgments in Genesis 

(on the women who slept with angelic beings before the Flood, and on the people of Sodom for 

their depravity) as part of an indictment of humanity. 

The tradition is a dual-event rhetorical topos that couples the world chaos involving women 

having intercourse with angels (Gen. 6:1-4, followed by the story of the Flood), with the story of 

the destruction of Sodom (Gen. 18:16-19:29). As Brett Provance observed: 

A strong tradition exists in ancient Jewish and Christian literature wherein the 

judgment stories of Genesis 6 and 19 are often joined as dual rhetorical examples 

                                                 
143 Ibid. 
144 Ibid., references omitted. 
145 Alec J. Lucas, Evocations of the Calf? Romans 1:18–2:11 and the Substructure of Psalm 106 (105) (Berlin: De 

Gruyter, 2015); Edart, “The New Testament and Homosexuality,” 86. 
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of God’s judgment. This tradition is well presented by, inter alia, Lührmann in 

his notable work on Q, who writes 

“[T]here is a fixed tradition of the connection of the Flood – sometimes as the 

judgment of the fallen Angels – and the destruction of Sodom; both are primarily 

understood as examples of the punishment of the ungodly, and only secondarily, 

but then never without the first meaning present, as examples of the salvation of 

the godly.”146 

That dual judgement motif was very well-known. We find it in pre-Christian texts from the 

Hellenistic-Roman era of the Second Temple, such as 1 Enoch (specifically ‘The Book of Watchers’, 

i.e. 1 Enoch 1-36), the Testament of Reuben 5:5-6, Jubilees 20:3, 3 Maccabees 2:3-5 and the Tes-

tament of Naphtali 3:4-5. A particularly striking parallel of Romans 1:27 is Philo’s On Abraham 

135–137. We find it also in the Old Testament Wisdom of Solomon 10:3-6, 8, 9 and Sirach 16:7-8. 

Jesus uses it in his apocalyptic sermon, Luke 17:26-29 and parallel Mt 24:37-39 (both texts derived 

from Quelle). We meet it again in other New Testament epistles: Jude 5-7 and 2 Peter 2:4-10.147 In 

the second century, Justin Martyr’s Second Apology 5:2-6 refers to the story of the angels mating 

with antediluvian women in a passage which “utilizes language and concepts found in Romans 

1.”148 In light of this, it is likely that the motif was part of early Christian catechesis. Paul was 

familiar with it and so was his audience. 

Intertextual analysis of vocabulary, grammar, and syntax has established that Romans 1:26–27 

relies on at least some of the above mentioned instances of the dual-judgment rhetorical tradition.149 

In light of this, the two crucial verses 26-27 are best translated as follows (brackets are additions 

to make explicit Paul’s references): 

For this reason God gave them up to dishonorable passions. Their women ex-

changed natural intercourse for unnatural [by having intercourse with angels]. 

                                                 
146 Provance, “Romans 1,” 91 quoting Dieter Lührmann, “Exkurs: Noah und Lot (Lk 17,26–29),” in Die Redaktion 

der Logienquelle. Anhang: Zur weiteren Überlieferung der Logienquelle, Wissenschaftliche Monographien zum 

Alten und Neuen Testament 33 (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1969), 82. 
147 The texts of all these nine sources are printed out in full and commented on in detail by Brett Provance, ibid. 
148 Provance, “Romans 1,” 115. 
149 Significant linguistic parallels between 1 Enoch, Napthtali and Romans 1:23–28 are apparent. Πλάνη (‘error’, 

Rom 1:28) is found here, as well as ἀφίημι (‘throwing off’, Rom 1:27), ὁμοίως (‘likewise’, Rom 1:27), φύσις (‘na-

ture’, Rom 1:26; φυσικός ‘natural’ is used in vv. 26, 27), the verb ἐναλλάσσω which brings to mind ἀλλάσσω 

(‘changing’, Rom 1:23) and the rarer μεταλλάσσω (‘changing’, Rom 1:25, 26) and γιγνώσκω for ἐπίγνωσις 

(‘knowledge’, Rom 1:28). See Provance, “Romans 1,” 104-106; also Robert Jewett, Romans: A Commentary, Minne-

apolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2007, p. 174; Ernst Käsemann, Commentary on Romans, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromily, 

Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980, p. 40. 
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Likewise also the men [of Sodom], giving up natural intercourse with women, 

were consumed with passion for one another. The men [of Sodom] committed 

shameless acts with men and received in their own persons the due penalty for 

their error [by being blinded].”150 

That Rom. 1:27 is likely a reference to the ante-diluvian women and Sodom’s men respectively 

had already been posited by Philip Esler in 2004 and Michael Brinkschröder in 2006, also on the 

basis of comparative analysis with some of the texts mentioned above.151 Significantly, all three 

authors reached that conclusion independently of each other, i.e. each without being aware of the 

others’ analogous conclusions.152 Provance’s analysis is the most complete of the three, and its 

broad lines have now also been endorsed by John Wijngaards and Lyn Kidson independently from 

each other.153 

To sum up: 

                                                 
150 Paul’s reference to the traditional story of angelic beings mating with women is likely also in view in 1 Cor. 11:10: 

“It is for this reason that a woman ought to have authority over her own head, because of the angels.” See Adolphe F. 

P. Lods, “La chute des anges,” Revue d’Histoire et de Philosophie religieuses 7, 4 (1927), pp. 295-315 (at 299); Hans 

Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians: A Commentary on the First Epistle to the Corinthians, ed. George W. MacRae, trans. 

