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Romans 1:26-27 
 

[26]For this reason God gave them over to dishonorable passions. For their women exchanged 

the natural sexual relations for unnatural ones,  

[27]and likewise the men also abandoned natural relations with women
 
and were inflamed in 

their passions
 
for one another. Men

 
committed shameless acts with men and received in 

themselves the due penalty for their error.
1
 

 

 Fixed within Paul’s eloquent discussion on the unrighteousness of the Gentiles (Rom. 

1:18-32), Romans 1:26-27 stands among the few New Testament verses that condemns 

homosexuality (1 Cor. 6:9-11;1 Tim. 1:10). God’s just wrath is revealed against humanity for 

suppressing the knowledge of the true God and for their descent into immoral idolatry (Rom. 

1:18-23). The fundamental truth of the universe is that God exists and that he should be 

worshipped and served and his name should be praised. The outcome of humanity’s sinful 

degeneration is God’s judgment of giving them over to their own sinfulness (Rom. 1:24-32). 

Sexual sin is a consequence, or outworking, of the rejection of God and the failure to worship 

him.
2
 Within those paradigmic statements, Paul expresses a blatant disapproval for 

homosexuality.  

 “For this reason (δηα τνπτν)” refers back to the description of God’s judgment upon the 

Gentile’s sin because of their lack of true worship (vv. 24-25). The linkage between humanity’s 

sexual sin and idolatry is obvious. A tinge of irony exists within Paul’s logic. People have 

exchanged the truth of God for the lie (vs. 20) and God gives them up to exchange the natural 

use of sexual relations for unnatural ones (vs. 26). Paul does not depart from the theme, or his 

                                                           
1 All verses taken from the NET Bible.  

2 Thomas Schreiner, Romans (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1998), 91.  
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argumentation, to comment on something he is specifically correcting within the Roman church.
3
 

 ecause of man’s rejection of God’s glory  God gives them over to dishonorable passions.   ο 

  ζε  τηκ αο (to dishonorable passions) denotes desires or affections that are twisted or opposed 

to the glory of God.
4
 The word is found in only three places in the New Testament and is 

associated with negative connotations (Rom. 1:26; Col. 3:5; 1 Thess. 4:5). The author goes on to 

give two examples of evil within the human sphere which elaborate on the moral disintegration 

that results from exchanging the glory of God for idolatry: lesbian and homosexual acts. The 

examples cited are not acts worthy of judgment but the judgment themselves. The connecting 

participle γαξ is not casual- as if Paul were giving a reason for God’s handing them over-but 

explanatory- the clause that follows explains   ζε  τηκ αο.
5
  

 There is some considerable debate as to whether or not Paul is out rightly condemning 

lesbianism in vs. 26. The exact partners are not mentioned when discussing the act, and Classical 

culture lacked a parity and common category for female homosexuality and male 

homosexuality.
6
 If the lesbian acts are found to be lacking in vs. 26, there is no explicit Scriptural 

condemnation on that subject. Despite the supposed ambiguity, lesbian acts seemed to be 

condemned and the standard interpretation should be accepted for the following reasons: the 

close parallel with vs. 27  the author’s use of  νκνηωο (likewise)  and the logic that Paul would 

                                                           
3 James. R. White and Jeffrey D. Niell, The Same Sex Controversy: Defending and 

Clarifying the Bible's Message about Homosexuality (Minneapolis, Minn.: Bethany House, 

2002.), 116.  

4 Ibid., 117.  

5 Douglas Moo, The Epistle to the Romans (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing 

Company, 1996.), 114.  

6 James E. Miller, “The Practices of Romans 1:26: Homosexual or Heterosexual?” Novum 

Testamentum 37 (1995): 1. 
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not condemn dysfunctional sexual perversions involving heterosexual women without 

mentioning dysfunctional sexual perversions found in heterosexual men.
7
 Homosexual acts 

between two consenting men is clear in vs. 27.  

 What does Paul mean by “contrary to nature” and “natural relations” in vv. 26-27? The 

words for “natural relations” represent more literally “natural use” (υπσηθελ ρξεσηλ). Unnatural 

relations  then  are “against nature” ( αξα υπσηλ). The word for “nature” occurs as a noun (vs. 

26) and twice as an adjective (vv. 26-27).
8
 Is Paul appealing to some idea of natural law or God’s 

intent in Creation?
9
 The latter interpretation has more weight within the context for various 

reasons. Paul’s choice of words drew on the creation account of Genesis.
10

 Instead of using other 

terms that could have communicated the same thoughts, Paul deliberately utilizes the words for 

male and female in Gen. 1:27 in the LXX: ζει ηαη απτωλ (their women) and νη αξξ λ ο (the 

men).
11

 Jesus himself uses the same words when he speaks on divorce being against God’s 

created intent (Matt. 19:4; Mark 10:6). Other terms within Rom. 1:18-32 also reminds the reader 

                                                           
7 Schreiner, 94.  

8 James. B. DeYoung, Homosexuality: Contemporary Claims Examined in Light of the 

Bible and Other Ancient Literature and Law. (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2000.), 142. 

