
Simon Hedlund 1992-10-07

Biblical Exegesis D2GTs

One Year Master Thesis

Supervisor: Göran Eidevall

Examiner: Mikael Larsson

“You shall not lie with a male as with a woman; it is an abomination.” 
(Lev 18:22, 20:13)

 – Come again?

Department of Theology January 2016



Abstract

This paper investigates Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 from the perspective of the hermeneutical 

implications of their historical context appropriated into a modern contextual understanding and 

possible application. To do this, four prominent historical theories (relating the ban to procreation, 

idolatry, against nature/the order of creation, and Canaanite practices) of the origin of the verses, 

and the ban therein, are chosen to be analysed. The analysis will be based on a theoretical 

framework which is modelled to present a theory of how historical knowledge and its derived 

hermeneutical implications enables a dynamically equivalent cultural appropriation.

The investigation poses two questions – (1) what are the hermeneutical implications, and (2)

what might a dynamically equivalent cultural appropriation into a modern context look like? In 

answering these question, it is found that when understanding the historical context as giving clues 

to the cultural world of the author and first reader(s), the four theories produce different results, but 

in none of them is it said to be either impossible or always possible to apply the ban. Further, even 

the group of people that are concerned by the ban differs.

There is also a note of warning given, as these theories and others on the matter are very 

hard, if not impossible, to choose between, and therefore one has to motivate quite well why one 

selects one over the other in creating an interpretation and appropriation, since such a choice might, 

but should not, be more based on preference than on facts. 

Questions are in this paper sometimes posed but not answered, which runs in line with the 

overarching goal to rather draw some lines of interpretation than to hold an interpretation to be 

certain, while still exemplifying a transparent and theoretically well founded way to appropriate 

these verses.



Sammanfattning

Denna uppsats undersöker Leviticus 18:22 och 20:13 med fokus på den historiska kontextens 

hermeneutiska implikationer approprierade till en modern förståelse och eventuell applikation av 

verserna. För att göra detta kommer fyra vanligt förekommande historiska teorier till varför 

verserna med deras förbud finns (teorier som relaterar förbudet till fortplantning, avgudadyrkan, en 

handling mot naturen/skapelsens ordning, och kananeiska sedvänjor) analyseras. Analysen tar sin 

grund i ett teoretiskt ramverk som utformas för att visa hur en historisk kontext och dess 

hermeneutiska implikationer möjliggör en dynamiskt ekvivalent kulturell appropriering.

Uppsatsen ställer två frågor: (1) Vilka är de hermeneutiska implikationerna, och (2) hur 

skulle en dynamiskt ekvivalent kulturell appropriering till en modern kontext kunna se ut? Dessa 

frågor besvaras utifrån ett perspektiv på den historiska kontexten som bidragande till att förstå 

författarens (eller författarnas) och de första läsarnas kulturella värld, och de fyra teorierna 

producerar ganska olika resultat. Det kan dock sägas att i inget av fallen blir slutsatsen att förbudet 

inte går att använda, eller att det alltid kan användas. Vidare framgår det att till och med vilka som 

berörs av förbudet skiftar beroende på anledningen till att förbudet finns.

Ett varningens finger lyfts också för att påpeka att det är svårt, om inte omöjligt, att välja en 

av dessa teorier (eller de många andra som finns) som bättre. Därför måste sådana val, vilka sedan 

ligger till grund för tolkningar och tillämpningar, vara väl motiverade. Det finns annars en risk att 

sådana val kan ske mer baserat på preferens än fakta. 

Vidare ställs det frågor som inte alltid besvaras, vilket ligger i linje med viljan att snarare 

påvisa några tolkningsramar än att se en tolkning som korrekt, samtidigt som ett teoretiskt 

välgrundat och genomskinligt sätt att appropriera dessa verser exemplifieras.
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1. Introduction

Different times have different controversial issues. Different controversial issues in turn create an 

increased or decreased focus on, for example, specific texts. In later times, a discussion on 

homosexuality has been raised throughout different cultures in different parts of the world, and it is 

now a controversial matter – perhaps not to all, but surely to more than a few.1 In that discussion, 

the role of the Bible should not be underestimated since it has had a great impact on a lot of cultures

and their attitudes towards different forms of sexuality. One quite flagrant example from a modern 

Swedish context can be seen in the Pentecostal pastor Åke Green. He was charged with hate-speech

after claiming, among other things, that homosexuality was a “cancer to society” and that it would 

“tread the path towards sex with animals”. He based his opinions on reading Leviticus 18:22 and 

18:23 as a unit. He was freed from the charges, since the court could not determine if it was an 

example of hate speech instead of a legitimate interpretation of what he perceived as a holy text.2

The increased focus on homosexuality, then, has meant that verses in the Bible that are 

perceived as discussing homosexuality too have gained focus, and scholarly attention has naturally 

been paid to them. In this paper, I will look at two of those verses; Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13, and at

some of that scholarly attention. In trying to discern what they mean, scholars (as well as others) 

have turned to what the rationale for writing them might be – and they have reached a lot of 

different conclusions. Now, I do not intend to stop at just stating that there are different 

perspectives, and I will not try to give an answer as to which one is the correct rationale – given that

I have, by studying the subject for a few months, found 14 different rationales supported by 

different scholars – that would be a task all too big. Instead, I am interested in discerning what the 

historical context of the verses might do to the understanding and possible usage of them in our own

context. What do the verses say, if they are understood in relation to their own context and then 

appropriated to a modern world?

1 An increased interest noticed by, among others, Martti Nissinen, see Nissinen, Martti (1998). Homoeroticism in the 
biblical world: a historical perspective. Minneapolis, Minn.: Fortress Press pp. 1-2.

2 See the article of Inger Ljung, where she is critical of the interpretation of Green, and also of the court's willingness 
to find that one can talk about one biblical message - http://www.svd.se/som-ake-green-laser-bibeln seen 14/1-2016, 
and also https://www.advokatsamfundet.se/Advokaten/Tidningsnummer/2011/Nr-72011-Argang77/Fakta-Ake-
Green-malet/ (seen 14/1 2016) where the Swedish Bar Association comments on the verdict.
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1.1 The aim and problem of the study

In this study, I set out to explore possible contemporary cultural appropriations of Lev 18:22 and 

20:13, based on the historical reason(s) to why Lev. 18:22 and 20:13 were written and included in 

the Holiness Code (Leviticus 17-26): what are they bringing to the (unexpecting) interpreter, and 

how might that affect a modern understanding and usage of those verses? As there are so many 

different theories as to why they exist, and the aim is not to investigate which one might be right, I 

will use four (prominent) theories and focus on investigating some implications on a cultural 

appropriation based on which one of those four that is accepted. In this way, the paper will not 

address all relevant theories, but it might by example give a framework as to how other theories 

might be interpreted, understood, and applied; it might open some hermeneutic possibilities.

One aim of this study is to find a way to examine and discuss how we (can) create a 

contemporary appropriation from different hermeneutical implications, since this question is either 

not mentioned by scholars, or dealt with in a more or less passing note.3 I find such a treatment of 

the issue problematic, since it cannot be denied that exegetical studies are read and used not only in 

the academic world, but also within (for example) Christian congregations, who might wish to 

apply what they learn to their lives. Should not scholars, then, use the hermeneutical tools of literary

science and hermeneutical theory to at least give some suggestions of how such a process might be 

undertaken? I am by this statement not encouraging nor discouraging the use of Lev. 18:22 and 

20:13 in a modern context, but I am stating an awareness of the fact that they are used, and that as a 

scholar it might be relevant to address a usage from an academic perspective. Perhaps is this 

especially true with controversial verses like those in focus here. 

As stated, this paper hopes to, by example, show how one might take the result of historical-

critical scholars and appropriate it to our own context. The fact that the ban is old, or situated next 

to bans that are not used today, does not necessarily mean that it is useless –4 but perhaps we must 

understand it in our own context, as it was understood in a context also in ancient Israel.

This paper does not claim to have the only possible interpretations of the verses, set in a 

modern time. It would be impossible to examine all of the possible interpretations, given that one 

would have to see what is left to interpret when the text is filtered through other interpretations that 

3 I am not dealing with the ”should”-question, that is, if we should appropriate the verses, unless the question is raised
by one of the theories investigated. To start with answering if we should do that, would demand another paper, and it
would also raise questions that are perhaps more part of the philosophical than the exegetical field. Therefore, I will 
leave that issue and instead focus on what happens if we do appropriate the verses. For a discussion from a meta-
perspective on when appropriation is relevant or not, a good place to start could be Nissinen Homoeroticism pp. 
123-125.

4 A perspective more or less propagated by, for example, Jacob Milgrom, G Snyder, and K. Shaffer, see Milgrom, 
Jacob (2000). Leviticus 17-22: a new translation with introduction and commentary. New York: Doubleday p. 1750, 
and Snyder, G, & Shaffer, K 2009, 'Homosexuality', Brethren Life And Thought, 54, 3, pp. 47-53, here pp. 50-52. 
This paper will not come to the same conclusion.
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are considered authoritative by different communities – for example, does the Christian belief in 

Jesus affect the understanding and possible usage of the verses? Does a Lutheran understanding of 

the Law and the Gospel alter the possible interpretations? And how would the rest of the Tanak 

affect the interpretation?5 These are questions that will be left to the individual interpreter, and/or 

perhaps to other scholars (or a later paper of my own). What I hope to do is, instead, to show how 

one can go about interpreting old verses in a new context, without taking them straight out of their 

context in a belief that that will not change the meaning of it, and without resorting to simply 

declaring them not relevant. I want to draw some lines of interpretation, open some hermeneutic 

possibilities, well founded in a hermeneutic theory. I also hope to shed some light on how important

the process of cultural understanding and appropriation is, which in turn might shed some light on 

why scholars reach such different conclusions concerning the ban in Leviticus, their meaning(s) and

usage, and on male same-sex sexual acts – they might not be discussing based on the same 

assumptions.

1.2 Questions

 Which hermeneutical implications can be drawn from the suggested historical rationales 

behind Lev 18:22 and 20:13 that are investigated in this study?

 What could a dynamically equivalent cultural appropriation of Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 

look like, given the historical context of the verses and the hermeneutical implications of 

that context?

1.3 Structure of the paper

This paper will be divided into two main parts; background and analysis. The first part will start 

with a discussion on definitions of terms, and some information about the author. Such discussions 

are, I believe, important when writing any paper, but perhaps even more so in one where 

interpretation is highlighted in the way that is the case here, and where the subject might be 

considered quite controversial. It is easier for the reader to evaluate the paper if s/he has some 

information about the authors point of departure. Finally, the last part of part one will consist of a 

critical discussion of different historical rationales given by scholars as to why Lev. 18:22 and 20:13

exist. I will present some strengths and weaknesses in these hypotheses so that the reader will get a 

5 I will, in this paper, limit my material to include only the chapters of the verses, in order to make the study 
comprehensible.
The issue of other Biblical texts possibly being relevant, and possibly changing the interpretation, is highlighted by 
Nissinen (Homoeroticism pp. 126-127).
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picture of what we are discussing and what kind of Sitz im Leben they are suggesting, but I will not 

make a definitive case for one or the other.

The second part will consist of an attempt at utilizing the hermeneutical implications noted 

in part one to construct a dynamically equivalent cultural appropriation. The paper will then end 

with a summary and a discussion on implications of the paper.

1.4 Note on the author

Some months ago, I finished my one year master thesis in New Testament exegesis, writing about 

the translation and interpretation of arsenokoitai (ἀρσενοκοῖται) in First Corinthians 6:9. In doing 

so, it was impossible not to come across Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 and noticing the different 

interpretations made by different scholars. In that paper, I wrote a short segment on the implications

on a modern usage in taking the historical context of 1 Cor 6:9 seriously in a translation, and I 

found the possibility to do something similar with Lev. 18:22 and 20:13 tantalizing.

It should be made clear to the reader that I live in Sweden, has done so my entire life, and 

that I am studying to become a minister in the Church of Sweden. It is an Evangelical-Lutheran 

church and it decided  to allow same-sex marriages a few years ago. I support that decision, and it is

of great importance to me that the reader is aware of what might be a bias that I myself do not 

always detect in interpretation. However, I also want to point out that that opinion is not what led 

me to the subject of verses concerning same-sex relations in the Bible (although it surely might 

have increased my willingness to research the subject once the idea had formed). Instead, I came 

across the subject when attending a course last winter about women in the Bible. During that 

course, the problem of the translation of 1 Cor 6:9 was briefly mentioned, and it immediately struck

me as interesting. The study of that verse then, as noted, led me to the present paper. 