James W. Leitch, Hermeneia (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1975 [1969]), p. 189; Bo Reicke, “Who Are ‘The Spirits’ 

in Verse 19?”, in The Disobedient Spirits and Christian Baptism: A Study of 1 Pet. III. 19 and Its Context (Copenha-

gen: E. Munksgaard, 1946), p. 82. Philip Esler notes “the startling fact of Paul’s raising the subject at all,” especially 

in view of the fact “that Israelite scripture did not prohibit female same-sex acts,” as well as the “reticence on the sub-

ject of sex between women in Greco-Roman literature.” For him, “Paul’s inclusion of females in Romans 1:26 is a 

phenomenon crying out for an explanation.” His solution – that it must be understood as an addition to the original 

Genesis story due to oral tradition incorporating the expression “daughters of Sodom” used by Ez 16:46, 48, 49, 53, 

and 55 – is unconvincing, in view of the intertextual evidence highlighted by Provance pointing to the ante-diluvian 

women as the original referent, see “The Sodom Tradition in Romans 1:18–32,” Biblical Theology Bulletin 34, 1 

(2004), pp. 4-16, at 12. 
151 Michael Brinkschröder, Sodom Als Symptom. Gleichgeschlechtliche Sexualität Im Christlichen Imaginären - Eine 

Religionsgeschichtliche Anamnese (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2006), 516–522. Esler, “The Sodom Tradition in Romans 

1:18–32,” at 10: “The destruction of the cities was probably the most vivid exemplar in the Israelite consciousness of 

how God treats the godless and the unjust. This may explain why Paul does not actually use the name Sodom in the 

passage. There was no need. Everyone exposed to Israelite tradition knew that this was the paradigmatic incident used 

in relation to the expression of God’s anger from heaven. [It was] highly probable that Paul intended that the Christ-

followers in Rome who heard his letter read to them would understand this passage in relation to Sodom and its fate 

and, in fact, that they did so.” 
152 Provance, “Romans 1,” no. 2, p. 83. 
153 “I agree completely with Dr Provance that Paul is drawing on a rhetorical common place from Jewish teaching 

(both literary and oral) in his construction of Romans 1:26–27. I think his argument that it relates to the antediluvian 

world as described in 1 Enoch and the other Jewish literature is very persuasive. […] Dr Provance’s article confirms 

for me what I have already concluded about verses 26-27 that it is a topos (or common place argument). His discus-

sion on the use of the conjunction ‘likewise’ (ὁμοίως) in verse 27 coincides with my understanding. I agree with him 

that the two sides of the ‘likewise’ are not about the exact same type of sexual act; that is, homosexuality. It’s not 

about homosexual sex in verses 26 and 27. Often in using the word ‘likewise’ (ὁμοίως) the author is intending for the 

reader or hearer to sense the underlying principle that is being drawn upon to link the two parts together (see my un-

published paper on 1 Timothy and the use of ‘likewise’ there). Here in verses 26–27 the sexual acts are symptoms of 

the deeper problem. The deeper problem is the ‘likewise’: ‘likewise’ both the women and the men have abandoned 

God’s truth and are conducting themselves in a way that contravenes God’s law or the natural order of things (1:18–

20).’ Extract from unpublished review by Lyn Kidson of Brett Provance’s essay, email correspondence with Luca 

Badini Confalonieri, 29 July 2020. 
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 Rom. 1:26-27 belong to the larger passage of Rom. 1:18-2:11, where Paul is trying to 

establish his principal point: that all have sinned, Jews as well as Gentiles. 

 To do so, Paul points to well-known events from the Old Testament: the Golden Calf in 

v. 23; the antediluvian women and Sodom’s men in vv. 26-27. The raison d'être of those 

verses is to provide examples of sinning women and men in support of Paul’s overall 

thesis. 

 The content as well as form of vv. 26-27 are not original to Paul; rather, Paul relates and 

rehearses a stock description of what by his time had become a dual-judgment motif 

common in apocalyptic literature. In other words, those references are not an original 

description of either event; instead, as literary parallels show, Paul borrowed them from 

a stock apocalyptic rhetorical motif which presented those two events side by side as 

examples of divine judgment. It was the standard way those two stories were jointly 

referred to. 

 Again, those references were to the behavior of women and men at two specific events 

from the past: specifically, the mythico-historical past of Jewish salvation history. As 

noted, verse 26 does not concern female homosexual behavior. In turn, the object of 

Paul’s condemnation in verse 27 is the specific behavior of the male inhabitants of 

ancient Sodom – in the original version of the story in Genesis 19, an attempted gang 

rape of male guests. 

 Moreover, such a gang rape was attempted by the entire male population of Sodom – 

presumably by and large heterosexual men. In both cases, nothing is said about the 

morality of free and faithful same-sex relationships between homosexual couples. 

 It would not make sense for Paul to point to the fact that some people “exchange natural 

intercourse for unnatural” i.e. engage in same-sex intercourse, in order to conclude that 

all people are deserving of condemnation. In contrast, Paul’s reasoning does make sense 

if he was referring to specific “mythico-historical event[s] that involv[e] judgment of 

the whole world,” as those involving the antediluvian women and Sodom’s men were 

traditionally taken to be. 

In light of the fact that Paul was merely repeating standardized references to such mythico-

historical events whose rhetorical purpose was to underline that the entire world was deserving of 

judgment, Brett Provance provided further evidence to both confirm and clarify the conclusion 

which many scholars had already drawn from the relative place of Paul’s passing mention of 

homosexual behavior within the larger context of his argument: namely, that “Romans 1 is neither 
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a general discussion of sexual ethics nor an explicitly prescriptive admonition about the sexual 

behavior appropriate for Christians.”154 It would be misguided to infer a normative theological 

anthropology of sexual behavior from stock apocalyptic rhetoric. As DeFranza put it, “Romans 1 

was not written to provide a universal natural law to ground Christian sexual ethics. More 

importantly, it provides no guidance for those Christians who have not rejected God but nevertheless 

experience same-sex attraction”.155 

Significantly, the interpretation of 1 Cor 6:9 and 1 Tim 1:10 according to which they are a 

condemnation of male same-sex behaviour is often justified, in part, by reference to what is regarded 

as Paul’s clearer statement on the matter in Rom 1:26-27. In turn, the same “homophobic” 

interpretation of those three NT passages is generally justified by positing that all three subtly refer 

to Lev 20:13 – and so also that Paul and the author of 1 Timothy understood that Leviticus verse as 

condemning male homosexual acts. 