9 There is also another view that retrogrades and eisogetes a modern usage of what is 

natural to people onto the text. Paul is only talking about people who “naturally” feel desires 

toward a person of the opposite sex but who then practice homosexuality. This view 

completely disregards the context and the usage of certain words within the passage. It is also 

fitting to point out that the phrase is “contrary to nature”; not contrary to their nature. This 

interpretation is more influenced by revisionist readings, psychology, and cultural trends within 

our own time than the words of the text.  

10 Schreiner, 95.  

11 David E. Malick, “The Condemnation of Homosexuality in Romans 1:26-27." 

Bibliotheca Sacra 150 (1993): 331.  
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of the Genesis creation account. Paul’s reference to the unsaved exchanging the glory of the 

incorruptible God “for an image” alludes to the creation account in Genesis 1:26 (“Let us make 

man in Our image  according to Our likeness”)…Also the words “of birds and four-footed 

creatures: (vs. 23) are reminiscent of “the birds of the sky and over the cattle and over all the 

earth” in Gen. 1:26.
12

 The order of the beasts listed by Paul in Rom. 1:23 (birds, four-footed 

animals, reptiles) corresponds to the realms over which God gave dominion to humans (fish, 

birds, cattle or four-footed animals, reptiles; Gen. 1:24,26).
13

 

 Similar statements regarding Creation and man’s rejection of it are found within 

Intertestamental literature. Pseudepigraphal and Apocryphal literature sheds light on Paul’s use 

of nature language. The Testament of Naphtali 3:4-5 says:   

Nations went astray, and forsook the Lord, and changed their order, and followed stones 

and stocks, following after spirits of error. But ye shall not be so, my children, 

recognizing in the firmament, in the earth, and in the sea, and in all created things, the 

Lord who made them all, that ye become not as Sodom, which changed the order of its 

nature, in like manner also the Watchers changed the order of their nature, whom also 

the Lord cursed at the flood, and for their sakes made desolate the earth, that it should be 

uninhabited and fruitless. 

 

Naphtali affirms that creation is made by God and that one can recognize the Lord there. 

However, there are certain things the nations, Sodom, and the Watchers do that violate the order 

or intent of the Creator in creation. Rejection of God’s revelation of himself ultimately leads to 

idolatry in this passage much like it does in Rom. 1:18-32. It is also telling that the author links 

Sodom with changing the order of it’s nature. Wisdom of Solomon 13 also echoes the idea that 

idolatry results from a rejection of God’s revelation in Creation (For all men who were ignorant 

of God were foolish by nature; and they were unable from the good things that are seen to know 

                                                           
12 Ibid., 332.  

13 DeYoung, 160.  
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him who exists, nor did they recognize the craftsman while paying heed to his works [Wis. 

13:1]). Paul refers to that which comes from the Creator, to creation. This is the pattern in the 

Apocrypha, the Pseudepigrapha, and the Old Testament.
14

 

 The logical progression of the passage would also add merit to the interpretation that Paul 

is utilizing God’s creation intent, not natural law within the passage. God’s wrath is revealed 

against humanity because his “eternal power and divine nature” has been made known through 

his creation. Man is guilty of rejecting God’s revelation of Himself through the created realm and 

sinking into the miry depths of self-love and worship of creatures. The creature’s original 

impulse towards self-glorification ends in self-destruction. The refusal to acknowledge God as 

Creator ends in blind distortion of the creation.
15

 It would be strange of Paul to describe the 

Gentile’s judgment from God because of their rejection of his revelation in creation and then 

have a completely different conceptual idea of “contrary to nature” later in the same very 

passage. If the context is creation, then the words associated have creation connotations.
16

 Paul’s 

denunciation of homosexuality within Rom. 1:26-27 is based upon his theology of creation. Paul, 

though well-educated with Greek philosophy, utilizes the theology and ethics of the Genesis 

creation account when talking about homosexuality. 

 After discussing female homosexuality, Paul moves on to male homosexuality. The 

homosexual acts are again a manifestation of God’s judgment for spurning the true knowledge of 

                                                           
14 Ibid., 157.  

15 Malick, 335.  

16 Even if Paul used the concept of natural law within Romans 1:18-32, it still begs the 

question. Where does natural law originate? Ultimately, natural law is based on something 

outside of humanity (nature) which was created by God. Moo and others recognize Paul is using 

terms that are known within the Greco-Roman context but still admit his creation theology is 

the driving force behind his words.  
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God. The author’s chronology in discussing the female before the male may be in order to give 

more emphasis to the male perversion by referring to it in the latter part of the sentence and 

dealing with it at greater length.
17

 Others have surmised it is an allusion to the Fall.
18

 Paul 

condemns not only the acts of homosexuality, but also the desire for homosexuality in vs. 27. 

