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Leviticus contains the following laws concerning homoerotic activity:
“You shall not lie with a male as with a woman; it is an abomination” (18:222).
“If a man lies with a male as with a woman, both of them have committed an abomination; they shall surely be
put to death; their blood is upon them” (20:13).
Leviticus 18:22 is a categoric apodictic prohibition addressed to the Israelite male regarding an action that he
(the subject) should not do to another male (as direct object). Following this prohibition is an expression of the
Lord’s assessment of the act: “it is an abomination.” Leviticus 20:13 expresses the same idea in a casuistic
formulation, specifying that both men who (voluntarily) engage in this—the giving and receiving partners—have
committed an abomination, and adding the penalty of capital punishment under Israelite theocratic
jurisprudence.3
The Hebrew word to‘ebah, translated as “abomination” in these passages, can refer to a wide variety of
evils that are abhorrent to the Lord.4 So we should not single out homoerotic activity as if it were the only
abomination.5
As with legislation regarding other serious sexual offenses, Leviticus 18 and 20 offer no qualifications,
limiting cultural factors, or mitigating circumstances, such as a loving, exclusive, committed relationship. It is
simply forbidden to engage in a homosexual act, regardless of one’s intentions. Obviously, the death penalty
that applied under the Israelite theocracy, which no longer exists, cannot be enforced on the authority of
Leviticus in a secular state. However, this penalty indicated God’s attitude toward the act, which was to be
entirely excluded from the community of His people. Furthermore, those who deliberately violate any of the
laws in Leviticus 18 are additionally condemned to the divinely inflicted punishment of “cutting off” (v. 29),
which God Himself can carry out anytime and anywhere. One who is “cut off” loses his afterlife, which can
occur through extirpation of his line of descendants.6
In Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13, the defining element of the homoerotic act is described as (literally): “lay
(verb from root škb)7 a male the lyings down (pl. of miškab) of a woman.” In Numbers 31:17, 18, 35 and
Judges 21:11, 12, “the lying down of a male” is what a female experiences when she has sexual relations with
a man.8 In this light, “the lyings down of a woman” in Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 would describe what a man
experiences when he has sex with a female. So the point is that a man should not have the kind of sexual
experience with another male that he would otherwise have with a woman.
The expression in Leviticus 18 and 20 is further clarified by Genesis 49:4, where Jacob addresses Reuben,
his eldest son, regarding his incest with Bilhah, Jacob’s concubine, (literally): “... for you went up (onto) the
beds (plural of miškab) of your father.” The real problem was not the location of this act on a bed, i.e., a place
of lying down, belonging to Jacob, but the fact that Reuben usurped a prerogative regarding Bilhah, i.e.,
bedding down with her, that exclusively belonged to Jacob. This prerogative is expressed by the (probably
abstract) plural of miškab, the meaning of which closely corresponds to that of the same word in Leviticus
18:22 and 20:13, where “the lyings down (also plural of miškab) of a woman” are legitimate for a man to
experience with the right woman, but never with another man.9
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The meaning of the biblical laws regarding homoerotic activity is clear, but to what group(s) of people do
they apply? The legislation in Leviticus 18 and 20 is primarily addressed to the Israelites, but also applies to
the foreigners living among them (18:2, 26; 20:2). According to the narrative framework of Leviticus, the Lord
gave these laws before they entered the Promised Land, and He did not restrict their applicability to that land.10
In Leviticus 18:3, the Israelites are not to behave like the Egyptians or inhabitants of Canaan, indicating that
God does not approve of the ways in which these peoples violate His principles of morality. Divine disapproval
of Gentile practices becomes explicit in verses 24, 25 and 27, 28, where the Lord says that He is driving the
inhabitants of Canaan from the land (cf. 20:22, 23) because they have defiled it by doing the abominations
prohibited earlier in the chapter, which include homosexual activity (18:22). So God holds accountable both
Israelites and also Gentiles, who should understand basic principles of sexual morality from general revelation
(cf. Rom 1:18–32; 1 Cor 5:1).11
The fact that Leviticus 18 refers to illicit sexual activities defiling (root ṭm’) those who engage in them and
also their land (vs. 20, 23–25, 27, 28, 30) does not mean that the prohibitions are ceremonial laws that regulate
physical ritual impurity.12 A ritual/ceremonial impurity is recognizable by the facts that (1) it is generated by a
physical substance or condition, which explains why it can be transferred by physical contact in many cases;
(2) incurring it does not constitute a sin—that is, a violation of a divine command (e.g., 12:6–8—no
forgiveness needed; cf. chap. 4), unless contracting it is prohibited (e.g., 11:43, 44; Num 6:6, 7); (3) its purpose
is to avoid defilement of the holy sphere centered at the sanctuary (Lev 7:20, 21; 15:31; Num 5:1–4); and (4) it
has a ritual remedy, such as ablutions and sacrifice (e.g., Lev 14, 15).