Specifically, in the case of 1 Cor 6:9-10 and 1 Tim 1:9-10 – in addition to the argument that 

their homophobic interpretation can be supported by reference to Paul’s supposedly clearer 

condemnation in Romans 1 – it is often argued that “arsenokoitai” is a reference to the Septuagint 

version of those Leviticus verses, which uses both halves of the compound word (namely both 

“male” and “bed”).156 In the case of Rom 1:26-27, the link with Leviticus is sometimes said to be 

in the reference in verse 27 to “receiv[ing] in themselves the due penalty for their error,” which is 

taken to refer not to the blindness with which Sodom’s men were immediately struck, but to the 

death penalty which Lev 20:13 supposedly demands for those guilty of male-male penetration.157 

Yet there is no evidence either that Paul interpreted Lev 18:22 and 20:13 as a condemnation of 

male-male penetration, or that he used those verses in order to argue that point. For all we know, 

Paul might have interpreted instead in the way outlined in 5.4 above, namely as forbidding men 

from having sex with other males either married or related to them. 

                                                 
154 Richard B. Hays, “Relations Natural and Unnatural: A Response to John Boswell’s Exegesis of Romans 1,” The 

Journal of Religious Ethics 14, no. 1 (1986): 187, referencing Victor Paul Furnish, The Moral Teaching of Paul: Se-

lected Issues, 3rd ed. (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2010), 73–78 (“Paul has not formulated his reference to homoerotic 

relationships as a moral directive”); Ernst Käsemann, Commentary on Romans (Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1994), 

36–52; C. E. B Cranfield, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans. Vol. 1: Introduction 

and Commentary on Romans I-VIII, vol. 1 (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1982), 104–35; John Boswell, Christianity, 

Social Tolerance, and Homosexuality. Gay People in Western Europe from the Beginning of the Christian Era to the 

Fourteenth Century (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981), 108 (“the point of the passage is not to stigmatize 

sexual behavior of any sort but to condemn the Gentiles for their general infidelity”). 
155 DeFranza, “Journeying from the Bible to Christian Ethics in Search of Common Ground.” 
156 Hill, “Christ, Scripture, and Spiritual Friendship,” referring to Robin Scroggs, The New Testament and Homosexu-

ality: Contextual Background for Contemporary Debate (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983), 83, 108. 
157 Loader, “Homosexuality and the Bible,” referring to Gagnon, Bible and Homosexual Practice, 122. 
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5.8 Conclusions from the NT Evidence 

Summary: it may be impossible to determine with certainty whether the biblical 

author was referring to consensual or exploitative relationships in 1 Cor 6:9-10 

and 1 Tim 1:9:10. The latter were by far the most widespread, and so the likelihood 

is that they are the object of Paul’s condemnation. However, it is impossible to 

establish it with absolute certainty. Romans 1:26-27 is almost certainly a reference 

to a stock dual-judgment motif of apocalyptic rhetoric concerning the antediluvian 

women and Sodom’s men. The intertextual evidence is too much to be a coincidence, 

but again, it is impossible to “prove” that with absolute certainty. In all three cases, 

the alternative interpretation, namely that Paul is offering a normative 

condemnation of non-abusive consensual homosexual behavior, is much more 

unlikely, and in any case equally impossible to establish with absolute certainty. 

Such an exegetical uncertainty necessarily carries on to any ethical or theological 

inference that may be drawn from the text. If there is no certainty as to what kind of 

male homosexual acts Paul was referring to – whether consensual or abusive – it is 

likewise impossible to draw absolutely certain ethical norms from it: “Theological 

doctrines and ethical rules cannot be based on exegetical suppositions”. 

It is highly likely that both in 1 Cor 6:9-10 and 1 Tim 1:9:10 Paul (or the author) was referring to 

the sort of exploitative male homosexual relationships which were the dominant and virtually 

exclusive cultural referent. However, it is impossible to establish it with absolute certainty: “it is 

possible but not certain that malakoi and arsenokoitai denoted effeminate and domineering male 

partners respectively in abusive or commercialized sexual relationships. This meaning […] is a 

supposition based on what is known about the culture of Paul’s world”.158 

In both cases, it may be impossible to determine with certainty whether Paul was referring to 

consensual or exploitative relationships. The latter were by far the most widespread, and so the 

likelihood is that they are the object of Paul’s condemnation. 

Romans 1:26-27 is very likely a stock reference to a dual-judgment motif of apocalyptic rhetoric 

concerning the antediluvian women and Sodom’s men but, again, such a reference is impossible to 

“prove” that with absolute certainty. 

In all three cases, the alternative interpretation, namely that Paul is offering a normative 

condemnation of non-abusive consensual homosexual behavior, is much more unlikely, and in any 

case equally impossible to establish with absolute certainty. 

                                                 
158 John H. Elliott, “No Kingdom of God for Softies? Or, What Was Paul Really Saying? 1 Corinthians 6:9–10 in 

Context,” Biblical Theology Bulletin 34, no. 1 (February 1, 2004): 36. See also Loader, who agrees with DeFranza 

that “the list of wrongdoers in 1 Timothy 1:9–10 may well deliberately associate slave traders with those who en-

gaged in same-sex relations with males, reflecting this context. […] The matter of how the terms are translated in 1 

Corinthians 6:9–10 and 1 Timothy 1:9–10 is contentious, as [DeFranza] shows, though I see the balance of probabil-

ity favoring an allusion to the active and passive partners in same-sex relations” Loader, “Response to Megan De-

Franza.” 
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Furthermore, to interpret any of those passages as a universal condemnation of consensual, 

stable, faithful, and permanent same-sex relationships reads into the texts something which they do 

not say. Indeed, it is a form of eisegesis which can be excluded with absolute certainty because the 

cultural referent was nonexistent (§5.1). As noted, the evidence from Greco-Roman sources 

indicates that male homosexual behavior was expressed through sexual relationships which, 

ordinarily, were temporary (i.e. outside long-term pair-bonding) and, due to imbalances of age, 

status, and power, were not free and consensual. In fact, male same-sex acts were ordinarily 

exploitative. In contrast, consensual, faithful, permanent male same-sex relationships were virtually 

unknown in Paul’s day, and could not have been the object of Paul’s reference, quite apart from his 

rhetorical context. We cannot presume that the biblical author in any of those three NT passages 

condemns any kind homosexual relations always and everywhere: “Paul’s words should not be used 

for generalizations that go beyond his experience and world”.159 

Related to this, it has been observed that: 

nothing in 1 Corinthians, or for that matter in any other biblical writing, speaks 

directly of the biological or psychological condition of homosexuality or homo-

sexual ‘orientation’ as this is understood today and as it concerns believing Chris-

tian gay persons intent on worshipping and serving God.160 

Moreover, such an interpretation would also be at odds with the tolerance of male consensual 

homosexual behavior implicit in the condemnation of adulterous or incestuous male-male sex in 

Leviticus (18:22 and parallel 20:13), and in the lack of its explicit condemnation anywhere else in 

the bible. 

