
CHAPTERS 

NEW TESTAMENT AND HOMOSEXUALITY 

5.1 Historical Background - The Classical Setting 

5.1.1 Classical Greece 

We are not certain when homosexual practices first appeared in Greek history. 

Some authors trace homosexuality back to the Mycenaean Civilisation (fl. 

1400B.C). "This thesis stems from an interpretation of various passages in 

Homer (ca 850 B.C) as clearly homosexual, although homosexuality as such is 

not mentioned in Homer."l Others find the Dorian invasion (ca 1100 B.C) "as 

the decisive event that introduced homosexuality into Greece civilisation.,,2 The 

Spartan lifestyle and the social pattern of the descendants of the Dorian invaders 

came to manifest itself in the exclusive and dominant male warrior class. 

"Whatever its origin in Greece, there is no reason to doubt Dover's suggestion 

that it was widespread by the sixth century B. C.,,3 

5.1.2 Lesbianism in Greece 

Perhaps the best known name in Greek antiquity to be connected with 

homosexual activity is that of Sappho from the island of Lesbos. Sappho was a 

poetess from Mitylene. After a childhood exile in Sicily, she returned to 

Mytelene where, some scholars believe, she functioned in some manner in a 

1 D.N. Robinson, E.J. Fluck, A study of the Greek Lobe-names, including a Discussion of Paederasty 
Prosographia. (Baltimove: John Hopkins University Press, 1937), PP. 18 -19. 
2 R. Flaceliere, Love in Ancient Greece, tr. J. Cleugh (New York: Crown Publications: 1962), P. 64. 
3 K.J. Dover, Greek Homosexuality (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1978), P. 1. 
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school for girls which honoured Aphrodite and the Muses. She was married and 

had a child named Cleis. In a powerful and direct manner she writes candid 

accounts of her feelings for the girls in her circle of companions and their 

feelings for each other. She was a woman ahead of her time. She wrote 

contemptuously to an uneducated woman in a day when most were uneducated 

(frag.55). She wrote a poem with great feeling and intimacy to an unnamed girl, 

a poem some think was inspired as Sappho witnessed the girl's wedding and saw 

her standing by the bridegroom (frag .. 31). The possibility is strengthened by the 

fact that Sappho wrote a number of poems to her girls in celebration of their 

weddings. 

Sappho writes in the vernacular dialect to Lesbos: her language is bold and 

straightforward but never coarse or erotic. Over the years Sappho and her 

"school" have become a symbol and name for homosexual activity among 

women - "lesbianism", being taken from the name of the island Lesbos. Thus 

"lesbian" in modem palance and popular literature, almost invariably is not the 

name given to an inhabitant of Lesbos but the name given to a homosexual 

woman. Scholarly opinion, however, is neither certain nor unanimous about the 

matter. Some writers hold that "Sappho's relationship with the girls of her group 

was similar to that of Socrates and his companions. ,,4 In this case the word 

hetaera should be translated as "companion" rather than "harlot" or "prostitute." 

4 B.Saklatvala, Sappho of Lesbos: Her works restored. (London: C.Skilton Ltd; 1968), PP. 11- 13, 15. 
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Homosexuality here, it seems, was of the refined "spiritual" nature found in 

Plato, which later became sullied by Sappho's detractors. Other writers see "a 

gradual development of a certain degree of abloquy in connection with her name 

beginning about three centuries after her death. lIS This gathered force until the 

genius of Sappho was subverted, her name coming to connote decadence and 

depravity. 

For at least two hundred years after her death she was praised as the queen of 

beautiful song. The first burst of calumny against her came from the Athenian 

comic dramatists, which in turn stigmatised her in the minds of later Latin poets. 

"The rapturous lines in Sappho's poems are explained by one writer as innocent 

"crushes" existing in that young lady's seminary as they do in many girls' schools 

today. ,,6 Sappho's love of beauty of person in man or woman was purely 

aesthetic. She loved her disciples as Socrates did his; fondling the curly locks of 

Phaedo as he leaned against his knee. Robinson maintains that the moral purity 

of Sappho shines in its own light. 

A woman of bad character and certainly a woman of such a 
variety of bad character as scandal has attributed to Sappho 
might express herself passionately and might run on 
indefinitely with erotic imagery. But Sappho is never erotic. 
There is no language found in her song which a pure woman 
might not use.7 

5 E.M. Cox, The poems of Sappho: With Historical and critical notes, Translations, and a Bibliography 
(London: Williams and Norgate, 1924), P. 19. 
6 M.M. Miller and D.M. Robinson, The song of Sappho: Incuding the Recent Egyptian Discoveries. 
~Lexingon, KY: Maxwellton Co., 1925), PP. 78 -79. 