The reader should also note that the aim of this paper is not strictly to give a modern 

contextual understanding of the verses, but also to employ a theory for contextualizing ancient texts 

that still are found to have an impact on people. This means that one might not agree with my 

conclusions, but still have good use of seeing how and why they are reached.
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1.5 Definitions

In a paper about the ancient world, and perhaps especially about same-sex sexual acts in it, there is 

always the problem of terminology. What terms can be used without being too anachronistic, 

without applying a layer of later connotations and mental images to the reading, but also without 

using a language that does not resonate with our own time at all? Further, one has to recognize that 

words have different emotional connotations in different cultures,6 and therefore it might be 

hazardous to use a term like “homosexual”, which is (at least in Sweden) a word loaded with 

different emotional connotations that hardly are the same as those related to the word in the 19th 

century, and even less the same connotations as was connected to the phenomenon in the ancient 

world, where the word did not even exist.7 The term ”homosexual” would also risk including 

women in a ban that is aimed towards men and men alone. One could of course simply define the 

word for this paper, but I find that in reading a word, it is hard to exchange connotations that are 

firmly grounded within one's mind for a set of temporary new ones – the old connotations still 

linger in the background. In a time when what is written can spread and be quoted in ways and 

contexts the writer would not imagine, I also find it more advisable to use a term that at least carries

some form of problematization within it. Therefore, I find it worth to consider not using terms that 

are, in my understanding, too loaded with modern connotations. With such a background in mind, I 

choose to avoid the terms “homosexual” and “homosexuality” throughout this paper, unless they are

part of a quote. Instead I will use “same-sex sexual acts”, and the gender of the participants in those 

acts will be determined as “male” or “female”. I am aware that such a solution is not without its 

own problems – obviously I am running the risk of giving an appearance of a technical terminology 

which did not exist in the ancient Israel any more than “homosexuality” did. However, I still find 

that it is the best expression at hand to avoid, in my view, all too heavily loaded terms.8

“Israel” is also a term that might need some defining. It occurs in the chapters that includes 

our verses of focus, and we know that “Israel” might denote only the Northern Kingdom, with 

6 Nida, Eugene A. & Taber, Charles R. (1969). The theory and practice of translation. Leiden: Brill p. 95.
7 See the discussion in Wright, DF 1987, 'Translating arsenokoitai (1 Cor 6:9, 1 Tim 1:10)', Vigiliae Christianae, 41, 

4, pp. 396-398, here p. 396, and also Petersen, WL 1986, 'Can arsenokoitai be translated by "homosexuals" (1 Cor 
6:9, 1 Tim 1:10)', Vigiliae Christianae, 40, 2, pp. 187-191.

8 Another option could have been to use “homoerotic” in the sense that Anthony Heacock, with reference to Martti 
Nissinen and Paul D. Hardman, does (see Heacock, Anthony (2011). Jonathan loved David: manly love in the Bible 
and the hermeneutics of sex. Sheffield, England: Sheffield Phoenix Press p. 3 note 4, referring to Nissinen 
Homoeroticism p. 17 and Hardman, Paul D. (1993) Homoaffectionalism: Male Bonding from Gilgamesh to the 
Present San Fransisco: GLB Publishers p. V). His definition closely resembles the way I intend to use “same-sex 
sexual acts”. However, I find that “homoerotic” is also burdened with a lot of modern connotations that are hard to 
escape, and it might include both sexes if not clearly stated that it does not. Further, the plural “acts” has the 
opportunity to more directly convey the idea that what is discussed is not necessarily limited to one form of sexual 
act between men. On the referred to page in Homoeroticism, Nissinen also notes that “homoerotic” should not be 
used when discussing encounters of a less erotic nature, and for that suggests “homosociability”. He further chooses 
to use “homosexual” but define it as he understands it, a solution that I criticize above.
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“Judah” denoting the other, or both of them. It might also denote the chosen people (and “the 

chosen people” might denote quite different people, depending on who reads the text). Since I in 

this paper am using the historical research of others, and since I can not have a lengthy discussion 

on their usages of “Israel” every time it occurs, I will when necessary clarify how they are using it 

instead of giving a definition of my own here. In the same way, I will in my discussion on cultural 

appropriation take my point of departure in these historical rationales, and therefore use “Israel” as 

they are used in the related theory.

“A modern context” is an important term to this paper, as well as “cultural appropriation”. 

The latter will be discussed at length in “Theoretical framework and method” below, but “modern 

culture” must be defined here. As mentioned, I live in Sweden, but still it is hard to say that we have

only one modern culture within even a relatively small nation. However, I find that there is no 

perfect way to denote the context and culture that we are trying to appropriate the ban to, but still 

there is a context and culture since everyone is part of such. Therefore, “modern culture” will be 

something of a broad term, and perhaps it can be nothing else, that denotes a Westernized cultural 

sphere of which Sweden is part, mixed with the perspective of a young student of exegesis who is 

also a member of the largest Church denomination in Sweden. This broad character of a “modern 

context” is the exact reason to why I find it important to note my point of departure. However, I will

try to make the appropriation as universally valid as I can, from my perspective, and conduct the 

appropriation in a transparent fashion so as to give the reader a better opportunity to discern forms 

of cultural bias.  

I shall briefly mention that the reader might notice a tension between “the verses” and “the 

ban” - there are two verses, but I treat them as one ban. This is the stance taken (either explicitly or 

implicitly) by most of the scholars I will discuss, and it is also supported by Martti Nissinen who 

holds that “chapter 20 was probably formed on the basis of chapter 18” and that the second verse 

carries the same ban as the first. However, it has then been widened to clearly denote both of the 

participants in a sexual encounter, and it adds the capital punishment for it.9

The last term that needs defining is the quite central “hermeneutical implications”. This term

will denote those parts of the historical context of the passages that seem to have a clear impact on 

how they were understood in their original Sitz im Leben and that, from my point of view, seem 

foreign enough to be in need of being pointed out to a modern interpreter if a similar understanding 

is to be reached. As an example, we can take the simple phrase “the tree is green”. I would 

understand it as saying that the leaves of a certain tree are green. Let us say that the phrase is 

9 Nissinen Homoeroticism p. 37. See also Stewart, David Tabb 2006 ”Leviticus” in Guest, Deryn (red.) (2006). The 
queer Bible commentary. London: SCM Press pp. 77-104, here p. 96.
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written in a culture where the colour refers to the branches and the stem, and not the leaves. Then 

the hermeneutical implication that I need to be familiar with in order to attain a similar 

understanding is that in that context, “the colour of a tree is decided from its stem and branches”. I 

would then, of course, also need to know more precisely how “green” is understood, and so on.

It is of course impossible to point out all of the things in a text that effects understanding, 

but it might be possible to point out at least some of the more important points that differ between 

now and then. These points should then, in a dynamically equivalent cultural appropriation, have 

implications on how one understands the verses today – on one's hermeneutical process. Of course, 

the implications that I highlight will be based on a subjective reading from a specific culture, but 

since there is no way of reading from an objective point of view, I find that there is nothing to do 

about that except for stating an awareness of the problem.

2 Background

2.1 Theoretical framework and method10

What is the process of understanding, and how do we find, or create, meaning in a text? These 

questions are foundational in describing the hermeneutic perspective of this paper, and will be 

discussed here. On that foundation, we will build the theoretical framework and method of a 

cultural appropriation, which will then be the focus of the paper.

The process of understanding has been discussed by a number of scholars. One of the great 

thinkers of the area was Hans-Georg Gadamer. He described the process of understanding through a

hermeneutical circle (as did Friedrich Schleiermacher before him). The process, Gadamer held, 

begins in prejudice, which in encountering the text is affected and will bring knew perspectives to 

the reader. The pre-understanding of what the text was going to say (a pre-understanding that is 

always formed when reading) will be affected and evolved as we continue reading. To Gadamer, 

understanding always entails such a movement between the parts and the whole. He also found that 

all reading is interpretation, and all interpretation begins with prejudice. To just grasp a word is built

on prejudice, and this prejudice can either be productive (that is, enable understanding) or be 

harmful (that is, enable misunderstanding).11 Further, Gadamer moved the discussion on 

hermeneutics and understanding from the historicism and “understanding the author better than 

10 I want the reader to note that this theoretical discussion in no way can or will be exhaustive, nor does it claim to be –
it is a discussion with the aim to ground this paper in a transparent hermeneutical base.

11 Wallace, MI 1986, 'The world of the text: theological hermeneutics in the thought of Karl Barth and Paul Ricoeur', 
Union Seminary Quarterly Review, 41, 1, pp. 1-15 here p. 5.
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himself” of Friedrich Schleiermacher to a hermeneutics where the recognition of the text was 

important, as well as an awareness of the impossibility of escaping one's prejudices. The text was 

not simply a historical artefact, but it could tell us something new, and the reader was not a clean 

sheet and could never be.12

Gadamer is further well known for his discussion on historical horizons. A horizon, he says, 

is “all that can be seen from the specific vantage point”. There is both a historical horizon and a 

horizon of oneself, and these horizons should through the process of the hermeneutical circle come 

to move towards each other and ultimately fuse. The fused horizon is then the horizon of 

interpretation. Such a horizon is never completed or fulfilled, since the horizon of oneself is never 

static, and none of them can be fully grasped.13 Thereby, our interpretations are never complete, but 

they are still more than fact-claims of historicism.

I find the perspective of Gadamer to be fruitful in coming to terms with how we interpret 

and understand a text. Of course one can ask whether or not the prejudices are really prejudices, and

if they are as powerful as Gadamer seem to presuppose, if one is aware of them.14 However, I do not

find such critique to be all too severe, since I do not find that a prejudice necessarily has to be 

something the subject is unaware of, but something that can be understood more in terms of a pre-

knowledge. To state that prejudices we know to exist cease to be prejudices is also not without its 

own problems. Further, one can claim that the circle should be a spiral,15 and I have no objections to

that; either the circle is always expanding, as for Gadamer,16 or it is a spiral. Since I find myself 

mostly in agreement with the understanding of how understanding works outlined above, I will use 

it in building a theoretical framework and method. However, there is still the question of meaning, 

and we turn to that now.

The question of where to find the meaning of a text is not an easy one. The answer to that 

question will however unavoidably affect how we should understand a text – through the author, the

text, or the recipients? Or perhaps none of them? As a starting point, I will state that I hold there to 

be a meaning within a text. However, that meaning can never be fully reached or grasped, since we 

cannot have complete knowledge of the author, the text, or the recipients.17 Yet, it is dependant on 

those factors, and there are ways to come closer to the meaning in an interpretation. That can be 

12 Gadamer, Hans-Georg, Weinsheimer, Joel. & Marshall, Donald G. (2013). Truth and method. First paperback 
edition pp. 196-197, 276-277, 282-283, 289, 305, 369.

13 Thiselton, Anthony C. (2009). Hermeneutics: an introduction. Grand Rapids, Mich.: W.B. Eerdmans Pub. Co. pp. 
216, 219 and Gadamer Truth pp. 247, 312-317, 415.

14 A critique noted by Habermas, see Habermas, Jürgen, 1986 ”A review of Gadamer's truth and method” by Jürgen 
Habermas Ch.8  pp. 243-276 in Wachterhauser, Brice R. (red.) (1986). Hermeneutics and Modern Philosophy 
[Elektronisk resurs] pp. 268-269.