In summary: on the basis of the evidence currently available, it is very likely, but not certain, 

that all three NT references to same-sex behavior are to exploitative same-sex acts and desires. The 

opposite interpretation – that the reference was to consensual acts and desires – is highly unlikely, 

but again impossible to discount with absolute certainty. Finally, the interpretation that any of those 

three references offers a universal condemnation of any kind of same-sex desire, act, or relationship 

always and everywhere can be discarded with certainty, as it is not borne by the text and its cultural 

context. Specifically, none of those texts refers to stable, faithful, permanent same-sex relationships. 

                                                 
159 Martti Nissinen, Homoeroticism in the Biblical World: A Historical Perspective (Fortress Press, 2004), 118. 
160 Elliott, “No Kingdom of God for Softies?,” 38, also p. 36: “What is certain is that neither term [i.e. arsenokoitai 

and malakoi] can accurately be translated ‘homosexuals,’ and neither word relates to the phenomenon of homosexual-

ity as currently defined and understood. Claims that this passage and these terms speak to the issue of ‘homosexual-

ity’ as defined and understood today are erroneous, because neither Paul nor any other biblical author—nor any au-

thor at all from antiquity—had any term for, or concept of, what is defined today as a ‘homosexual.’” 
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If the biblical author is in fact condemning consensual same-sex acts and/or desires, they would 

be condemning something which is ordinarily essential to stable, faithful, permanent same-sex 

relationships. It is on this point that the fundamental impossibility on the basis of the evidence 

currently available to establish with absolute certainty whether the biblical author was referring to 

exploitative or consensual same-sex acts and desires is significant. Such an exegetical uncertainty 

necessarily carries on to any ethical or theological inference that may be drawn from the text. If 

there is no certainty as to what kind of male homosexual acts the biblical author was referring to – 

whether consensual or abusive – it is likewise impossible to draw absolutely certain ethical norms 

from it: “Theological doctrines and ethical rules cannot be based on exegetical suppositions”.161

                                                 
161 John H. Elliott, “No Kingdom of God for Softies? Or, What Was Paul Really Saying? 1 Corinthians 6:9–10 in 

Context,” Biblical Theology Bulletin 34, no. 1 (February 1, 2004): 36. While recent research has considerably dimin-

ished the uncertainty around the likely meaning of the five biblical texts relevant to homosexual behavior, it has not 

completely dispelled it. To that extent, Margaret Farley’s 2008 suggestion is still valid: “Particular [biblical] texts on 

homosexuality all offer problems for interpretation – whether because of our uncertainty about the meaning of terms, 

or ambiguity in the use of rhetorical devices, or disparity between the meaning of homosexuality in biblical times and 

now. [A] modest conclusion is warranted, I would argue: that is, that the biblical witness does not offer us solid and 

incontrovertible ground for an absolute prohibition or a comprehensive blessing for same-sex relations.” Margaret A. 

Farley, “Developments in Christian Sexual Ethics: New Perspectives” (Dublin, 2008). 
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Academic Statement on the Ethics of Free and 

Faithful Same-sex Relationships 

Note: The following statement includes a concise ‘Summary of Findings’, followed by 

‘Recommendations.’ Both sections have been agreed and endorsed by all members of the 

report’s editorial workgroup, which are listed as signatories at the end of the 

Recommendations. 

A third and final section is entitled ‘Assessment of the Official Papal Arguments against 

Same-sex Relationships.’ It offers a more detailed explanation of the ‘Summary of Findings’ 

aimed at addressing the current papal position on that issue. Like the report, it too has been 

peer-reviewed by all signatories. 

1. Summary of Findings 

§1.1. Some persons are non-heterosexual in orientation. 

Sexual orientation is one’s degree of sexual attraction to persons of the opposite sex, the same 

sex, or both sexes. It is manifested in physiological sexual arousal patterns to male or female 

erotic stimuli. In turn, sexual attraction motivates sexual behaviour, and both influence sexual 

identity. No evidence exists to suggest that individuals can consciously alter their genital 

arousal patterns to change their sexual orientation or identity. 

Sexual orientation is largely determined during pregnancy, by factors which are genetic 

and hormonal rather than social. In a significant minority of cases, such an orientation is non-

heterosexual. Like other forms of non-heterosexuality, homosexuality is a “natural variation 

within the range of human sexuality.”162 

Because sexual orientation is largely determined during pregnancy through genetic and 

hormonal factors, it is not the result of a free choice. Non-heterosexual people are no more 

responsible for their sexual orientation than heterosexual people are for theirs. 

§1.2. Papal teaching. Current papal teaching condemns same-sex orientation as “objectively 

disordered”, and same-sex acts as always “intrinsically disordered” (Persona Humana §8, 

Homosexualitatis Problema §3, and Catechism of the Catholic Church §2358). 

                                                 
162 World Medical Association, “Statement on Natural Variations of Human Sexuality,” October 2013; see also 

Dinesh Bhugra et al., “WPA Position Statement on Gender Identity and Same-Sex Orientation, Attraction and 

Behaviours,” World Psychiatry 15, no. 3 (2016): 299–300. 
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Papal teaching provides two types of arguments for this teaching, both of which are 

unsupported by the relevant evidence. 

§1.3. The Biological Argument. Same-sex acts are “intrinsically disordered” because they are 

incapable of biological procreation, regarded as “an essential and indispensable finality” of 

every act of sexual intercourse (Persona Humana §8, also Homosexualitatis Problema §3, 

Humanae Vitae §3, Catechism of the Catholic Church §§2357, 2366). 

