
 

 

WHY PEOPLE ARE OPPOSED TO GAY MARRIAGE 

NEW TESTAMENT ARGUMENTS 

Context 

Advocates of gay marriage frequently allege that Jesus never said anything on 
the subject of homosexuality.  Opponents counter this argument by appealing to 
Matthew 5:17: “Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets; I 
have come not to abolish but to fulfill.”  They take this to mean that Jesus 
incorporated by reference all of the traditional Old Testament condemnations of 
homosexuality into his teachings. 

This interpretation rests on an assumption.  On the other hand, Jesus was quite 
explicit on the subject of divorce.  In Matthew 19:8-9 and Mark 10:11-12, Jesus 
specifically said that adultery was the only legitimate grounds for divorce—not 
desertion, not mental cruelty, not alcoholism, not even domestic violence. 

It is likely that Jesus took this extreme position to protect women.  In Jewish 
society at the time, a man could divorce his wife at will.  That meant that she 
could literally be turned out on the streets for the First Century equivalent of 
burning the toast.  Modern Christians have held that in this situation, Jesus was 
addressing a particular problem in a particular historical context, and that this 
context no longer applies today. 

Proponents of gay marriage maintain that arguments against gay marriage also 
have to be considered in their historical context.  For example, early Christians 
believed that the Second Coming of Christ was imminent.  For that reason, Paul 
could say to his fellow Christians in 1 Corinthians 7:7, “I wish that all were as I 
myself am” – in other words, celibate and ascetic.  Paul’s attitude is 
understandable in a context in which Jesus was expected to return at any 
moment, but that is not the context in which we are living today. 

The New Testament texts used to oppose gay marriage [quotes from NRSV] 

There are four texts in the new Testament that are frequently cited by 
traditionalists who regard homosexuality as a sin and by opponents of gay 
marriage: Romans 1:26-27; 1 Corinthians 6; 1 Timothy 1 and Jude 1:7. 

Romans 1:26-27: “Claiming to be wise, they became fools; and they 
exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling a mortal 
human being or birds or four-footed animals or reptiles.  Therefore God 
gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the degrading of 
their bodies among themselves, because they exchanged the truth about 
God for a lie and worshiped and served the creature rather than the 
Creator, who is blessed forever! Amen.  
For this reason God gave them up to degrading passions. Their women 
exchanged natural intercourse for unnatural, and in the same way also the 
men, giving up natural intercourse with women, were consumed with 
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passion for one another. Men committed shameless acts with men and 
received in their own persons the due penalty for their error. “ 
 
What is Paul condemning here?  First, the sin of idolatry—the worship of idols.  
Second, the sin of heterosexual men giving up relations with women for relations 
with other men.  And the two are related: Heterosexual men who commit idolatry 
are punished (“degraded”) by having relations with other men.  Paul is possibly 
referring here to heterosexual men who engaged in sexual relations with other 
men as part of pagan orgies.  But it is open to interpretation as to whether this 
passage applies to men who are homosexual by nature.   
 
Interestingly enough, Dr. L. Michael White of the University of Texas, Austin, 
says that Paul’s reference to women “exchanging natural intercourse for 
unnatural” may not refer to women having sexual relations with members of their 
own gender at all.  Rather, “unnatural” relations may mean that women engaged 
in forms of copulation that would not lead to the production of offspring.  If he is 
correct, then there is no condemnation of lesbianism in the whole of the Bible. 
 
In sum, this passage is at the very least open to interpretation as to whether it 
applies to loving, consensual relationships between persons of the same gender, 
or to heterosexuals to commit homosexual acts to thumb their noses at God. 
 
1 Corinthians 6:9-10: “Do you not know that wrongdoers will not inherit the 
kingdom of God? Do not be deceived! Fornicators, idolaters, adulterers, 
male prostitutes, sodomites, thieves, the greedy, drunkards, revilers, 
robbers—none of these will inherit the kingdom of God.”  
 
Paul uses two Greek words here.  The first is malakoi.  This is a very common 
Greek word with a wide variety of meanings, such as “soft,” “cowardly,” “refined,” 
“delicate,” and ”weak willed.”   According to Prof. John Boswell of Yale, when this 
word is used in a specifically moral context it frequently means “licentious,” 
”loose” or “wanting in self control.”  Prof. Boswell adds that “the unanimous 
tradition of the church through the Reformation, and of Catholicism until well into 
the twentieth  century has been that this word applied to masturbation.” 
 
The other Greek word that Paul uses is arsenokoitai.  This is a very rare Greek 
word.   
 
According to Prof. Boswell, it meant “male prostitute” into well into the fourth 
century, “after which it became confused with a variety of words for disapproved 
sexual activity and was often equated with homosexuality.” 
 
The same word appears in 1 Timothy 1:9-11. 
 