15 As Grant Osborne has, see Thiselton Hermeneutics p. 14.
16 Gadamer Truth p. 196.
17 In agreement with Schleiermacher, see Thiselton Hermeneutics p. 159.
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done, I hold, through finding a point of cultural and linguistic reference for our understanding. By 

doing so, we could minimize the problem of cultural and linguistic differences and changes. Paul 

Ricoeur has argued that in a speech event, language becomes active, it becomes discourse. In 

discourse, there is always a subject that speaks and there is always some point of reference that 

guides the interpretation and understanding of the discourse. That would also be needed in a text, 

but Ricoeur rightly points out that the natural point of reference of a speech event is lost in the case 

of a text since it is separated from its context. Thereby the text is more or less on its own.18 The 

problem that we face in Ricoeur is that when the text looses its context,  the meaning of it will be 

based on guessing and logical probability.19 Such problems, I believe, can be avoided if we find 

some other point of reference, a point of reference that could serve as a base from which we could 

attain a referential frame of meaning. I find that such a reference can be found, if we postulate a 

language agreement between the author and his or her first readers. There has been an attempt at 

construing something similar, by Saul Kripke, and I find that there is a lot of agreement between us.

To give an example: If I write “5+6=?” on a paper and hand it to my fellow students, I would 

probably attain the answer “11”. That can only happen (unless they are extremely good at guessing) 

if there is a mutual understanding of a normative meaning of the “5”, “+”, “6”, “=”, and “?” - and 

also of “11” for that matter. Such a mutual understanding is based on an agreement within a specific

context,20 which makes it possible to communicate some sort of meaning, and that is true also in a 

text. Surely  communication is never completely free from flaws, but that problem simply suggests 

that there is not always (perhaps almost never) an exact agreement. Yet, there is some sort of 

framework and without it, a dictionary or a book of arithmetic would for example not be possible 

since they are based on and carry normative claims of language.

From the above inferences about how we understand a text and how the meaning of that text

can be approached, it can be stated that what we read is often a text without a point of reference, but

to understand it, we have to read it through an awareness of the language agreement in which it was 

constructed. What exactly did the verb and the noun, these essential parts of meaning to Ricoeur, 

mean in the agreement?21 This awareness will be a point of reference, and supply us with a form of 

productive prejudice that we can bring to the hermeneutical process. The hermeneutical process 

should then carry us from interpretation to the point of application, or perhaps even better, to the 

18 Ricœur, Paul (1976). Interpretation theory: discourse and the surplus of meaning. Fort Worth, Tex.: Texas Christian 
Univ. Press pp. 9, 19-20, 35, and also 92 where he states that “The text – objectified and dehistoricized – becomes 
the necessary mediation between writer and reader.”

19 Ricoeur Interpretation pp. 78-80.
20 Miller, Alexander (1998). Philosophy of language. London: UCL Press pp. 153, 162. 165.
21 Ricoeur Interpretation p. 12.
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point of Ricoeur's appropriation.22 That is to say, the point where the text is integrated into our own 

world, with (as Gadamer might have said) its fact-claims being taken seriously enough to escape 

simple historicism and be considered recognizable. Understanding entails, also to Gadamer, 

application and “walking in someone else's shoes”.23

I hold that the form of appropriation just described can be more than a linguistic one, and 

this is were my foundation becomes a building. This paper is not interested in a purely linguistic 

appropriation, but in a cultural appropriation. All language is part of a culture, and culture can be 

expressed through what is being said. What I in this paper will try to examine is what is expressed 

through the verses from Leviticus if we appropriate them to render them present instead of 

historical artefacts. To express this idea, I will use the term “dynamically equivalent appropriation 

of a cultural phenomenon”, or shorter “dynamically equivalent cultural appropriation”. “Dynamic 

equivalent” is taken from Eugene A. Nida and his linguistic theory of an ideal translation as a 

“dynamic equivalence”; a translation that means the same thing to us today, and carries the same 

connotations, as the translation did to its first readers.24 However, as my focus is on cultural 

understanding and appropriation (as Ricoeur defines the term), I modify what is to be “translated” 

into something that should be “appropriated”, and the object to “cultural phenomenon”. The first 

questions in need of an answer are, then: What did the ban mean in its first cultural context? Why 

was it considered important to ban male same-sex sexual acts? These questions will however take 

us only to historicism, and they will be answered when describing theories of why the ban came 

into existence. Yet they are useful in helping us find the hermeneutical implications that is needed to

move us to appropriation. Then we will have to ask: What might a dynamically equivalent cultural 

appropriation of the ban (that is, the phenomenon) into our own context look like, one that is as 

close to that found in the first cultural understanding as possible? I here use the term “cultural 

understanding” to denote something that functions as the language agreement, but entails more than

just language; it entails the culture that is expressed through language.25 Everyone interprets through

prejudice, and prejudice is created, I believe, in and by an interpretive community.26 That 

community will instil cultural ideas, values, and norms into the interpreter, who will also create 

22 Appropriation was by Ricoeur understood as ”interpretation in the present” (Thiselton Hermeneutics p. 237) and to 
make something ”alien” into ”one's own” (Ricoeur Interpretation p. 43.

23 Gadamer Truth pp. 315, 318.
24 Nida The theory pp. 95, 200.
25 For the important connections between language and cultural understanding, see Nida The Theory p. 95 and  Meeks, 

Wayne A. (1983). The first urban Christians: the social world of the Apostle Paul. New Haven: Yale Univ. Press p. 
5.

26 For a discussion on the interpretive community, see Fish, Stanley Eugene (1980). Is there a text in this class?: the 
authority of interpretive communities. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press pp. 3, 14 and Layton, Richard A. 
”Interpretation in the early church” in Hendel, Ronald S. (red.) (2010). Reading Genesis: ten methods. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press pp. 136-156, here p. 143.
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some of his/her own. These expressions of culture will then be expressed through discourse, but 

also in reading and interpreting since they are, as mentioned, the prejudices one can never escape. If

we attain prejudices similar to those found in the cultural understanding of the original milieu of the

writers of Lev. 18:22 and 20:13, then what will our understanding of them look like when the verses

in this way are appropriated to make them our own?

The theoretical framework and method just outlined is by no means completely new. It has 

been described (more or less), as we shall see, in the field of semantics. However, the application to 

a cultural rather than a semantic phenomenon is to me unknown. In order to concisely demonstrate 

this new application, I will paraphrase Daniel and Aline Patte in describing their semantic 

appropriation of Matthew 15 and 16, and exchange their “semantic” for my “cultural”; “The 

cultural universe of the hermeneut and that of the text must be “compatible” with one another in 

order to be interrelated to form a complex cultural universe. In many cases […] this means that one 

of the two must be modified to match the other”. They go on to say that (again with “cultural” 

instead of “semantic”) “a hermeneutic can be viewed as legitimate only when it respects the 

integrity of the text's cultural universe” (italics original). Finally, they conclude (with my “culture” 

instead of “semantic”): “Thus, a legitimate hermeneutic demands that as hermeneuts we first 

appropriate for ourselves the text's cultural universe in such a way that this universe becomes part 

of the complex cultural universe presupposed in our new discourse.”27 In order to achieve this goal 

of appropriating for ourselves the cultural universe of the text, I find that we have to use the 

hermeneutical implications found in the historical rationales, since they are our only points of 

reference, and by them attain new, productive, prejudices.28

Some notes of the problems the outlined theory and method faces have to be discussed. First

of all, I will assume some form of first recipients that at least more or less correlates to the intended 

readers, since the cultural understanding that is presupposed have to be part of a mutual 

understanding between author and recipients. As Gadamer points out, it is hard to limit the circle of 

first readers.29 However, as these laws were written within a community, and in the form that we 

find them today they were also written at a specific time, I hold there to be both author(s) and first 

recipients, and these can be limited to the context in which the bans were written down.30

Another issue is the already mentioned impossibility of a complete historical horizon. This 

27 Patte, Daniel & Patte, Aline (1978). Structural exegesis: from theory to practice : exegesis of Mark 15 and 16 : 
hermeneutical implications. Philadelphia: Fortress p. 100

28 Nissinen (Homoeroticism p.126) says that ”The positive contribution of the Bible to modern discussion can be found
by examining and interpreting the biblical passages within their historical framework.” I agree, and the outlined 
theoretical framework and method has its aim set on enabling such an interpretation. 

29 Gadamer Truth p. 413
30 However, to perform such a limitation is hard in the case of the texts in focus, something we will discuss later.
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paper is limited by its own horizon, and its lack of a complete horizon of the text. Therefore, the 

cultural appropriation will never be completed. However, the process is still of importance, and 

perhaps the questions that will be asked are sometimes more important than the answers.31 The 

awareness that the interpretation can not be an ultimate one, a truth, prompts me to state that the 

conclusions of this paper are suggestions developed from a specific horizon, but the process is not 

necessarily bound by the same limitations.

 Finally, it should be noted that since there are such an abundance of theories on the origin of 

Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13, I will not construct new theories of my own, but instead take existing 

ones, represented by different scholars, as the foundation of the historical rationales to the ban. I am

not going to claim one of them as better, nor that they are better than other theories, but I will 

motivate why I choose them, and present both strengths and weaknesses. By this method, I am 

implicitly placing my own focus and contribution not on constructing a new suggestion of origin, or

on supporting one existing, but in the attempt to seriously investigate what the contextualizations 

might imply when culturally appropriated. I find that the scholars I have examined either has no 

discussion of implications at all, or more of a passing note on less than clear hermeneutical grounds.

That is where this paper aims its contribution.

2.2 Note on Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13

In this paragraph, I will undertake a short discussion on the literal translation of the two verses from

Leviticus. However, I will not deal with any form of historical rationales, since the theories 

concerning that will be discussed in the next paragraph.

Chapter 18 and chapter 20 of  Leviticus are found within the so called Holiness Code, 

stretching from chapter 17 to chapter 26.32 The laws in this code are in some instances dated to the 

time of the monarchy, but in the present form they seem to have been collected during or in the time

shortly after the exile,33 and they probably antedate the priestly writings, which is the other large 

source of material for Leviticus.34 These sources differ in their perspective on holiness, which then 

affects how they view God, the land, and the people. The Priestly source focuses on priestly and 

cultic matters, while the Holiness school ”has holiness as its central focus and relates it to God, 

31 On the importance of questions, see Gadamer Truth pp. 370-375.
32 Faley, Roland J. “Leviticus” in Brown, Raymond E., Fitzmyer, Joseph A. & Murphy, Roland E. (red.) (1995).The 

New Jerome Biblical commentary. Study hardback ed. London: Chapman pp. 61-79, here p. 61, states 17-26, as does
the heading of ch. 17 in Bibel 2000, while Milgrom Leviticus 17-22 p. 1319 states 17-27. I will accept the view of 
the two former, since verse 26:46 seems to suggest that the code ends there.

33 Faley Leviticus p. 61, Crompton, Louis (2003). Homosexuality & civilization. Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap p. 32, 
Nissinen Homoeroticism p. 37-38.

34 Wright, DP 1999, 'Holiness in Leviticus and Beyond: Differing Perspectives', Interpretation, 53, 4, pp. 351-364, 
here p. 351.
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humans, various places, objects, and time.”35 It is in this context that our verses are found, and it is 

this textual context that will be the focus here – leaving the possible textual development aside. This

decision is made since it would be impossible to, with certainty, establish a point in time where 

these laws were first thought of, and to what sort of society they were addressed. To place the 

starting point of interpretation in the final literary setting is the best way to attain any form of 

starting point at all.

Leviticus 18:22 reads (BHS 1997):

ה ז רכ רר ל אא תׁששֶאכ  בב -וֶאא-תת ש ר י אׁש בי כֶא שֶא ה  מׁש ב ר הׁשוא תועי . In the Septuagint (LXX) it is translated to ”καὶ μετὰ ἂρσενος 

οὐ κοιμηθήσῃ κοίτην γυναικός, βδέλυγμα γάρ έστιν”. Leviticus 20:13 reads mostly the same, but 

with a longer ending, including a death penalty:

ת וֶאאׁשיש  ב א-ת כ  ב שֶא ר יׁש ש-ת שו-אש ה ע ר ב ר ה תועי ש ר י אׁש בי כֶא שֶא ר מׁש ם, ז רכ ר נייה-ת תו ; שֶא ם מות יומ ר ם ב ר יה-ת מי דֶא  and in the LXX ”καὶ ὃς ἂν 

κοιμηθῇ μετὰ ἄρσενος κοίτην γυναικός, βδέλυγμα ἐποίησαν ἀμφότεροι· θανατούσθωσαν, ἔνοχοί 

εἰσιν”. The BHS 1997 mentions only one alternative reading to one of the verses, 20:13, with the 

suggestion to move ם נייה-ת  However, the textual support for that reading is scarce and .יומתו to after שֶא

the translations that I have examined, as well as the commentaries, have not used it, so therefore I 

will not further examine that alternative. I do not find that it would be of great impact to this study 

either. There are further two alternative readings in the LXX, where in 18:22 γυναικός (”woman” in

sing. gen.) could be read as γυναικείαν (as a woman) and in 20:13 where θανατούσθωσαν (they 

shall be killed) could be read as θανάτω (you shall die). Both alternatives have scarce support, and I

find both of them to be easier to explain as clarifying redactions than the other way around. 