However, the natural sciences show that the vast majority of acts of heterosexual 

intercourse do not have the biological capacity for procreation, and therefore they cannot have 

procreation as their proper “finality.” In this, non-heterosexual “acts” are not different from the 

vast majority of heterosexual “acts”: in both cases, they are biologically incapable of 

procreation. 

Moreover, current papal teaching regards heterosexual marital intercourse as ethically 

legitimate even when there is no possibility of procreation (Humanae Vitae §11). Likewise, 

Catholic theology and Canon Law maintain that the capacity for biological procreation is not 

even necessary for sacramental marriage: “Sterility neither prohibits nor nullifies marriage” 

(Codex Iuris Canonici §1084.3). 

Individual sexual acts in particular, and marriage in general, include moral ends other than 

procreation. Non-heterosexual acts and relationships, too, can include the same non-conceptive 

moral ends. It is therefore incorrect to condemn them as intrinsically evil for being incapable 

of biological procreation or not “open […] to the transmission of life” (Humanae Vitae §11, 

Catechism of the Catholic Church §2366). 

§1.4. Biblical Argument. Papal teaching asserts that the Bible condemns same-sex sexual 

activity. It points to Genesis 19-1:29, Leviticus 18:20 and parallel 20:13 in the Hebrew Bible; 

and to Romans 1:26-27; 1 Corinthians 6:9-10; and 1 Timothy 1:10 in the New Testament. 

However, those verses only refer to specific kinds of male same-sex sexual activity and 

none of them condemns male same-sex relationships in general (see §5 here for a summary of 

recent research). 

In the world inhabited by the biblical authors, male same-sex sexual activity was expressed 

through sexual relationships which were ordinarily temporary (i.e. not lifelong), not free, and 

even exploitative, due to imbalances of age, status, and power. Therefore, no biblical passage 

condemning male same-sex sexual activity is relevant for morally evaluating free and faithful 

male same-sex relationships. 

Also significant is that nowhere in the Bible is female same-sex behaviour explicitly 

condemned. 
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Finally, nowhere in the bible is procreation required to be present in each and every sexual 

act, or in the life of a couple. The Bible emphasizes that human sexuality in general, and 

marriage specifically, are no less for companionship and mutual help (Genesis 2:18, 24). 

§1.5. Conclusions. There are no grounds, either from the sciences or from the Bible, to support 

current Catholic teaching that each and every act of sexual intercourse has a procreative 

significance and finality, and that consequently same-sex acts are “intrinsically disordered” 

because they lack a procreative significance and finality. 

§1.6. The criteria for morally evaluating same-sex relationships and sexual acts should be 

the same as those used for morally evaluating heterosexual relationships and sexual acts. 

§1.7. Homosexual relationships can be as life-giving and blessed as their heterosexual 

counterparts. They can fulfil one or more of human sexuality’s non-conceptive meanings, 

including pleasure, love, comfort, celebration, friendship, and companionship. 
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2. Recommendations 

§2.1. Official Consultation Process. In view of the harmful consequences of Catholic teaching 

on people with a non-heterosexual sexual orientation, the global reach of Catholic-run 

institutions, and that the topic has already been extensively researched, we recommend as a 

matter of urgency that the competent authorities in the Catholic Church set up an official 

consultation process to seek the opinion of Christian theologians and experts in other relevant 

disciplines with regard to the ethics of same-sex relationships. 

Regardless of the consultation process adopted, the opinions gathered should be 

independent, representative of the majority view of the pertinent academic communities, and 

made public. 

In case of a lack of unanimity, the names and arguments of those who disagree with the 

majority opinion should also be made public. 

The present report can be regarded as the initial step towards such a consultation process. 

§2.2. Official Magisterial Document. Should the evidence and arguments put forward in the 

Wijngaards Institute’s report be endorsed by the consultation process, an official magisterial 

document should revoke the absolute condemnation of free, faithful, and lifelong non-

heterosexual relationships, and set out the criteria for their moral evaluation, pastoral 

accompaniment, and liturgical celebration. 

§2.3. Bishops Conferences. Independent of an official magisterial document, national 

episcopal conferences should recommend that Catholic-run institutions immediately stop any 

employment practice discriminating against non-heterosexual people. 

§2.4. Elimination of discriminatory practices. Acceptance of Humanae Vitae and 

Homosexualitatis Problema as a mark of orthodoxy should be removed from all selection 

procedures, including that of bishops, candidates to the priesthood, and all staff of Catholic 

institutions. 

§2.5. Restitution. Where possible, damage to the careers of employees at Catholic institutions 

and Catholic scholars who have been censured for speaking out in defence of the morality of 

free, faithful, and lifelong same-sex relationships should be recognized and corrected. 
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3. Assessment of the Official Papal Arguments against Same Sex Relationships 

This section offers a more detailed explanation of the ‘Summary of Findings’ aimed at ad-

dressing the current papal position on that issue. Like the report, it too has been peer-re-

viewed by all contributing authors and original signatories. 

§3.1. The “Natural Law” Argument: Same-sex Relationships Are Immoral 

Because They Are Infertile [RR §2] 

Papal teaching maintains that same-sex relationships are incapable of biological procreation, 

regarded as a “natural,” essential finality of every act of sexual intercourse. “Homosexual 

activity is not a complementary union, able to transmit life…” (Homosexualitatis 

Problema §7), and so same-sex “unions are not able to contribute in a proper way to the 

procreation and survival of the human race” (Considerations Regarding Proposals to Give 

Legal Recognition to Unions between Homosexual Persons §7). 

This is based on the belief that the biological “laws of conception” (Humanae Vitae §13, 

see §10) show that each and every act of sexual intercourse has procreation as its natural 

“finality” and “significance” (Humanae Vitae §§3, 12). From such a belief, the moral 

requirement is inferred that couples engaging in sexual intercourse must always be open to 

procreation. 

This argument contains the following errors. 

§3.2. Errors Contained in the “Natural Law” Argument 

§3.2.1. No act of sexual intercourse has an independent biological “capacity” for 

procreation, and so it cannot be said to always have procreation as its finality [RR §4.1]. 

The causal relationship between insemination and, on the other hand, fertilization, 

implantation, and ultimately procreation, is not necessary, but statistical. If it were not so, every 

act of insemination would result in a conception. 