D.M. Robinson, Sappho and Her Influence. (New York: Cooper Square Publications; 1963), PP. 43-
44. 
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According to Robinson the Renaissance revival of Sappho was unfavourable to 

her, as was her popularity among the Romans. "The fifteenth century witnessed 

discovery of what was dubbed "Ovid's perverse epistle" which from that time 

forward biased all Sapphic literature. ,,8 

The great German classical scholar, Ulrich Von Wilamowitz-Moellendorf, 

likewise argued that "love of maidens does not necessarily translate into 

Lesbianism, in the modem sense of the word. ,,9 Page, on the other hand, finds 

precious little evidence for the interpretation of Von Wilamowitz-Moellendorf. 

"The latter theorised that Sappho was the leader of a formal cult-association and 

that her companions were pupils. To them she gave lessons on moral, social, and 

literary topics. She was, therefore, a highly respected member of a society, a lady 

of official capacity and unblemished character." 1 
0 

But Page rightly argues that the evidence for a cult association is non existent. 

He, like Von Wilamowitz-Moelledorf, rejects "the gossip of comedians, rakes, 

pedants and bigots" who smear the name of Sappho; yet he recognises at the 

same time that the problem of the nature of Sappho's relation with her girl-

companions cannot be ignored. So little is known, and that little is, as he 

describes it "confused with mythology and turbid with the scandal of comic 

8 Ibid; PP. 136 - 137. 
9 U. Von Wilamowitz - Moellendorf, Sappho Und Simonides Untersuchungen Uber Griechusche 
Lyriker. (Berlin: Weidmann, 1966), PP. 17 -78 especially PP. 72 -73. 
10 D. Page, Sappho and alcaeus: A Introduction to the Study of Ancient Lesbian Poetry. (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1983), P. 32. nn. 2, 11, 111. 
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poets.nll The fact remains, however, that any evidence for Sappho's amorous 

converse with men is scant. Although many of her poems discovered later reveal 

a different mood and do not display the high flame of passion of the earlier 

works, the earlier works cannot be ignored. Of the longer pieces, number 31 is 

the only one that seems to come from the heart without reserve and speaks of an 

overwhelming passion for a girl-companion. But as Page notes, "It is a lover's 

passion, not sisterly affection or maternal benevolence which Sappho describes 

in 31, the overwhelming emotion of intensest love.nll For Page this statement 

does not necessarily imply that Sappho and her companions were involved in 

homosexual practices, although for him poem 31 clearly suggests she had 

homosexual inclinations. 

Such was the nature of Sappho, not to be altered. To the 
further question - so often propounded, so seldom 
considered without prejudice whether evidence for practice as 
well as inclination is to be found in the fragments of Sappho's 
poetry, a negative answer must be returned. It is at least 
probable that Lesbos in her lifetime was notorious for the 
perverse practices of its women: but in all that remains of 
Sappho's poetry there is not a word which connects itself or 
her companions with them, and at most a half word which 
reveals her awareness of their existence. The question then is 
not one which can be discussed at all on the basis of reliable 
evidence. I therefore take my leave of it. 13 

The newer Egyptian discoveries fail to dampen speculation on this matter. The 

biographer in P. Oxyrynchus states that Sappho was "accused by some of being 

II Ibid; P. 142. 
12 Ibid; P. 143. 
13 Ibid; PP. 144 - 145. 
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disorderly and a lover of women." 14 Page comments, "I find it remarkable that 

this biographer should say 'she is accused by some', if the fact were manifestly 

proved in her works which were abundantly preserved into the biographer's 

era." IS On the other hand, Page suggests in another footnote that although there is 

no reliable evidence in the fragments of Sappho for any impropriety in the 

conduct of herself or her companions, new evidence suggests that "the story 

might be different if the bulk of the Alexandrian collection of Sappho's poems 

had survived intact. At least there would be much more to say on the topiC.,,16 As 

it is, the claim of the practice or non-practice of homosexual relations by Sappho 

is clearly in the realm of speculation. "Whatever the intimacies of her private 

life, it is clear that in Lesbos in her own day, her repute was unblemished.,,17 

Although today's lesbianism is connected with Sappho and her school and she is 

offered as an example of homosexual practice in ancient Greece, evidence is 

almost non-existent. Earlier scholars of modem times defended Sappho's 

morality. They suggest that the Greek comic poets read into her writings the 

upper class morality and practices of their own society and time. The only 

evidence subject to interpretation as same-sex desire are a half dozen or so lines 