Therefore I will use the texts as presented above.

The Masoretic version of Lev 18:22 translates ”and with a male you shall not lie the lying of

a woman, it is an abomination”, which is quite similar to the LXX, which can be translated into 

”and with a male you shall not lie a woman's bed, for it is an abomination”.36 The place of the lying 

seems to be more amplified in the Greek version, but it is not clear whether or not that changes the 

overall view of the message. One can however note that the verb used for ”lying” in Hebrew (ש רכ  בב) 

has more of an illicit nuance than the Greek word (κοιμάω).37 It is also worth noting that the 

Hebrew תעב (abomination) might have a wider range of meaning than the Greek ”βδέλυγμα”.38 

35 Wright Holiness p. 352.
36 The translation of the LXX κοίτην γυναικός as “a woman's bed” might appear overly literal, and perhaps it is. 

However, since it is hard to determine what the writer meant by such a phrase, I find it wise to not attempt another  
simplification or clarification (I have already made one in stating that the LXX carries the same meaning as the 
Hebrew text) which in the end might make the already hard-to-interpret expression even less clear.

37 Williams, William C. 1997 ”שכב" in VanGemeren, Willem A. (red.) (1997). New international dictionary of Old 
Testament theology and exegesis. Carlisle: Paternoster vol. 4 pp. 101-102, here p. 102, and Liddell, Henry George &
Scott, Robert (1968). A Greek-English lexicon. Revised Oxford: Clarendon p. 967.

38 Grisanti, Michael A. 1997 "תעב" in VanGemeren, Willem A. (red.) (1997). New international dictionary of Old 
Testament theology and exegesis. Carlisle: Paternoster vol. 4 pp. 314-318, here especially pp. 314-316, where he 
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The Masoretic version of Leviticus 20:13 reads, in English, ”and a man who lies with a male

the lying of a woman an abomination they have done, both; they both shall surely die, their blood is 

on them”, and the Greek version reads ”and whosoever lies with a man in the bed of a woman, they 

both do an abomination; they shall be killed, they are liable for the penalty.39” It is worth noting 

how, in both versions, there is an emphasis on ”both” - both the passive and the active shall be 

killed and it is all their own fault. It is a severe judgment, and it should be noted that it also seem to 

be quite a unique judgment it its historical context. All societies had rules regarding sex, both 

between male and female and between male and male (but not always official ones concerning 

female and female), but none seem to have propagated the death penalty for all sorts of male same 

sex sexual intercourse, no matter the social status or the role played in the intercourse.40 The fact 

that the ban seem to be so unique makes it even more intriguing to ask why such a severe 

punishment is ordered. Further, it is quite interesting that the object of the illicit sleeping is a 

“male”, not a “man” (ר  but that is, as we will see, not noted by the scholars I have ,(אׁשיש instead of ז רכ ר

examined, and therefore I will not investigate the implications of it further.

This paper will take the Hebrew text as its starting point, based mostly on the fact that 

scholars tend to use it in discussing these verses, and it is their theories that I am discussing. 

However, which version is chosen is not necessarily of great importance since, as we have seen, the 

texts are quite similar, and the investigation that is to be undertaken is not heavily affected by the 

peculiarities of the text as they are not noted by the scholars arguing for the theories of this paper, 

with the exception for the theory of idolatry (see 2.3.2 below) with the connotations of תעב 

(abomination, and also the Greek version: “βδέλυγμα”) and the reference to mlk in the Hebrew text 

of 18:21, missing in the Greek.

2.3 Earlier theories on the origin of Lev 18:22 and 20:13 (and their 

proposed hermeneutical implications)

In this paragraph, I will present four theories on why Lev. 18:22 and 20:13 were written, and I will 

motivate why I have chosen these four theories out of the (at least) fourteen that exist, because there

are enough theories about the origin of the verses to support at least two more studies of this sort. I 

states that the pentateucal ”occurrences of tôʻēbāh have the covenantal relationship between Israel and Yahweh as 
their backdrop” and that any participation in idolatry is classified as תעב, and Liddell & Scott A Greek-English 
lexicon p. 312.

39 For the translation of ἔνοχοί I have chosen to clarify what the guilt relates to in the sentence, a translation that is 
possible according to Liddell & Scott A Greek-English lexicon p. 572, and I believe that ”guilty” would suggest an 
unclarity that perhaps does not originate in the Greek text.

40 Crompton Homosexuality pp. 32, 112, Milgrom, Jacob Leviticus 17-22 p. 1566, Walsh, Jerome 2001 “Leviticus 
18:22 and 20:13: Who Is Doing What To Whom?” Journal of Biblical Literature, Vol 120, No 2 pp. 202-203.
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will present some critique against the four so that the reader might be helped in seeing both the 

advantages and the disadvantages that they possess, but I will not choose a favourite, as that is not 

within the scope of this essay. I will comment on the hermeneutical implications when they are 

mentioned by the scholars that I base the presentation on, and I will point out the implications that I 

find to be relevant for  a dynamically equivalent cultural appropriation.

Before presenting the theories, an overall note should be made, concerning the role of the 

temple, its relation to the ban, and the fact that it is not mentioned below. Ronald E. Long makes the

case that the bans in the Holiness Code are constructed within a “temple religion”, in which it was 

important to imitate the Divine that dwelled in the temple. He therefore holds that “the Levitical 

horror of homosexual sex loses its force outside the context of what I have called temple religion.” 

This aspect is not really dealt with by the examined scholars, so therefore it will not be part of the 

later construction of a cultural appropriation. However, what can be said here is that Long assumes 

a basis for banning male same-sex sexual acts which rests on an important assumption; male same-

sex sexual acts were seen as degrading and feminizing for a man to experience, and penetration was

seen as an act of “social topmanship”. Such inferences are true, I believe, of Greek and Roman 

cultures, but Long does not provide an unquestionable basis as to why it would be the case also in 

Israel. Further, such a rationale would not necessarily render the ban useless if there was no temple, 

as Long however seems to presuppose. The feminization, and what is described by Long almost as a

private act of war against another man, would according to him also be a risk of the national 

security in weakening the army.41 Such a problem does not necessarily disappear simply because the

temple does. 

Since the connection to temple religion is not clearly discussed by the scholars examined, 

and since the discussion of Long is not without its problems, I will leave the connection to the 

temple. However, the reader is free to keep it in mind since there is no guarantee that it is not 

relevant; it is just not possible to include in this paper given the scholars and theories chosen.42

41 Long, Ronald E. 2006 “Introduction: Disarming Biblically Based Gay-Bashing” in Guest, Deryn (red.) (2006). The 
queer Bible commentary. London: SCM Press pp. 1-20 pp. 3-7. The problem of not having a clear basis for 
assumptions about gender roles and sex is also seen in Nissinen, who holds that Israelite understanding of sex and 
sexuality was based on the masculine, active, and the feminine, passive. A man who were passive would have his 
honour disgraced (Nissinen Homoeroticism p. 44). That is an accurate description, I believe, of sexuality in the 
Greco-Roman world. The problem is that I can not find a clear motivation as to why the same was applicable in 
Israel, nor why the Israelites from that perspective would have reached such different conclusions as to how they 
should view male same-sex sexual acts than did the Greeks and Romans.

42 It would be interesting to pose the connection to the temple in relation to the statement in Leviticus 18:24-25, which 
says that the Canaanites were expulsed from the land because of the actions forbidden. The Canaanites did not have 
a temple where YHWH dwelled to relate to, but still they were punished for breaking them; does that affect the 
theory of a connection to “temple religion”?
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2.3.1 Procreation

The first theory to be presented is one that attributes the ban to the problem of procreation. If men 

are sleeping with men, there will be no children, and that is a problem. This suggestion is the most 

common in the sources that I have examined. To mention some of the proponents of the theory, it is 

worth noting Philo,43 Pesikta Zutarta,44 Sefer hachinuch,45 chief rabbi Jonathan Sacks,46 Jacob 

Milgrom,47 and David Biale.48 I choose to include this theory because of the large amount of 

supporters that it has, both ancient and modern, religious and scholarly, which would make it 

strange to not discuss it. However, I will not use them all in the construction of a historical horizon, 

but focus on the presentation of Milgrom and Biale, two contemporary scholars. I choose to do so 

since they seem to be making a conscious choice to explain the bans through their original context, 

something that is not clearly the case with, say, Philo or the Sefer Hachinuch. To study them would 

rather be of interest in order to find the contextual view of sexuality in their own time.

David Biale holds that the need for procreation was at the very heart of Israel, being a small 

and weak nation in the midst of greater ones. Early on he states that he has some serious doubts 

about whether the people of Canaan would have practised fertility rites that included ritual (male) 

prostitutes and that that could be the reason to such a strong condemnations as are found in 

Leviticus. Biale motivates his introductory comment on the centrality of procreation in ancient 

Israel by holding that the Canaanite goddess Asherah was transformed - “monotheized” - into El 

Shaddai, which he claims “meant something like the “God (El) with breasts” or the “God who 

suckles.””49 This leads him to the conclusion that the thing that unifies the prohibitions against 

incest, adultery, Molech-sacrifice, “homosexuality” (his choice of wording), and bestiality (all 

found surrounding the ban on male same-sex acts), is “that they are considered affronts to 

procreation, either because they are sterile (homosexuality and bestiality), produce illegitimate 

progeny (adultery, incest), destroy progeny (sacrifice to Molech), or represent rebellion against the 

source of one's own legitimacy (insulting one's parents).”50 

Milgrom shares Biale's hesitation as to the portrayal of the sexual conduct of the Canaanites,

and says that there is no extra-biblical material that supports that it was a nation of “sexual 

43 Philo Special Laws 3.37-42 and On Abraham 133-136.
44 Norman Lamm “Homosexualiy in Judaism.” in Encyclopaedia of Judaism [Elektronisk resurs]. (2005-) seen 18/11 

2015.
45 Sefer hachinuch  209-210.
46 Mark Solomon 1995 “A strange Conjunction” in Magonet, Jonathan (ed.) 1995 “Jewish Explorations of Sexuality” 

pp. 75-82, here p. 78.
47 Milgrom Leviticus 17-22 p. 1567.
48 Biale, David (1997). Eros and the Jews: from Biblical Israel to contemporary America. Berkeley: University of 

California Press pp. 12-29.
49 Biale Eros pp. 12, 26, 27.
50 Biale Eros p. 29.
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immorality”. Rather, such claims are made to paint a negative picture of the Canaanites so that the 

Israelites will know that sexual immorality leads to expulsion from the land, or perhaps to 

stigmatize the enemy. He states that the problem started with the will to increase birth rates, since 

onanism and interrupted coitus was not forbidden as long as the couple still reproduced itself 

(referring here to  m. Yeb 6:6 and t. Yeb 8:4). While Milgrom rejects the theory that wasting semen 

would be the issue, he seems to have a hard time abandoning the theory completely when it comes 

to explaining why female same-sex sexual acts are not forbidden. However, that does not seem to 

effect his view on the existing ban.51 Milgrom goes on to draw some conclusions for what he calls 

“homosexual men of today” from his contextualization, some hermeneutical implications if you 

will. First of all, he concludes that the ban does not carry any weight for non-Jews living outside of 

the geographical boundaries of ancient Israel, because of verse 18:26. He then goes on to say that, 

given the focus on procreation, “male homosexual Jews”, or immigrants to the area of the biblical 

Israel, who adopt children “do not violate the intent of the prohibition.”52 Further, he holds that “as 

the lyings down of a woman” is a technical term denoting anal penetration, thereby referring to 

“illicit carnal relations”, which makes it related to the rest of the sexual bans in the chapters. That 

inference is the basis for Milgrom's suggestion that the literal meaning would be: “Do not have sex 

with a male with whose widow sex is forbidden.”53 He also supports the idea that it is hard, or 

perhaps even impossible, to use some of the laws in these chapters and therefore it is not clear 

whether the law in 18:22 and 20:13 should be used at all.54

Milgrom is one of few who, in such a clear manner, tries to draw some hermeneutical 

implications from the theory he presents. However, I have a hard time following his reasoning. If a 

Jewish same-sex male couple adopts children, have they then procreated? In the modern world, one 

might say yes, but I doubt that it would be valid to presume that the ancient Israelites held such a 

non-biological view on procreation, given that it was a question of national security to become more

numerous (unless perhaps if the adoption was made from another country). There also seems to be 

some tension between the implications mentioned and the possibility of the ban being completely 

outdated with the rest of the bans surrounding it. 