Consequently, the biological “capacity” for procreation of any given act of heterosexual 

intercourse is relative, i.e., dependent on the statistical fulfilment of numerous conditions. No 

act of heterosexual intercourse has an independent biological “capacity” for procreation, and 

so it cannot be said to always have procreation as its “finality.” 

In practice, this means that the vast majority of acts of heterosexual intercourse have 

neither a biological capacity nor a finality for procreation and, in that respect, they are identical 

to non-heterosexual sexual acts. 

§3.2.2. The Papal argument contradicts the biblical view about the multiple ends of 

human sexuality [RR §4.6]. 



68 

The Hebrew Bible affirms that the finality of human sexuality comprise companionship, 

mutual help (Genesis 2:18, 24), and physical pleasure (Song of Songs 5:1; Proverbs 5:18-19). 

Significantly, procreation is not included in the foundational passage of Genesis 2:18-24. 

In Genesis 1:28, where it is mentioned, it is described as a blessing. Likewise, nowhere in the 

New Testament is the capacity, or intention, of procreation mandated as an essential 

requirement for marriage in general or for each and every sexual act specifically. 

Therefore, the papal axiom that “openness to procreation” is an essential requirement of 

each and every act of sexual intercourse does not conform to the biblical teaching. 

In summary, the Bible endorses moral ends of sexual activity other than procreation. Same-

sex sexual activity can fulfil those non-conceptive moral ends of human sexuality. 

§3.2.3. Other scientific disciplines confirm that human sexuality has important purposes 

different from procreation [RR §§4.3-4.4]. 

That human sexuality includes non-conceptive ends independent from procreation and 

aimed instead at strengthening pair-bonding is confirmed by the evolutionary biology of human 

reproduction, psychology, and sociology, among other disciplines. 

§3.2.4. Contradiction with mainstream Catholic theology, Canon Law, and papal 

teaching itself, which do not regard infertility as an obstacle to marriage [RR §4.5]. 

In agreement with the biblical evidence, both mainstream Catholic theology and Canon 

Law maintain that the capacity for biological procreation is not necessary for a sacramental 

marriage: “Sterility neither prohibits nor nullifies marriage” (Codex Iuris Canonici §1084.3). 

Similarly, in 1951 Pope Pius XII argued that fertile (married) heterosexual couples could 

be excused from the duty of procreation, even for the lifetime of a marriage, if they have serious 

reasons of a “medical, eugenic, economic, or social” kind.163 

In 1968, Paul VI repeated that position, and added that “Sexual activity [of husband and 

wife] does not […] cease to be legitimate even when, for reasons independent of their will, it 

is foreseen to be infertile” (Humanae Vitae §11). 

In a 2016 document summarizing the conclusions of the International Synod of Bishops, 

Pope Francis also condemned the presentation of marriage “in such a way that its unitive 

meaning, its call to grow in love and its ideal of mutual assistance are overshadowed by an 

almost exclusive insistence on the duty of procreation” (Amoris Laetitia §36). 

                                                 
163 Pius XII, “Discorso di Sua Santità Pio PP. XII alle partecipanti al congresso della Unione Cattolica Italiana 

Ostetriche” (29 October 1951). 
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It further observed that “procreation” and “motherhood”164  are not solely “biological 

realities” (Amoris Laetitia §178), and they “are not the only ways of experiencing the 

fruitfulness of love:” such fruitfulness can also be expressed through adoption, or simply by 

contributing to society (Amoris Laetitia §181). Both non-heterosexual and heterosexual 

relationships are capable of that kind of fruitfulness. 

§3.2.5. Unfounded Assumptions on the Harmful Consequences of Same-sex Unions on the 

Partners, Children, and Society. 

Papal teaching also contends same-sex unions are “harmful” to the partners themselves 

and to the “proper development of human society” in general, and do “violence” to the “normal 

development of children who would be placed in the care of such persons” (Considerations 

Regarding Proposals to Give Legal Recognition to Unions between Homosexual Persons §§7-

8). Such contentions are not supported by the psychological and sociological evidence 

currently available. 

§3.2.6. Conclusion. 

What we know from the human sciences about the multiple dimensions and meanings of human 

sexuality contradicts the Vatican’s absolute condemnation of all same-sex acts.165 The fact that 

same-sex relationships “are not able to contribute in a proper way to the procreation and 

survival of the human race” (Considerations Regarding Proposals to Give Legal Recognition 

to Unions between Homosexual Persons §7) does not make them intrinsically immoral. Both 

same-sex and heterosexual relationships are capable of being fruitful in a broad sense: for the 

partners, their children if they procreate, adopt, or foster, and for society at large. 

§3.3. Errors Contained in the Vatican’s Interpretation of Biblical Passages 

regarding Same-sex Behaviour 

§3.3.1. The second papal argument for prohibiting same-sex sexual activity is that they are 

supposedly condemned in select biblical passages. These are: Genesis 19:1-29, Leviticus 18:20 

and parallel 20:13; 1 Corinthians 6:9-10; 1 Timothy 1:10; and Romans 1:26-27. 

§3.3.2. Female same-sex sexuality. All those verses refer only to male same-sex behaviour: 

nowhere in the Bible is female same-sex behaviour explicitly prohibited or condemned. 

                                                 
164 What Amoris Laetitia affirms there can be applied to “parenthood” in general, that is to fatherhood as well as 

motherhood. 
165 The January 2020 Working Paper “Living in Successful Relationships” of the Synodal Way of the German 

Catholic Church concluded that “The normative postulates of current Catholic sexual morality contradict the 

knowledge of the human sciences on the multiple dimensions of meaning of human sexuality.” It further noted 

that “[R]elationships in which values such as love, friendship, reliability, fidelity, and mutual dedication are 

lived deserve recognition from the moral point of view.” Both conclusions are in line with the research summa-

rized in this statement. 
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Especially significant is its absence from the code on sexual purity which lists unlawful sexual 

behaviours of both men and women (Leviticus 18:1-30). In the New Testament, Romans 1:26 

mentions women’s “unnatural relations”, without further specification. As noted below (§5.7), 

this is a likely reference to ante-diluvian women having intercourse with angelic beings 

(Genesis 6:1-4). 