1 Timothy 1:9-11: “This means understanding that the law is laid down not 
for the innocent but for the lawless and disobedient, for the godless and 
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sinful, for the unholy and profane, for those who kill their father or mother, 
for murderers, fornicators, sodomites, slave traders, liars, perjurers, and 
whatever else is contrary to the sound teaching that conforms to the 
glorious gospel of the blessed God, which he entrusted to me.” 
 
The NRSV translates arsenokoitai in this passage as “sodomites.”  Yet, as Prof. 
Boswell has pointed out, the word referred specifically to “male prostitutes” until 
well into the fourth century.  It is also notable that the word appears next to “slave 
traders” in context, further suggesting that what Paul is condemning here in not a 
loving, consensual relationship between two men, but prostitution or possibly the 
abuse of young boys who were sold into slavery.    
 
The King James Version translates this word as “them that defile themselves with 
mankind.”  In 1 Corinthians 6:9, the translators of the King James Bible translate 
the same word as “abusers of themselves with mankind.”  The New International 
Version translates the word as “those practicing homosexuality.” But the word 
“homosexuality” did not enter the English language until late in the nineteenth 
century.  Clearly, there is much disagreement regarding the meaning of this 
passage. 
 
Jude 1:7: “Likewise, Sodom and Gomorrah and the surrounding cities, 
which, in the same manner as they, indulged in sexual immorality and 
pursued unnatural lust, serve as an example by undergoing a punishment 
of eternal fire.” 
 
The story of Sodom and Gomorrah has been discussed in the part of this report 
that refers to the Old Testament.  But let us note here that what the translators of 
the NRSV render as “pursued unnatural lust” is literally, in the original Greek, 
“went after other flesh” or, “went after strange flesh.”  In other words, what is 
being condemned here may not be homosexuality, but that the men of Sodom 
wanted to have sex with angelic beings—“strange flesh.” 
 
Concluding Observation on these New Testament texts 
 
It may be appropriate to conclude this discussion of these texts with something 
that Dr. L. Michael White said at the conclusion of a lecture he gave on this 
subject at Palmer Church on December 9, 2004.  Dr. White said this: 
 
“If there is no universal terminology for homosexuality, nor any universal 
prohibition that isn’t operating in a kind of ritual context in the Bible—either in the 
Jewish Scriptures or in the Christian New Testament—then what do we do with 
this issue?  Specifically, how do we translate these scriptures into the modern 
world where so much has changed?  Where the conceptualization of 
homosexuality is different, where the conceptualization of gender is different?  
Are we going to be comfortable trotting out these scriptures and quoting them 



 

 4

and forgetting some of the cultural assumptions and cultural baggage that go 
with them?” 
 
The Traditional View of Marriage 
 
Some traditionalists may take the view that whether the New Testament texts 
against homosexuality can be taken literally or not, there is still no question that 
the Christian view of marriage was “always” that marriage was a union between 
one man and one woman. 
 
However, this is not the case.  We know that polygamy existed among the 
ancient Hebrews.  Abraham had more than one wife (Genesis 16:1-3) and, if the 
First Book of Kings is to be taken literally, King Solomon had 700 wives and 300 
concubines (1 Kings 11:1-3). 
 
The Christian church existed for nearly fourteen centuries until marriage became 
a sacrament.  As author Garry Wills has written: “The early church had no 
specific rite for marriage. This was left up to the secular authorities of the Roman 
Empire, since marriage is a legal concern for the legitimacy of heirs. When the 
Empire became Christian under Constantine, Christian emperors continued the 
imperial control of marriage, as the Code of Justinian makes clear. When the 
Empire faltered in the West, church courts took up the role of legal adjudicator of 
valid marriages. But there was still no special religious meaning to the institution. 
As the best scholar of sacramental history, Joseph Martos, puts it: ‘Before the 
eleventh century there was no such thing as a Christian wedding ceremony in the 
Latin church, and throughout the Middle Ages there was no single church ritual 
for solemnizing marriage between Christians.’” 
 
Until the Catholic Church made marriage a sacrament, marriages were often 
treated as civil contracts sealed at a church door.  In Chaucer’s Canterbury 
Tales, written in the late 1380s, the Wife of Bath boasts, “Of husbands at the 
church door I've had five…” 
 
After the Reformation, Protestant churches, including the Episcopal Church and 
other churches in the Anglican tradition, emphasized the only two sacraments 
that were grounded in Scripture and commanded by Christ--Baptism and Holy 
Communion. 
 
Even when marriages were celebrated in churches as the union of one man and 
one woman, the nature of marriage was not fixed forever.  Until fairly recent 
historical times, a wife was considered her husband’s property.  This is no longer 
true.  Even today, husbands and wives disagree over what their respective roles 
should be in a marriage.  So the institution of marriage has always evolved and is 
evolving to the present time. 
 
 