I find that there is a problem with Milgrom's discussion on the boundaries of the legitimacy 

of the law in relation to the rest of the sexual bans in Leviticus 18 and 20 in that it seems to 

51 Milgrom Leviticus 17-22 pp. 1520, 1566, 1567-1568, 1750.
52 Milgrom  Leviticus 17-22 p. 1568.
53 A similar interpretation can be found in Stewart Leviticus p. 98, where Stewart states that the ban is an incest ban, 

expanding the incest bans of chapter 18 to not only women but also men. However, since Milgrom's main thesis is 
not based on such a reading, and since Stewart is proposing a theory that is quite unusual, I will not within the 
framework of this paper investigate his thesis any further.

54 Milgrom  Leviticus 17-22 pp. 1569, 1750.
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contradict his own conclusion, reached just one page earlier. If male same-sex sexual acts were 

forbidden because of a will to increase birth rates, why would the ban only stretch to those “with 

whose widow sex is forbidden”? Further, as always when one reads something that is not explicitly 

stated – why should we assume such a meaning at all? Milgrom's discussion of “as the lyings down 

of a woman” do not convince me that just because it is illicit sex, as the rest of the forbidden forms 

of sex, it should be seen as including the same potential partners. In all fairness, Milgrom does not 

push the thesis that hard either, only saying that the thesis “may be plausibly suggested”.55 

Before we turn to strengths and weaknesses of the theory, I want to point out that there 

seems to be an implicit assumption suggested by the theory: If a man had sex with a man, it would 

be instead of having sex with a woman, and to have sex with a man instead of a woman was a 

voluntary choice that jeopardized procreation.56

There are certainly some strengths to this theory. It has been proposed by people all the way 

back to, at least, Philo, and it has wide support today. It also seems plausible that a small nation 

would be in need of increasing birth rates, given the fact that the nations around Israel were so 

much bigger. The experience of the fall of both Israel and Judah could have enhanced such a 

conviction. 

However, there are also some weaknesses. As mentioned earlier, the ban found in the book 

of Leviticus is more severe than any other known law from the ancient Near East – no other culture 

is known to have shared the death penalty for male same-sex sexual acts no matter the status or 

activities of those involved. Why would Israel be the only country to see the need for procreation, 

when there were other small nations as well? Further, it does not make sense that if all of the sins 

surrounding these verses were related to procreation, why there is different punishments to the 

offences.57 One could imagine a view of different levels of severity related to the bans, but that 

would be an assumption that is not founded within the text itself, and such assumptions are always 

questionable. It is also relevant to ask if it really is certain that the Israelites found it impossible for 

a man who had sex with a man to have sex with a woman as well, a foundational assumption to this 

theory. Finally, is is interesting to note how Milgrom uses 18:26 to prove that the ban is only 

legitimate to Jews and people living in the area of the biblical Israel, while Louis Crompton utilizes 

it to prove the exact opposite – that the ban is a Noachidic one that applies to all nations of the 

earth.58

55 Milgrom  Leviticus 17-22 p. 1569.
56 The aspect of sexuality being considered a voluntary choice in ancient Israel is supported by Nissinen 

Homoeroticism p. 129.
57 For example, if a man has sex with his sister, they shall be cast out of from the people, but if a man has sex with a 

man, they shall die.
58 Crompton Homosexuality p. 33.
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I find that the most important hermeneutical implications to draw from this theory is the 

understanding of procreation as foundational to national security, and an understanding of sexuality 

as a matter of a male choosing to exclusively have intercourse with either women or men.

2.3.2 Idolatry

The second theory relates the ban to idolatry. This theory is interesting to note because it, as the 

previous one, seems to have some ancient support ( for example Eusebius Preparations for the 

gospel 4:16, the Apostolic Constitution 2859) and because the textual context (as we will see) might 

suggest such an interpretation. It is represented by, among others, John Boswell, Norman H. Snaith, 

and in later years (cautiously) by Byrne Fone. The theory rests on two main pillars – the connection 

between 18:22 and the verse preceding it, in which the mlk sacrifice is mentioned (often seen and 

translated as sacrificing to Molech/Moloch), and by the meaning of תועבה (tôʻēbāh). Snaith 

summarizes the two arguments quite well by stating that the word tôʻēbāh “has to do with 

idolatrous actions, actions connected with the cult of other gods. This links up with the previous 

verse if we see there a reference to children dedicated to temple prostitution. Thus homosexuality 

here is condemned on account of its association with idolatry.”60 Boswell supports that concluding 

inference and argues that the word is clearly used about male temple prostitution (qâdêsh – ש ש די  in (ק ר

1 Kings 14:24. Further, in Lev 19:29, a different word (ז רנ רה ) is used for ”normal” prostitution. 

Tôʻēbāh is instead, according to Boswell, often to be equated with “idol”. He finds support for such 

an inference also in the LXX translation, where (as we have seen) βδέλυγμα is used to translate 

tôʻēbāh – the word ἀνομία is not used, a word that often refer to justice and law instead of 

”infringements of ritual purity or monotheistic worship” - which is connected to βδέλυγμα.61 

Finally, he also states that the cryptic phrasing in both of the bans, which he translates ”thou shalt 

not lie with mankind, as with womankind”, combined with the use of tôʻēbāh might suggest that it 

was only temple prostitution that was forbidden by this ban. The point of banning such acts was, 

according to Boswell, to show the distinctiveness of Israel against the other nations.62 This 

argumentation should, I believe, be understood in light of the theory that male same-sex sexual acts 

occurred in a ritual setting in surrounding Near Eastern cultures, and that Israelite and Judaean 

59 References from Boswell, John (1980). 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. pp. 
102-103.

60 Snaith, Norman H. (red.) (1967). Leviticus and Numbers. London: Nelson p. 126.
61 Boswell Christianity pp. 100-101 The connection between tôʻēbāh and idol or idolatry is supported by Fone, who 

also holds that ritual same-sex prostitution did occur in the surroundings of Israel – see Fone, Byrne R. S. 
(2001[2000]). Homophobia: a history. 1st Picador USA ed. New York: Picador USA pp. 83-84. These conclusions 
hightens the plausibility of the suggestion that idolatry is the problem addressed here.

62 Boswell Christianity p. 101.
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kings tried to get rid of such practices from the temple in Jerusalem.63

There is, it seems, a slight disagreement between Snaith and Boswell in the interpretation of 

the sacrifice to Molech. Snaith, as seen in the quote, equates it with giving up children to becoming 

temple prostitutes.64 Boswell on the other hand mentions the walking through fire to Molech in 2 

Kings 16:3 – that is (probably) killing children as a sacrifice to Molech. In both instances, however, 

there is a clear connection to idolatry.

There are some noteworthy strengths to this theory. It clearly relates to the immediate textual

context, and it attempts to understand the verses from Leviticus by using a close analysis of the 

words used, as well as taking the surrounding context of the society into consideration. Further, it 

relates to the later reception by invoking the LXX as support, and it has some supporters in the 

(quite) early history of reception. It also relates to the ancient context in referring to practices of 

surrounding cultures. However, of course, there are also flaws. Since the theory is first and foremost

based on two assumptions (the connection to the preceding verse and the meaning of tôʻēbāh), these

are the assumptions I will primarily present some critique of.

The mlk sacrifice is a heavily disputed subject. The supporters of the idolatry-theory seem to

assume that mlk is the name of a deity who receives sacrifices, perhaps human, or who receives 

temple prostitutes. However, it can also be argued that mlk is a type of sacrifice, which would make 

it possible to suggest (based on, among other verses, Exodus 13:1 and Ezekiel 20:25-26) that the 

mlk sacrifice was given to YHWH and not to an idol.65 If that is the case, 18:21 would not 

necessarily discuss idolatry.66

When it comes to the use of  tôʻēbāh, the clear connection to temple prostitution can be 

called into question. Saul M. Olyan has done so, and stated that the word is not in any way 

restricted to either non-Yahwistic cults, or to cultic practices at all. He also holds that the 

understanding of ק רדישש as ”temple prostitute” is far from clear, since it has been called into question 

more than once, and suggestions of the meaning of the word include ”temple singer” - which could 

undermine Boswell's connection of tôʻēbāh and the temple cult through 1 Kings 14:24.67 
63 See Fone Homophobia p. 83 and 1 Kings 13:23, 15:12-23.
64 Something he argues for in his short article Snaith, N 1966, 'Cult of Molech', Vetus Testamentum, 16, 1, pp. 123-124.
65 For support of the theory of mlk as a type of sacrifice, see for example Smith, Mark S. (2002). The early history of 

God: Yahweh and the other deities in ancient Israel. 2nd ed. Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans Pub. Co. 
and Bauks, Michaela 2007 ”Theological implications of child sacrifice” in Finsterbusch, Karin, Lange, Armin & 
Römheld, Diethard (red.) (2007). Human sacrifice in Jewish and Christian tradition. Leiden: Brill, pp. 65-86.

66 Note also the LXX 18:21a – καὶ ἀπὸ τοῦ σπέρματός σου οὐ δώσεις λατρεύειν ἂρχοντι – Molech is not mentioned at 
all, but some ”ruler” that one should not give one's children up to serve.

67 Olyan, Saul M. (1994) “"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(1994):2 pp. 179-206, here pp. 182, 
199. See also the critique of this theory in Nissinen Homoeroticism p. 39-40, where he says that ”the idea of sacred 
prostitution has been invalidated also because the term reflects post-Victorian attitudes towards sexuality, represents 
patriarchal power of definition, and stimulates anachronistic perceptions.” He also calls the understanding of ש ש די   ק ר
into questioning.
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Finally, a short comment on the use of the surrounding cultures – to state that simply 

because the practice occurred in other cultures in reverence to other gods, does not necessarily 

explain why it could not occur in reverence of YHWH – sacrificing animals was probably not an 

exclusively Israelite custom, but yet it was often condoned and encouraged.

The most noteworthy hermeneutical implications of this theory would be the will and need 

to portray a distinctiveness from other nations by banning male same-sex sexual acts, since they 

were connected to the worship of other gods that YHWH both within and outside the ancient nation 

of Israel – that is, to the authors of the verses, connected to idolatry. The connection to a cultic 

environment and temple prostitution should also be noted.

2.3.3 The order of creation/nature

The next theory concerns the view that the ban exists because what is banned was believed to 

disturb the order of creation or be against nature.68 This theory I find important to address because 

(apart from its scholarly support) in my experience it is not unusual to hear people express such 

views about different forms of homosexuality seen today in countries around the world. In recent 

years Sweden has also experienced how such views are represented within the parliamentary 

system.69 Therefore this theory has some clear contemporary connections, which could make it 

interesting to look at the hermeneutical implications later on.

Not being a biblical scholar in the contemporary sense of the word, Rabbi Barukh Halevi 

Epstein wrote in the first half of the 20th century that “homosexuality” was against nature because 

the genitals of men and women obviously were created for “straight” sex – penis to vagina.70 

Turning to modern scholarship, we find Tikva Frymer-Kensky arguing in a way that seems to be, in 

part, based on that very dichotomy between the genitals of men and women being valid for the 

ancient Israelites. When a penis of any sort (animal or human) enters into someone else, she holds 

that a union was seen to be created (probably going back to Gen 2:24), and such a union of any sort 

other than that between a male and a female of the same species was considered dangerous in that it

would disturb the order of creation. To disturb that order could in turn be a way of heading back 

towards chaos in the universe, where the lines between order and chaos were blurred on non-

existent. The problem of blurred lines that goes against the order of creation is also seen in, for 

68 One should note that there might be a slight difference between “unnatural” and “against the order of creation”. 
However, I find them to be similar enough when it comes to their motivations, so they can be addressed together.