§3.3.3. No biblical passage condemning male same sex activity is relevant for morally 

evaluating free and faithful same-sex relationships. In the world inhabited by the biblical 

authors, male same-sex behaviour was expressed ordinarily through sexual relationships which 

were temporary (i.e. not lifelong), not free, and even exploitative, due to imbalances of age, 

status, and power. Therefore, no biblical passage condemning male same-sex activity is 

relevant for morally evaluating free and faithful male same-sex relationships [RR §5.1]. 

§3.3.4. Genesis 19:1-29. To interpret that event as a condemnation of male same-sex sexual 

acts goes against the biblical text. That passage does not describe consensual sexual activity, 

but rather the attempted gang rape by Sodom’s men of Lot’s visiting angelic guests – a “wicked 

thing” compounded by its breach of the duty of hospitality (verses 7-8). Nor was that particular 

event what sealed Sodom’s fate: by the time it happened, God had already decided to destroy 

Sodom and Gomorrah on the basis that all its inhabitants – women and men – had been guilty 

of an undefined “grievous sin;” despite Abraham’s entreaties for mercy, God could not even 

find ten righteous people among them (Genesis 18:16-33). That is confirmed elsewhere in the 

Hebrew Bible, where reference to Sodom’s destruction is interpreted as punishment for 

arrogance, and an uncaring attitude towards the poor and needy (Ezekiel 16:48–50). 

§3.3.5. Leviticus 18:20 and parallel 20:13. Their traditional interpretation as condemning all 

male same-sex sexual activity is based on a mistranslation which is no longer tenable. Rather, 

the prohibition is limited to a specific type of male same-sex relationship. 

Those are likely to be relationships with males who are married (condemned as adulterous), 

or unmarried but under the sexual guardianship of a Judean woman (condemned as incestuous). 

Regardless of its exact object, the fact that the prohibition addressed a specific type of male 

same-sex relationship suggests that same-sex intercourse with males outside the forbidden 

category was viewed as permissible [RR §5.3]. 

§3.3.6. 1 Corinthians 6:9-10; and 1 Timothy 1:10. These passages are part of two “vice lists” 

detailing the kind of sinners who will not enter heaven. 

Both passages include the rare Greek term “arsenokoitai” (lit. “male-bedders”); in 1 

Corinthians 6:9 this is immediately preceded by the term “malakoi” (lit. “softies” or 

“effeminates”). 
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The word “arsenokoitai” is very rare, but recent research suggests it likely refers to the 

active partner in male same-sex intercourse. 

The literary meaning must be understood within its cultural context. In the Greco-Roman 

world of Paul’s time, socially dominant men, generally married, had sex regularly with their 

slaves or prostitutes, boys as well as men, and would ordinarily take the active role. Their 

subordinates had little or no choice. Given this context, Paul’s condemnation of “male bedders” 

likely referred to those socially dominant men’s role and responsibility in exploitative, and 

often adulterous, male same-sex intercourse. 

This is supported by the rhetorical context of both vice lists. In 1 Corinthians 6, the purpose 

of the list is to illustrate Paul’s broader argument: that being Christian requires acting with 

justice (1 Corinthians 6:7-8). “Male-bedders” can only be regarded as acting unjustly if the 

reference is to the kind of male same-sex sexual activities most common in the Greco-Roman 

world of Paul’s time, which were exploitative [RR §5.4]. 

In 1 Timothy 1:10 the biblical author mentions “fornicators, male-bedders, slave-

traders…”. It has long been noted that the structure of the broader vice list of vv. 9-11 appears 

to mirror the Decalogue. If the reference to the Decalogue is intentional, it suggests that the 

author of 1 Timothy regarded “male-bedders” (together with “fornicators”) as representatives 

of adulterers, i.e., those acting against the seventh commandment. Therefore, the “male-

bedders” in view there are likely the active partners in male same-sex sexual intercourse who 

were ordinarily in heterosexual marriage but who, because of their dominant social position, 

could and did have sexual intercourse with male slaves or prostitutes on a regular basis. This 

is further supported by the fact that the term immediately following “male bedders” is “slave-

traders,” who were notoriously involved in the sex trade [RR §5.5]. 

In contrast, the Greek word “malakoi,” best translated as “effeminates,” was widely used 

and had a broad range of meanings denoting people with character traits regarded as womanly. 

It could be used to denote people who were “weak-willed” or “lacking self-restraint.” In the 

sexual domain, the word could refer to a “womanizer,” as well as a “pathic,” i.e., the passive 

partner in male same-sex intercourse. Modern translation of 1 Corinthians 6:9 often opt for this 

last meaning, which would make it the counterpart of “male-bedders.” That interpretive choice, 

however, is impossible to establish with certainty against possible alternatives. If correct, 

however, it could refer to those males, ordinarily younger and of a socially lower status such 

as slaves, who would sell sexual favours in exchange for money, patronage, or other social 

benefits. 
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Regardless of their exact translation, Paul’s condemnation of both “male-bedders” and of 

“effeminates” does not entail a condemnation of free, faithful, and lifelong male same-sex 

relationships. 

§3.3.7. Romans 1:26-27. These verses are generally regarded as the clearest condemnation of 

homosexual behaviour in the New Testament. They form part of a larger section, Romans 1:18-

2:11, in which Paul is building up an argument in support of his tenet that all have sinned, 

Gentiles as well as Jews. Recent research suggests verses 26-27 likely refer to a then well-

known “dual-judgment” apocalyptic rhetorical topos. It consisted of two examples from Jewish 

sacred history of human fallenness and divine judgments. 

 Verse 26 is likely a reference not to female homosexuality, but to the women who slept 

with angelic beings before the Flood (a literary tradition inspired by Genesis 6:1-4). 

 Verse 27 is likely a reference to the specific homosexual behaviour of the men of an-

cient Sodom (a literary tradition inspired by Genesis 18:16-19:29). 

To interpret Romans 1:27 as a universal condemnation of free, faithful, and lifelong male 

homosexual relationships is to read into the text something which it does not say. Such an 

interpretation would also be at odds with the tolerance of consensual homosexual behaviour 

implicit in the lack of such a condemnation anywhere else in the Bible [RR §§5.6-5.7]. 