The defilements in Leviticus 18 belong to another category: moral impurity that results from seriously
sinful action, cannot contaminate another person by physical contact, defiles both the sinner and the land, and
cannot be remedied by ritual means.13 Such moral defilements are generated by sexual offenses (chap. 18),
idolatry (18:21; cf. v. 24), and murder (Num 35:31–34), which violate divine moral principles (cf. Exod 20:3–6,
13, 14) and are forbidden both to Israelites and foreigners dwelling among them (Lev 18:2, 26; Num 35:15).
The contexts of the laws against homosexual practice in Leviticus 18 and 20 reinforce the idea that their
application is permanent. Laws in Leviticus 18 concern incest (vs. 6–17), incestuous bigamy (v. 18), sexual
relations during menstruation (v. 19), adultery (v. 20), giving children to the god Molek (v. 21), homosexual
activity (v. 22), and male and female bestiality (v. 23). Leviticus 20 deals with Molek worship (vs. 1–5), occult
(v. 6), cursing one’s father or mother (v. 9), adultery (v. 10), incest (vs. 11, 12), homosexual activity (v. 13),
incest (v. 14), male and female bestiality (vs. 15, 16), incest (v. 17), sexual relations during menstruation (v.
18), incest (vs. 19–21), “pure” (fit to eat) and “impure” (unfit to eat) meats (v. 25), and occult (v. 27).
Principles of several of the Ten Commandments appear in Leviticus 18 and 20: Molek worship and
occult practice violate the first (and probably also the second) commandments (Exod 20:3–6), cursing
parents disregards the fifth commandment (v. 12), and adultery breaks the seventh commandment (v. 14).
So at least some of the laws in these chapters express or apply permanent principles. 14 However, this alone
does not prove that all other laws in these chapters are permanent. Compare Leviticus 19, which reiterates
some of the Ten Commandments (e.g., vs. 3, 4, 11, 12, 30) but also contains some ritual laws that cannot
remain applicable because they depend on the function of the sanctuary/temple on earth (e.g., vs. 5–8, 20–
22), which has been gone since A.D. 70. Nevertheless, Leviticus 18 and 20 do not contain any ceremonial
laws that require the sanctuary/temple. 15
The laws concerning sexuality in Leviticus 18 delineate boundaries to safeguard people’s moral purity (vs.
4, 5, 24–30) in ways that go beyond the exemplary prohibition of adultery in the seventh commandment (Exod
20:14), but which are also based on the principle of sexuality expressed in Genesis 2:24: “Therefore a man
shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and they shall become one flesh.” Leviticus 20
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adds the overall motivation of gaining holiness from the Lord that emulates his holy character (vs. 7, 8, 26).
The laws in this chapter are all about personal holiness in relation to God. Therefore, their principles are moral
and permanent, although Leviticus 20 adds some civil penalties for enforcement under the theocracy (vs. 2, 9–
16, 27).16
Hardly anyone would argue that biblical laws against incest, bigamy, and bestiality in Leviticus are not
moral in nature. However, Christians generally do not understand that the laws against deliberate sexual
relations during menstruation (18:19; 20:18) are also moral,17 which explains why not sexually approaching a
woman during her period appears in Ezekiel 18:6 among a list of moral virtues.18 The fact that the prohibitions
against sex during menstruation constitute a moral requirement removes the force of the argument that
Christians do not observe it because it is ceremonial, and therefore, the laws against homosexual activity a few
verses away are no longer in force either. The fact is that Christians should avoid sex during menstruation.
Their violation of this requirement through ignorant and inconsistent oversight does not justify breaking the
prohibition of homosexual activity.19
We have found that the laws against homosexual activity in Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 appear in contexts
that exclusively consist of moral laws that guide God’s people in morally pure and holy living, which indicates
that these laws are permanent. The New Testament affirms the ongoing applicability of the holiness laws of
Leviticus. The Jerusalem council established lifestyle requirements for Gentile Christians as follows: “that you
abstain from what has been sacrificed to idols, and from blood, and from what has been strangled, and from
sexual immorality” (Acts 15:29; cf. v. 20). The list in this verse summarizes the groups of prohibitions in
Leviticus 17 and 18.20 These laws were clearly applicable to Gentiles because in Leviticus the foreigners living
among the Israelites were required to keep them (17:8, 10, 12, 13, 15; 18:26). In Acts 15:20, 29, the Greek
word porneia, for “sexual immorality” in general, fits the range of sexual offenses prohibited in Leviticus 18.21
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