69 The now second vice Speaker of the Swedish parliament, Björn Söder, wrote about the unnaturalness of 
homosexuality in 2007, and one of his party colleagues did so in even harsher words in 2012, see 
http://www.aftonbladet.se/nyheter/article11181143.ab and http://www.svd.se/sd-politiker-homosexualitet-ar-
orent/om/sverige for articles on the subject (both viewed 26/11-2015).

70 Solomon A strange conjunction p. 77.
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example, the ban to intermingle with animals – such a behaviour would blur the line between 

human and beast. However, female same-sex sexual acts were not forbidden since no union could 

occur between them.71 We find Herman C. Waetjen close to the same conclusion in stating that the 

ban exists because same-sex sexual acts (he seems to not differentiate between male with male and 

female with female here) were considered as going against “the integrity” of the “primordially 

established differentiation of male and female”.72 Further, Erhard S. Gerstenberger simply states that

the ban probably originated from the fear of what was seen as unnatural. He then adds that there 

might have been a form of “dämonistische Ängste”, a demonic fear, since the intermingling of 

different sorts of anything was a problem (a conclusion based on Lev 19:19) – it would entail a 

mixing of opposing powers. Also worth noting is the argument that the severe condemning phrase, 

which he translates into “Ein Greuel ist es”, shows that it was not bound by clan boundaries but 

meant complete social expulsion of the person who committed such acts.73 

As in the case of the other theories, there are some strengths also to this. It tries to situate the

ban in its original world of thought, and it does not counter the same issues as some other theories 

when it comes to explaining that there is no ban on female same-sex sexual acts but only male. It 

also seems to touch on an argument that is not foreign in our own time. Perhaps it could be said that

it finds support in the argument that humans have a tendency to chastise what is seen as different 

(which same-sex sexual acts often seems to be, in some way or another), and sometimes it is 

condemned by using words like “unnatural” or “against creation” - the fact that it is not a part of the

sexuality of the majority (the “natural” sexuality when the majority decides) would imply that the 

“different” always runs a risk of being condemned as unnatural.

There are however also some weaknesses to be noted. First of all, Mark Solomon has shown

that at least the Talmud permits (though not happily) anal intercourse between man and wife (B. T. 

Nedarim 20b), which would make the focus on a penis and a vagina hard to hold on to.74 One of the 

other main problems that I see is that the theory is based on a modern understanding of how 

sexuality was constructed in the ancient world. Waetjen holds that in the ancient Israel, physiology 

established gender identity.75 However, I find that to be a far from clear case. If we turn to the 

Graeco-Roman world, we will find a sexuality that was based on one's place in the social hierarchy, 

71 Frymer-Kensky, Tikva “Sex and sexuality” in Herion, Gary A., Beck, Astrid B. & Freedman, David Noel (red.) 
(1992). The Anchor Bible dictionary. Vol. 5, O-Sh. New York: Doubleday pp 1144-1146, here p. 1145.

72 Waetjen, Herman C. “Same-sex Sexual relations in Antiquity and sexuality and sexual identity in contemporary 
American society” in Brawley, Robert L. (red.) (1996). Biblical ethics & homosexuality: listening to scripture. 1. ed.
Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox Press pp. 103-116, here p. 105.

73 Gerstenberger, Erhard S. (red.) (1993). Das Alte Testament deutsch: neues Göttinger Bibelwerk. Teilbd 6, Das dritte 
Buch Mose : Leviticus. 6., völlig neubearb. Aufl., (1. Aufl. dieser Bearb.) Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht p. 
232.

74 Solomon A strange p. 77. See also Long Introduction p. 5
75 Waetjen Same-sex p. 105.
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what one did in the bedroom, and how one was perceived in public. Sexuality was more of a 

spectrum than a completely separated dichotomy.76 It can not be ruled out that such a perspective is 

relevant to apply to ancient Israel since, as Rodney Mariner holds (see also under rubric 2.3 above), 

a man could possibly feminize another man by raping him –77 there might then be a feminizing 

element in male on male sex, which might argue against the dichotomy view. Further, I find that 

there is a basic assumption that is fundamental to the theory, although it is not motivated – why 

would male same-sex sexual acts be seen as unnatural or against the order of creation when it has 

not been seen as such in all cultures during all times? There must be some reason as to why a 

country or a culture would hold such a view on nature and creation. To hold that it was seen as an 

intermingling, just as one could not intermingle different fabrics as one wished, still does not 

answer the question of why it was seen as a strange form of intermingling that needed to be 

controlled in the first place.

Important hermeneutical implications from this theory would be the idea that the only 

natural sex is that of a human penis entering a human vagina, and other sorts of sex might blur 

important lines that differentiate between men and women. That sort of blurring would in turn risk 

sending the creation into a state of primordial chaos, which implies that “properly” conducted 

sexual acts are one of the fundamental acts that maintains a universal order.. 

2.3.4 Canaanite custom

The last theory to be noted is one that is not heavily supported in the scholars that I have examined, 

but on the other hand, it might find support in the text in the Holiness Code itself, and therefore it 

merits being presented and examined as well. This theory states that male same-sex sexual 

intercourse was banned because it was seen as a Canaanite custom. Such a theory finds support in 

Lev 18:3 and 18:24, verses that sums up the offences by stating that such offences were undertaken 

by the people that lived in the Holy Land before the Israelites, and therefore they were cast out 

(18:28). Further, there is also some support in the scholarly world. Roland J. Faley has no 

objections to the statement that such practices as mentioned in the chapters did occur in Canaan, 

and he also seems to hold that Egypt is only mentioned to lend authority to the text by situating it in

a historical past – but Canaan and Canaanite practices are the real focus.78 David F. Greenberg 

76 Hedlund, Simon 2015 ““The Kingdom of God cannot be inherited by arsenokoitai!” - who are they and why is Paul 
condemning them?” One year master thesis, University of Uppsala, pp. 20, 25-27 and Nissinen Homoeroticism pp. 
15, 44.

77 Mariner, Rodney “The Jewish Homosexual” in Magonet, Jonathan (ed.) (1995). Jewish explorations of sexuality. 
Providence, RI: Berghahn pp. 83-93, here p. 87.

78 Faley Leviticus p. 73.
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argues that with the evidence that we have from the Near East “it can be safely concluded that anal 

intercourse formed a part of goddess worship from very early times throughout the Near East, with 

the possible exception of pharaonic Egypt.” Noteworthy is the exception also here of Egypt. 

Greenberg finds it plausible that such a practice was imported to ancient Israel, since there was an 

extended and durative contact between the Near Eastern kingdoms during this time. Herein lies also

an explanation as to why female same-sex sexual acts are not condemned – there was no “analogous

lesbian cult”.79 

There are some strengths also to this theory. First of all, I find that it should be considered a 

strength that it picks up on the reason given in the most ancient source we have as to why the ban 

exists – the book of Leviticus itself. Instead of simply presuming that the book is not giving the 

honest and only reason, the assumption that it is could be argued as also plausible. Further, the 

theory tries to take the context of the Near Eastern ancient world seriously through a 

contextualization that makes use of evidence from the surrounding cultures. It would indeed be 

strange if Israel was the only country in the region not affected by a custom that was found in all of 

the surrounding nations.

On the side of weaknesses, however, it could be argued that it is not impossible that Israel 

was unique, since the harshness of the ban seems to be just that. Further, it is problematic that the 

theory seems to presuppose a unique status of Israel in that it is said to have imported the custom of 

cultic male prostitution, that involved male anal sex, because of foreign influences. What evidence 

is there that such a practice did not originate within Israel itself? Last but not least, the theory does 

not answer why this, or these, particular custom(s) should be condemned. Even if they were 

condemned because of their Canaanite origin – were all customs from Canaan condemned? Doubt 

has also been raised (as mentioned earlier, see under 2.3.180) as to whether it was as common as the 

theory presupposes in the surrounding world with male same-sex cultic prostitution.

The hermeneutical implications to be noted here are mainly two; (1) that male same-sex 

sexual acts were seen as a reason to why the Canaanites were not allowed to stay in the land, and 

thereby an implicit threat to the possibility to do so for the Israelites, and (2) that such acts also 

were connected to goddess worship.

As all of the theories now have been presented, we will turn to a discussion on 

hermeneutical implications. As we have seen, it is something that has not been noted by most 

scholars – they have often settled with trying to reconstructing the past, without trying to draw the 

hermeneutical implications that their theories could have for the interpreter of today.

79 Greenberg, David F. (1988). The construction of homosexuality. Chicago: University of Chicago Press p. 99.
80 See also Nissinen Homoeroticism p. 42.
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3. Analysis

In this paragraph, I will point out some effects that an acceptance of the individual theories might 

have on our understanding of Lev. 18:22 and 20:13, and attempt to construe what a dynamically 

equivalent cultural appropriation of them might look like. That will be based on the hermeneutical 

implications that have been pointed out, implications that will also be reiterated in short as an 

introduction to the discussion of the theories. The discussion will be ordered in the same way as the 

theories were presented above.

3.1 Procreation

Hermeneutical implications: the understanding of procreation as foundational to national security, 

and the understanding of sexuality as a matter of a male choosing to exclusively have intercourse 

with either women or men.

We are faced with what appears to be a language of desperation – the nation has to be able to

defend itself, and male same-sex sexual acts are perceived as a threat against national security. This 

perspective would make it logical to assume that male same-sex sexual acts were only banned 

within the nation of Israel, because Israel would not have anything to lose if other nations 

experienced a decrease in population growth. Such an inference would suggest that the conclusion 

reached by Milgrom would be correct – the ban was only applicable within the nation of Israel. 

However, that does not mean that it is only applicable within those boundaries today. Since the 

motivation to the ban was founded in a fear of other nations, it would mean that the nation of Israel, 

no matter its boundaries, would have part of the ban, since it is hard to see that the ancient people of

Israel would have seen any possible conquests of land as not concerned by the ban. If the people 

could be part of the nation's army, it was important that they reproduced so that they could defend 

the country. Now, one has to ask what was meant by “Israel” in the time of the ban. Was it the 

geographical location, and only that, or the people? The answer will have a profound effect on what 

the ban tells us today, since Judaism is not the only religion which claims heritage of the covenant, 

or to be the “real” Israel.81 Since it is hard to give a certain dating to when the ban came into 

existence, and since it is hard to know the view of the final writers, I find it difficult to attain a 

conclusive view of the opinions they held on this issue. However, I would suggest that we, in 

81 See for example Schnabel, EJ 2002, 'Israel, the people of God, and the nations', Journal Of The Evangelical 
Theological Society, 45, 1, pp. 35-57, here pp. 45-47, and the discussion on how the acts of Jesus created a new 
people of the covenant, not based on lineage, and also Vlach, MJ 2012, 'What does Christ as 'true Israel' mean for 
the nation Israel?: a critique of the non-dispensational understanding', The Master's Seminary Journal, 23, 1, pp. 43-
54 p. 43, where Vlach discusses the view of non-dispentionalists and Christ as the “true Israel”.
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relation to this theory, consider the “Israel” of Leviticus 18 and 20 as a geographical location. This 

suggestion is partly based on the fact that the chapters seem to have quite a focus on the land, on 

people sojourning within the boundaries, and there is no discussion of Jews living in the diaspora. 

However, specific to this theory we have the (to me) decisive argument that it was only within the 

boundaries of Israel that reproduction was needed – if people worshipping YHWH and being 

circumcised were to procreate in, say, Assyria, it would not help the national security of Israel. Even

if we were to assume a wider motivation, like the will to increase the population in order to grow 

the economy, the result would be the same – a child not living in Israel would not help Israel – 

perhaps even the opposite. Therefore, if procreation is the motivation to the ban, it probably had a 

focus on the geographical location because of the security and welfare of the nation.