§3.3.8. It is impossible to determine with absolute certainty whether Paul and the author of 1 

Timothy were referring to consensual or exploitative relationships in 1 Corinthians 6:9-10 and 

1 Timothy 1:9-10 respectively. The latter were by far the more widespread, and so the 

likelihood is that they are the object of the biblical author’s condemnation. Likewise, 

intertextual evidence suggests that Romans 1:26-27 is almost certainly a reference to a stock 

dual-judgment motif of apocalyptic rhetoric concerning the antediluvian women and Sodom’s 

men. 

In all three cases, the papal interpretation according to which Paul is offering a normative 

condemnation of non-abusive consensual homosexual behaviour is much more unlikely and, 

in any case, equally impossible to establish with absolute certainty. 

Such exegetical uncertainty necessarily carries on to any ethical or theological inference 

that may be drawn from those texts. If there is no certainty as to what kind of male homosexual 

acts Paul was referring to – whether consensual or abusive – it is likewise impossible to draw 

ethical norms from it: “Theological doctrines and ethical rules cannot be based on exegetical 

suppositions” [RR §5.8]. 

§3.3.9. Conclusion. The Bible contains no prohibition or condemnation of free, faithful, and 

lifelong same-sex relationships.  
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Martin Ebner, PhD Professor Emeritus of New Testament Exegesis, Depart-

ment of Catholic Theology, University of Bonn, Ger-

many. 

Brian P Flanagan, PhD Associate Professor of Theology, Marymount Univer-

sity, Arlington, Virginia, USA. 

Ivone Gebara, PhD Professor Emeritus of Philosophy and Systematic Theol-

ogy, Instituto de Teologia de Recife, Brasil. 

John F. Haught, PhD Distinguished Research Professor, Department of Theol-

ogy, Georgetown University, Washington DC, USA. 

Thomas Hieke, PhD Professor of Old Testament, Catholic Theological Fac-

ulty, University of Mainz, Germany. 

Natalia Imperatori-Lee, PhD Professor of Religious Studies, Manhattan College, New 

York, USA. 

John Inglis, PhD Professor of Philosophy, Cross-appointed to Religious 

Studies, University of Dayton, Dayton, Ohio, USA. 

Jan Jans, PhD Associate Professor Emeritus of Ethics, Tilburg Univer-

sity, Netherlands. 

Claudia Janssen, PhD Professor of New Testament and Theological Gender 

Studies, Kirchliche Hochschule Wuppertal/Bethel, Ger-

many. 

Jennifer W Knust, PhD Professor of Religious Studies, Trinity College of Arts 

& Science, Duke University, Durham, USA. 

Gerhard Kruip, PhD Professor of Christian Anthropology and Social Ethics, 

Johannes Gutenberg-Universität Mainz. 

Joachim Kügler, PhD Professor of New Testament Studies, University of 

Bamberg, Germany. 

Paul Lakeland, PhD Aloysius P. Kelley, S.J. Professor of Catholic Studies, 

Fairfield University, USA. 

Liza B Lamis, DMin Executive Secretary, International Fellowship of the 

Least Coin. 
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Bernhard Lang, PhD Professor Emeritus of Biblical Studies, University of Pa-

derborn, Germany. 

Arche L. Ligo, MA Prof. of Catechetics, Institute of Formation and Reli-

gious Studies, Quezon City, Philippines. 

John Mansford Prior, PhD Senior lecturer in inter-cultural theology, Ledalero Insti-

tute of Philosophy, Maumere, Flores, NTT, Indonesia. 

Moisés Mayordomo, PhD Professor of New Testament, Faculty of Theology, Uni-

versity of Basel, Switzerland. 

Mary McAleese, PhD Professor of Children, Law and Religion, University of 

Glasgow, UK; Chancellor, Trinity College, Dublin, Ire-

land. 

Marcus Mescher, PhD Associate Professor of Christian Ethics, Department of 

Theology, Xavier University, Cincinnati, Ohio, USA. 

Norbert Mette, PhD Professor Emeritus of Practical Theology, University of 

Dortmund, Germany. 

Jesús Peláez del Rosal, PhD Professor Emeritus of Greek Philology, University of 

Cordoba, Spain. 

Richard Penaskovic, PhD Professor Emeritus of Religious Studies at Auburn Uni-

versity, Auburn, Alabama, USA. 

Boris Repschinski SJ, PhD Professor of New Testament, Institute for Biblical Stud-

ies and Historical Theology, Department of Catholic 

Theology, University of Innsbruck, Austria. 

Susan K Roll, PhD Associate Professor (Emerita), Faculty of Theology, 

Saint Paul University, Ottawa, Canada. 

Susan A Ross, PhD Professor of Theology Emerita, Loyola University Chi-

cago, USA. 

Virginia Ryan, PhD Lecturer in Catholic Ethics, College of the Holy Cross, 

Worcester, Massachusetts, USA. 

Susanne Scholz, PhD Professor of Old Testament, Perkins School of Theol-

ogy, Southern Methodist University, Dallas, Texas, 

USA. 

Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, PhD Krister Stendahl Professor, Harvard Divinity School, 

Cambridge, Massachusetts, USA. 

Vincent M. Smiles, PhD Professor of Theology, College of St. Benedict & St. 

John’s University, Minnesota, USA. 

Johanna Stiebert, PhD Professor of Hebrew Bible, University of Leeds, UK. 

J. Milburn Thompson, Ph.D. Professor Emeritus of Theology, Bellarmine University, 

Louisville, Kentucky, USA. 

Terrence W. Tilley, PhD Professor Emeritus of Theology, Fordham University, 

USA. 

Claudete Beise Ulrich, PhD Professor of Public Theology and the Study of Religion, 

Faculdade Unida de Vitoria, Brazil. 

Jürgen Werbick, PhD Professor Emeritus of Fundamental Theology, Catholic 

Theological Faculty, University of Münster, Germany. 

Wolbert Werner, PhD Professor Emeritus of Catholic Theology, University of 

Salzburg, Germany. 

Aloys Wijngaards Jr., PhD Researcher in Theology, Ethics and Economics, Amster-

dam, the Netherlands. 
 

The list will be updated as new signatories will endorse the statement.  
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