The homosexual offender not only commits the acts willingly  but also is “inflamed 

( μ θαπζεσαλ) in their passions (νξ μ η)
 
for one another.” The word for inflamed ( μ θαπζεσαλ) 

literally means to burn or blaze out (a similar word is used in 1Cor. 7:9).
19

 νξ μ η carries the idea 

of reaching out to grasp something.
20

 The whole phrase (τελ ασρεκνσπλελ θατ ξγαδνκ λνη  

“committing the shameless act”) indicates clearly that not merely homosexual tendency or desire 

is in view, but the genital act itself.
21

 The idea is that the offenders have an insatiable desire and 

appetite to do the indecent act of homosexuality. The persons involved are men with men 

(αξσ λ ο  λ αξσ σηλ). It is consensual sexual intercourse between men. There seems to be 

neither an unwilling participant within Paul’s description of the sinful activity nor a 

disconnection of activity and orientation. The participants are not stated in exploitative terms 

within the context. Though Paul would condemn such practices, there is no mention of 

homosexual prostitution, pedophilia, heterosexuals engaging in homosexuality, or rape.  

                                                           
17 C. E. B. Cranfield, Romans, A Shorter Commentary. (American ed. Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1985), 35.  

18 Moo, 116.  

19 H. K. Moulton, The Analytical Greek Lexicon Revised. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Pub. 

House, 1978), 124.  

20 Ibid., 291. 

21 James D. G. Dunn, Romans. Word Biblical Commentary. (ed. Bruce M. Metzger, David 

A. Hubbard, Glenn W. Barker, Ralph P. Martin, and Lynn Allan Losie, vol. 38A-B. Dallas, TX: 

Word, 1988), 65.  
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 The homosexual offenders are said to have “received in themselves the due penalty for 

their error (τελ αλτηκησζηαλ ελ  δ η τεο  ιαλεο απτωλ  λ  απτνηο α νιακβαλνλτ ο). What is the 

penalty the homosexuals receive? It is unlikely that the due penalty the homosexuals receive is 

anything other than the homosexuality itself. The words ελ  δ η τεο  ιαλεο (which was 

necessary of their error) point in this direction.
22

 People had to be handed over to judgment 

because they had scorned the glory of God.
23

 This interpretation does not preclude further 

eschatological judgment or further, present judgment for wickedness.  

 Paul condemns homosexuality activity/desire and sees the sinful act as contrary to the 

created intent of the Creator. Homosexuality is an example of God’s judgment against human sin 

because of the lack of worship. In a deliberate literary construction, Paul shows that 

homosexuality is the second of three sins to which God has abandoned people as a consequence 

for the sins of vv. 18-23: sexual impurity (vs. 24); shameful lusts, including homosexuality and 

lesbianism (vs. 26); and a depraved mind (vs. 28).
24

 How can Rom. 1:26-27 inform the current 

debate over the issue? 

 Scripture should be the guide for building an ethic concerning homosexuality. Rom. 1:26-

27 is an example of a text that clearly denounces the sin. Nothing is so new that the Bible 

can be gagged as irrelevant. The ethics of Scripture are pertinent to understanding and 

defining what is ethical behavior both within and without the Church.25 

 The traditional stance of the Church should continue to be accepted. Homosexuality is 

                                                           
22 Schreiner, 97.  

23 Ibid., 97.  

24 DeYoung, 164.  

25 Ibid., 164.  
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viewed as immoral and opposed to the glory of God.  

 Certain revisionist interpretations guided by the liberal, homosexual agenda should 

continue to be shown as false and lacking based upon the Scriptural commands. Two 

examples of revisionist claims are below.  

 Whosoever.org  a popular gay/lesbian “christian” website  supports the idea of an 

exploitation argument and/or a heterosexual engaging in an action that is not 

natural to him or her. Rom. 1:26-27 excludes any mention of such an argument.  

 For the Bible Tells Me So, an example of homosexual propaganda, completely 

misses the context and intent of Romans 1. “Homosexuality is not unnatural 

because it’s found in nature. There are examples of homosexuality in Zebras  

Orangutans  Lions  ect.” Such logic seems farfetched and completely devoid of 

thoughtful examination of what Scripture is actually saying. Certainly, there are 

examples of extreme brutality within nature. Does that make murder moral 

because it’s found in the natural realm? 

 Those who struggle with the sin of homosexuality are not beyond the reach of the Gospel 

(1 Cor. 6:11). The Gospel is still the “power of God for salvation to everyone who 

believes.” As John Piper stated  the remedy for homosexual desire is the process of 

reordering your entire life around the centrality of the glory of God as your highest 

treasure. Homosexual sinning, like all other sinning, is an echo of exchanging the glory 

of God for other things. So restore the sun of God’s glory to its place at the center of your 

soul and all the planets of your desires will begin to return to their God-given orbit.  
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