So how do we translate this into our own time? First of all, given that the ban was 

understood as directed to the geographical nation of Israel, with the people living there at that time, 

we must consider who it applies to today. The problem is that it is impossible to claim that any 

nation of today is the same as the ancient Israel, since such a statement would have the implication 

that one nation or one people was a “truer” Israel than the others. We could assume that the 

geographical location of today was in focus, and that the geographical location in itself has always 

been in focus. That would mean that when people move in to the area, they would fall under the 

ban. However, that would fail to include the perspective that YHWH told a certain people, that by a 

covenant was put under His care, that these acts were forbidden because the people needed to 

procreate within their contemporary context. One plausible combination would be to say that all 

people who live within the present borders of Israel and who consider themselves as part of a 

covenant with YHWH would be included in the ban. However, that would ignore the inclusion of 

the sojourners in the country. Perhaps the best solution is to say that the ban is legitimate as long as 

the majority of people within the borders of Israel, an Israel that is situated in a position that covers 

a majority of the geographical area that was covered by the ancient Israel that existed in the time of 

the creation of the ban, who consider themselves as part of a covenant with YHWH. However, we 

cannot stop there, since the ban had a rationale in the fear of other nations. If the ban was created in 

order to protect the nation of Israel, we have to ask ourselves whether the nation of Israel of today is

in an equally dire need to procreate in order to keep the country safe? That question is of course 

impossible to answer here, and there is probably more than one answer to it. One would, as an 

example, have to include in the answer a perspective on how to deal with the fact that a majority of 

people who consider themselves as part of a covenant with YHWH are living outside of the 

geographical Israel of today, an whether or not reproduction is needed for national security. 

Therefore, perhaps it might be advisable to not try to define this ban any further, but instead 
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summarize the findings made.

If the ban in Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 was created in order to make sure people would 

procreate, it could by a dynamically equivalent cultural appropriation be considered applicable to 

our world within the geographical locations of modern day Israel given that a majority of people 

within Israel's borders who consider themselves as part of a covenant with YHWH, and if the nation

is threatened in such a way that procreation is of fundamental importance to keep it safe. We must 

also consider the possibility that a man who has sex with a man but also with a woman and 

procreates might not be included by the ban, something we today know to be possible. The only 

ones we can know to be included by the ban, given this rationale and my attempt to culturally 

appropriate the ban, are men who choose to have sex with men instead of (procreational sex with) 

women in times of a procreational crisis within the borders of modern day Israel, given a religious 

majority of people considering themselves as being in a covenantal relationship with YHWH.

3.2 Idolatry

Hermeneutical implications: a will and need to portray the distinctiveness of Israel by banning male

same-sex sexual acts, since they were connected to the worship of other gods that YHWH both 

within and outside the ancient nation of Israel. A connection between male same-sex sexual acts, a 

cultic environment, and temple prostitution. 

Males who have sex with males are according to this theory doing so as an act of idolatry, 

being in the same category as those performing sacrifices to another deity. They are acting in a way 

that will not maintain the distinctive nature of Israel against the other nations, where other gods are 

worshipped in connection to male same-sex sexual acts. The question of who the ban might concern

today is not clearly addressed by the scholars mentioned, but the hermeneutical implications seem 

to be that everyone who consider themselves to be part of a covenant with YHWH, the God that 

does not allow followers to worship other deities and who is described as creating this ban on male 

same-sex sexual acts, should be affected. Concerning the geographical area in focus, I find that the 

ban has a wider range with the rationale of idolatry than with that of procreation, since procreation 

was a problem because of the specific location of Israel, bordering great nations with great armies. 

In the case of idolatry, the ban is motivated as prohibiting an offence against the God of Israel, so all

who in some way consider themselves as in a covenantal relationship with that God, or perhaps all 

who consider themselves as part of what can be called Israel (both the geographical location and/or 

the spiritual community) are concerned. The problem might have risen because of the specific 

location, but the ban on idolatry and its connected bans seem to imply a clearer possibility to be 

considered free from geographical boundaries than a ban founded in a need to procreate. 
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However, we must not stop here, but ask ourselves if same-sex sexual acts performed by 

men are idolatrous in all cases, or only when considered such by their community, or perhaps when 

considered as being aimed towards another God than YHWH by the partakers themselves. We also 

need to consider if it is idolatry if the surrounding nations are not practising male same-sex sexual 

acts in connection to the worship of other gods than YHWH. In accepting the fear of idolatry as a 

rationale, we are accepting a connection to the preceding verse about Molech. Therefore, we will 

turn to that verse to guide also our understanding in the question of who has to consider something 

idolatrous for it to be idolatrous. 

When a sacrifice was made to Molech, did the community consider it as being performed to 

another deity than YHWH? I find that the most probable answer here has to be yes. The sacrifice 

was explicitly made to another deity, unless Molech and YHWH were interchangeable names, and 

that is something that none of the sources seem to indicate. Such a presumption would also 

undermine the whole theory of idolatry as a rationale. Therefore, given this theory, we find that the 

authors of Lev. 18:22 and 20:13 probably presumed that the readers would understand the 

connection between idolatrous sacrifices to Molech and male same-sex sexual acts – otherwise, the 

assumed enlightening role of the positioning would have been impossible to trace. Had that been the

case, the verse would have been of no help in clarifying the ban of male same-sex sexual acts to the 

first readers/hearers. So, then, it seems reasonable for us to assume that there was an understanding 

of the Molech sacrifice as being not made to YHWH among both authors and recipients, and given 

that mutual understanding, both sacrifices to Molech and male same-sex sexual acts were open to 

be protested as idolatry by those considering veneration of other deities than YHWH idolatry.

This inference, then, suggests that the sacrifices to Molech was considered as sacrifices to 

another deity than YHWH by both the writers and the community, of which the people who would 

perform the acts were part. The result of that suggestion, when paired with the ban on male same-

sex sexual acts, is that also such acts are considered idolatrous (at least by those opposing them) 

when understood as aimed towards another God than YHWH by the community and the people 

performing them. Such a conclusion is supported by considering the scholarly focus on temple 

prostitution as the focal point of the ban, and not just any form of male same-sex sexual acts. The 

religious aspect of the act was important, given this theory. Further, it is important to remember that

it was considered as idolatrous because of the surrounding nations, and the fact that the behaviour 

occurred there in reverence to other deities than YHWH – there was an established connection 

between other gods (idols in the mind of the writers of the Holiness Code) than YHWH and male 

same-sex sexual acts.

To create a dynamically equivalent cultural appropriation of the ban to our own context, 
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then, would be to state that the ban could be understood as valid in the case of men who consider 

themselves as part of a covenant with YHWH (and perhaps who consider themselves to be part of a 

geographical and/or spiritual Israel) in cases where those who enact such acts, and their community,

consider male same-sex sexual acts as one of the bases for religious identity as well as a way of 

admitting to and/or worshipping another god/other gods than YHWH. The community and the ones 

performing the acts also see a connection between male same-sex sexual acts and what is in the 

community perceived as other gods in cultures which might have an influence on the community.82

3.3 The order of creation/nature

Hermeneutical implications: the idea that the only natural sex for humans is that of a human penis 

entering a human vagina, and other sorts of sex might blur important lines that differentiate between

men and women. That would in turn risk sending the creation into a state of chaos. 

When the ban is seen in this perspective, it is interesting to ask if it applies only to the 

people of Israel, or if it might have an increased validity since the rationale finds its basis in the 

universal order of creation and nature. If that is the case, we can see that the width of the ban 

perhaps is decided more by the rationale behind it than by what is said in Lev. 18:26 (mentioned 

above), a verse that can be interpreted in completely opposing ways. If the threat of a decreased 

procreation lies behind the ban, the people affected is probably a smaller group than if idolatry is 

the rationale, and if the order of creation, this universal law of things, is in focus, it seems logical to 

find that all of creation is also held to the law – so the ban would then be a Noachidic one (as has 

been proposed by Crompton, mentioned above). Since all of the human race, according to the 

creation accounts in Genesis, are created by YHWH within the ordered universe that He created, it 

would seem that all of creation is also to obey the laws of creation, the laws of nature, so as to not 

send the creation back to the chaos that presumably existed before God gave everything its order. 

One might protest that 18:3 and 18:24 limits the ban, but it does so if one reads those verses in that 

way. They could also be read as, for example, information about how those people had acted but 

now they did no more, and they were stopped because the order of creation/nature was at risk – the 

punishment for disturbing the order of creation/nature was expulsion from the land. Perhaps sin in 

itself is sin because it goes against the created order.83

In assuming its universal validity, we find that if the rationale for the ban was the fear of 

82 The reader might note, both here and elsewhere, that I am widening the view of the surroundings by writing about 
cultures that might have an influence. This is because I find that given the technological development in our 
globalized era, we have to see that cultures from around the world might have the same, or a bigger, impact on a 
nation today than what was possible in the ancient world.

83 If I am right in the width of the ban, given this rationale, it would be interesting to pose it against the idea of the ban 
being connected to temple religion, mentioned earlier. However, there is not room for that here. 
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disturbing the order of creation, the ban could have been seen as applying to all the peoples of the 

earth. We must however go on, since there are more implications to be noted. I find that another 

aspect to consider is the view of nature and order. We do not know how people defined what was to 

be considered “according to nature” in ancient Israel. We do however know that other cultures, such

as the Roman and Greek cultures 300 years or so later, held a view on nature that could be 

translated into what today would be called “culture” – what was considered natural was that which 

was considered culturally acceptable.84 Since there is no extensive discussion on the relation 

between what is considered as “natural” and what is considered as “cultural” in the Hebrew Bible, 

there is a need to recognize that a modern definition of “natural” and “order of creation” might be 

anachronistic to apply to the ancient Israelites. This is the case not least since the idea of a “natural 

sexual orientation” within men and women is so common in Western thought,85 and thereby filled 

with modern connotations.

Further, we must try to appropriate the line that was thought to differentiate between men 

and women into our own time, the line that was not to be blurred. It seems that if we are to accept 

the discussed rationale, we must also accept that the ancient Israelites considered one's sexual 

actions as profound in maintaining a differentiation between men and women (or held that it was 

essential to YHWH), because the line is blurred by a sexual act that is not aimed towards the other 

biological gender (of the same species). An action could in itself disturb the created order, and the 

created order was valid and foundational for the universe. 

These themes cause us to raise some questions. Might one state that “against nature” should 

be understood as “against culture”, as can be the case when dealing with ancient Greece and Rome?

Is sex a foundational act to us in keeping the universe in order, one that might (if altered) send the 

creation back into its primordial chaos? Does the line between men and women disappear, or 

become blurry, if two men have sexual intercourse with each other? At least the latter two of these 

questions would have been answered “yes” in ancient Israel, given the presumed rationale, and 

perhaps some people would agree with such inferences also today. Now, it is hard to press the issue 

any further and still maintaining it as being one issue – the mentioned questions are quite divisive. 

If we instead divide them, there are new questions to be asked, in both cases. If one agrees with the 

84 Winkler, John J. (1990). The constraints of desire: the anthropology of sex and gender in ancient Greece. New York:
Routledge  p. 17, Williams, Craig A. (1999). Roman homosexuality: ideologies of masculinity in classical antiquity. 
New York: Oxford University Press p. 235, both explicitly stating that “nature” can be read as “culture”.
I wish to mention, briefly, a problem mentioned by Nissinen (who also mentions it just briefly, and then adds a 
discussion in an appendix since it is such a complex matter – see Nissinen Homoeroticism p. 128): “Nature” is not 
only at risk of being conflated with “culture”, but its relation to “creation” is also in need of a discussion – are social
constructions created apart from Creation? Can something actually be apart from Creation? If not, how does that 
affect a view of different forms of sexuality as “natural” in that they are ordered according to Creation?

85 Heacock  Jonathan p. 57
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ancient view of sex as foundational to the order of creation and as decisive in creating and 

maintaining the boundary between the sexes; how does one understand a view of the order of the 

universe as dependent on males not having intercourse with each other, when the universe has not 

collapsed even though men of today do have same-sex sexual relations, without it being a secret, in 

quite a number of countries? And what are the foundations of male and female, and of natural and 

unnatural?86 These questions are important, because they will clarify how the modern recipient 

situates the ban in his or her own context, and that can then further be discussed in relation to the 

ancient Israel.

There are also a few questions to be posed to those who answer the discussed questions with

“no”; Are there other sexual acts that are foundational in keeping the created order of the universe 

intact? And how is male and female constructed, what is the line that should not be crossed (and if 

no such line exists – does that render the ban obsolete, or would it simply alter the possible usage?)?

These questions will be at the heart of an appropriation – what does the significance of the ban in 

the ancient world mean to a modern person?

To summarize; sexual acts which in a context is fundamental in keeping the order of the 

creation intact, and those actions which cannot be done (between men) because it will blur the line 

between male and female, can be understood as here being forbidden – if one accepts a definition of

nature/order of creation as being cultural and not inherent in nature. If we instead were to presume 

an inherent natural order, the argument would be that sexual acts between men which goes against 

that inherent order were forbidden. However, we would still be left to ask what is truly natural in 

our post-enlightenment era – we now know that male same-sex sexual acts does occur in nature, 

and therefore the concept of natural needs to be critically evaluated also given the perspective of an 

inherent order. 

So, then, what is natural/cultural has to be understood within each context and community 

all around the world, since the ban has a universal focus with universal consequences, but it was 

also in its first context understood within that context. What is clear is that the definition needs to be

duly motivated. By these questions given above, I am implicitly stating that I in this case can not 

give a clear definition of a dynamically equivalent cultural appropriation, but the questions might 

lead the way to such for the individual reader.

Finally, it could also be noted that if the context has the power to affect the understanding of 

86 These questions can be derived from two statements made by Heacock (Jonathan pp. 56-57): The first concerning 
the prevalence of same-sex sexual acts between males throughout history; “Throughout history men have had sexual
relations with members of the same and the opposite sex. Sometimes the sexual liaison was consensual; at other 
times it was of a forced nature”, and the second concerning the Western view of an inscribed natural sexuality: “I 
believe that historical evidence suggests that such an assumption is misguided […] a physical manifestation of a 
person's sexual desire reflects the norm of the society in which the sexual behaviour occurs.”
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the lines that should not be blurred, it might be up to the community to set the rules of the lines, and

thereby up to the community to take responsibility for what is allowed and prohibited.

3.4 Canaanite custom

Hermeneutical implications: that male same-sex sexual acts were seen as a reason to why the 

Canaanites were not allowed to stay in the land (implying a threat to the Israelites of also being cast 

out), and that such acts also were connected to goddess worship.

Once again, the focus has narrowed down to the land of Israel, and the fear of losing it. If 

the male inhabitants copulate with each other, the people might be expelled from the land, and the 

people would then be without a nation of their own – again. In order to keep the land, it was 

considered necessary to not allow male same-sex sexual relations.

Since we are dealing with a law that is related to keeping the land of Israel, it seems logical 

to conclude that the ban is restricted to keeping the promised land – indeed, the focus in the 

following verses of chapter 18 is on the land itself. Had the Canaanites not undertaken such actions 

(as this theory presumes they did), there seems to have been no reason to not let them keep the land.

This means that the ban on male same-sex sexual relations would not apply to people living in other

countries, but to all the people living within the borders of the ancient Israel, the borders that were 

promised to the Israelites by YHWH. It would also be a question of national security to uphold the 

ban within the country. Note here that the ban is not necessarily related to the Israelite people, but 

the geographical place of ancient, promised, Israel – the land is made unclean by male same-sex 

sexual acts (18:27). The people will also be unclean (18:30), but the connection to the land might 

suggest that they are made unclean because they undertake such actions within the promised land.87 

Such inferences would suggest that the ban is legitimate within the borders of Israel as they were 

drawn in the time of the ban, or perhaps within the borders of what the writers thought to be the 

promised land. Of course, one might argue that the land should be understood spiritually, but such 

an argument would, in my view, bear the burden of evidence, since it is not stated in the text that the

land is anything but an actual piece of land.

Further, something quite interesting is implied concerning male same-sex sexual acts. They 

are proclaimed to be unclean, and a foreign practice, but they are not necessarily forbidden because 

they are in themselves bad or unclean, but because they are bad/unclean within the promised land. It

was also a Canaanite custom, and that alone seem to have merited it to be seen as not suiting for the 

87 The earlier discussion, under ”3.2.1 Procreation”, mentioned that the covenantal theology made a connection that is 
restricted to the land itself invalid. However, in the case of the discussed theory, it is hard to not consider it valid 
since the rationale explodes the limits of the covenant – another people has been punished for an action that Israel 
should also avoid.

32



promised land. The view that the act in itself is not unclean is also, in some ways, inherent in the 

theories of procreation and idolatry as rationales for the ban.

A dynamically equivalent cultural appropriation of the ban into our own context has to start 

with stating that it is valid only within the borders of the promised land as it was viewed in the time 

that the ban was written down, or perhaps it could be extended to the whole of modern Israel, if one 

holds the whole nation to be the promised land. However, it seems to me that it would be hard to 

apply the ban to a completely different geographical area, given the discussed rationale, without 

altering the ancient understanding in quite a brute way. The geographical focus seems to be clear, 

and so does the aim of the ban – it is a matter of defending the country, or perhaps the possibility of 

the people living there to continue to do so, instead of some other people. It is also dependant on the

idea that one finds the national security of Israel as being dependant on not imitating the Canaanites

(or the people living in the land before the people living there now) in having male same-sex sexual 

relations. It should also be noted that if the ban was understood as dependant on the fact that the 

people living within the promised land before the Israelites practised male same-sex sexual acts, it 

should perhaps not be understood in the same way today since there has been different peoples 

living within the borders of the promised land since the time of the ban, and therefore we must ask 

whether they also practised male same-sex sexual acts, or some other form of sexual act that could 

be seen as an equivalent that got them driven away.

4 Conclusions and summary

I will here do my best to shortly state the answers to the questions of this paper, and then I will have

a small discussion concerning them. To do this, I will repeat the questions one by one, in order of 

appearance, and give their summarized answers respectively.

 Question 1: Which hermeneutical implications can be drawn from the suggested historical 

rationales behind Lev 18:22 and 20:13 that are investigated in this study?

Procreation: The understanding of procreation as foundational to national security, 

and an understanding of sexuality as a matter of a male choosing to exclusively have 

intercourse with either women or men.

Idolatry: The will and need to portray the distinctiveness of Israel by banning male 

same-sex sexual acts, since they were connected to the worship of other gods that YHWH 

both within and outside the ancient nation of Israel. The clear connection to a cultic 

environment and to temple prostitution. 

The order of creation/nature: The idea that the only natural sex is that of a human 
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penis entering a human vagina, and other sorts of sex might blur important lines that 

differentiate between men and women. That would in turn risk sending the creation into a 

state of chaos. 

Canaanite custom: That male same-sex sexual acts were seen as a reason to why the 

Canaanites were not allowed to stay in the land, and thereby an implicit threat to the 

possibility to do so for the Israelites, and that such acts also were connected to goddess 

worship.

Apart from this, I want to direct some attention to two points. First of all, I find it interesting

to note how the perspective on a male same-sex sexual act is in itself altered depending on the given

rationale. If procreation is the problem, then the act in itself is by no means problematic – only in a 

certain context. If the rationale instead is nature/the order of creation, one does not have to find an 

inherent flaw in such acts, but it is possible to do so. I find that it is the only theory which is open to

such an interpretation.

Second, I want to reiterate a point made earlier, namely that the rationale behind the ban 

rather than the ban itself might be what decides its limitations in regards to where and to whom it 

might be relevant. I find that it is possible to see a connection between the interpretation of verse 

18:26, which might result in saying that the ban is valid for Israel or that it is valid for all, and the 

rationale found behind the ban, so a scholar (and others as well for that matter) studying these 

verses should be aware that his/her opinion on the ban can have an impact on the reading of 18:26 

and the limitations of the ban instead of the other way around.

 Question 2: What could a dynamically equivalent cultural appropriation of Leviticus 18:22 

and 20:13 look like, given the historical context of the verses and the hermeneutical 

implications of that context?

Procreation: The ban could in a dynamically equivalent cultural appropriation be 

considered applicable to our world within the geographical locations of modern day Israel 

given that a majority of people consider themselves as being in a covenantal relationship 

with YHWH, if the nation is threatened in such a way that procreation is of fundamental 

importance to keep it safe, and men are choosing to have sex with other men instead of 

having procreational sex with women.

Idolatry: To culturally appropriate the ban to our own context would be to state that 

the ban could be understood as valid in the case of men who want to be part of a covenant 

with YHWH (and perhaps who consider themselves to be part of a geographical and/or 

spiritual Israel) in cases where those who enact such acts, and their community, consider 
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male same-sex sexual acts as one of the bases for religious identity as well as a way of 

admitting to and/or worshipping another god/other gods than YHWH. The community and 

the ones performing the acts also see a connection between male same-sex sexual acts and 

what is in the community perceived as other gods in cultures which might have an influence 

on the community.

The order of creation/nature: In the case of this theory, I cannot give a clear answer, 

but rather questions that might help in outlining a cultural appropriation. If one holds 

“natural/order of creation” as having contained an inherent order, and that it still does, one 

must ask what that order is. What kind of male sexual acts are against the inherent order of 

nature, given that we know now that male same-sex sexual acts do occur in nature? How is 

“in accordance with nature” defined? How is male/female defined? If “nature/order of 

creation” is instead understood as “culture” - what sort of sexual acts are against the 

pertaining culture within a community? Can that be changed, given that there is not 

necessarily any inherent right or wrong in culture? Further, in both these cases; is the line 

between male and female dependant on sexual acts, and in that case, which acts, and perhaps

also; why? These questions also expose the fact that the ban runs the risk of being highly 

subjective, no matter which view on nature one holds.

Canaanite custom: The ban can in a dynamically equivalent cultural appropriation be

viewed as aimed at men in Israel who by their sexual conduct are jeopardizing the national 

security of modern day Israel, if one sees the security of Israel as dependant on not imitating

the conduct of the Canaanites within its modern (or perhaps its ancient) borders, or maybe of

the people living in the land prior to the people living in modern Israel. One should also ask,

if the emphasis is placed on the nation living in the land before Israel, if the understanding 

of the ban is changed by that.   

4.1 Implications and final comment

In my introduction, I wrote that I hope that this paper could be useful both inside and outside of the 

academic world. Interpretations and implications are continuously noted in congregations through 

discussions and sermons, and they are affected by scholarly interpretations and writings. With this 

paper, I wanted to show some ways to interpret, understand and perhaps also appropriate two 

ancient, but still very relevant, texts in our own time. However, as the paper is still academic, I have

not included a perspective of acceptance to the ban just because it exists – that no rationale but, for 

example, YHWY is needed. Norrman Lamm, a leader of American Jewish Orthodoxy, holds that 

“homosexuality” is “inherently disgusting”, and no other explanation is needed. Mark Solomon 
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objects to such an inference, and reaches the conclusion that the ban is “all too erringly human” 

which makes him completely reject its validity.88 These are, in my perspective, two familiar places 

where the discussion has often ended up. I can not say that they are wrong, but given this paper I 

would say that there are a lot of valid options in between. In this paper, the cultural inheritance that 

the context of a text brings, and how one could take that context seriously, is highlighted. That 

process has shown that the text carries with it a spectrum of possible interpretations. These 

interpretations can then lead to a spectrum of possible appropriations. From there it is, of course, up 

to the interpreter to judge for himself/herself if that appropriation can and should be used, given 

his/her own theological understanding.

Last but not least, I wish the reader to note that the suggested theories behind the ban are 

both multiple and often well motivated. It is hard, if not impossible, to find out which is the right 

one, not least since we do not have enough relevant sources. The issue of finding the rationale is not

a new one. As we have seen, already Philo discussed it, and he did so from his own context, as later 

interpreters also have done. Given this state of multiple interpretations, contexts, and a lack of 

consistent evidence, I want to stress that the perspective held on the rationale behind the ban might 

often be rather a choice based on preference than a choice based on facts, and it should therefore be 

treated accordingly – that is, with an awareness of personal responsibility for the interpretation. I 

also hope to have conveyed the idea that even if one holds that a divine power is behind the ban, it 

was given in a specific context, with specific needs. To lift the ban from that context into another 

without reflecting on the change it might create in the message is not true to the the text nor to the 

intent of it – it is rather something like an opinion-based reading of a defenseless text.

88 Solomon A strange pp. 79, 81-82.
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