in poem 31 of the other writings. The tendency among scholars is to interpret 

14 XV, 1800, fr 1, cd. 1. 16f. 
1.5 Ibid; P. 142, n. 3. 
16 Ibid; P. 144, n. 1. 
17 J.B. Burry, Greek Literature for the Eight Century to the Persian War, (Cambridge University Press, 
1939),498. 
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these lines as love of women, but in the sense of the so-called elevated pederasty 

of the academy. Here, ethical restraint and consideration of the welfare of the 

object of desire played a part in the relationship. Page, the most recent scholar to 

assess Sappho's writings, suggests that poem 31 shows an inclination on the part 

of Sappho to "love of women", but declines to comment on her practice of 

lesbianism due to lack of evidence. 

5.1.3 The Development of Pederasty in Classical Greece 

The most common form of homosexuality among Greek males was pederasty. 

This term refers to a plan of education for boys in which they were placed by 

their fathers under the care of another man to be trained. As a feature of the 

system the boy, could be expected at times to provide his mentor, with 

homosexual favours. The Greeks themselves were divided in their understanding 

of the origin of pederasty among them. Herodotus, a widely travelled Greek 

historian and lecturer born about 484 B.C, assumed that "the Persians had 

learned it from the Greeks, whereas Plutarch of Chaeronea, a philosopher and 

bibliographer writing in the Hellenistic period (ca. A.D 120), traces the practice 

to Persia.,,18 It is possible these two authors are referring to quite different things 

under the same name. 

In Athens pederasty already was deeply imbedded in the social structure by 

Solon's time (fl. 600B.C). Generally it was felt to be an honourable institution. 

18 Herodotus, 1, 135. Plutarch, on the Malice of Herodotus, 13. 
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"The regulations of the legislation produced by Solon show that by that time 

boy-love was something customary for an Athenian.,,19 Solon, an Athenian 

statesman and poet, was himself of noble descent. But in his reform of the 

Athenian constitution he substituted wealth for birth as the principal criterion for 

political privilege. By this means he was able to mute the discontent of the 

unprivileged classes which had risen to a dangerous level because of their 

exploitation by the nobility. 

The more one learns of classical Greek pederasty , however, the clearer it 

becomes that early Greek homosexuality was considered a strictly controlled 

convention rather than a "natural" and uncontrollable condition. Legal 

regulations stipulated that slaves could not traffic with freeborn, nor could a 

young man sell himself for money. This was no great barrier to the practice of 

homosexuality since it was generally accepted that anything mutually agreeable 

was excusable. Also, as time passed, this law fell into a dormant state. 

Foreigners and slave were not affected by this law, but no freeborn Athenian or 

Athenian citizen was to sell himself. Those who made a living from homosexual 

prostitution would be predominantly non-Athenians since foreigners were 

considered to be of less worth than citizens. 

The adult Greek male who indulged in a homosexual relationship was expected 

to have that relationship with a young boy up to the age of puberty. The boy was 

not expected to enjoy the erotic aspect of the relationship, but merely endure it 

19 Robinson and Fluck, P. 24. 
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for the sake of, and out of respect for, the older male. "If the boy sought bodily 

pleasure from the experience, he incurred disapproval as a prostitute or as 

perverted. ,,20 

What the older male hoped to engender in the boy was not love primarily in a 

physical sense (eros) but a kind of love inspired by admiration and gratitude 

toward the older male philia. Such gratitude couples with compassion would 

induce the boy to grant "favours" and perfonn the "services" which the older 

male desired. In public the behaviour of the two was expected to be decorous 

and circumspect. "Consequently, except for the boy and older male any 

homosexual activity between them remained to others a matter of conjecture.,,2) 

Ideally such a relationship was conducted in a most responsible manner and 

discussed only with the reticence and decorum if at all. 

The gymnasium, a centre for the training of youth in academic, physical, and 

military discipline became famous (or infamous, depending on the point of view) 

for pederasty. "Here young men came to exercise in the nude and older men 

came to look at them and sometimes to seduce them.,,22 But society frowned 

upon this ogling and peeping at boys merely with a view to seducing them. The 

true erastes had the boy's physical and mental welfare in mind as well as the 

emotional and erotic aspects of the relationship. Once the young lad had come of 

20 Ibid; P. 52. 
21 Ibid; PP. 53 - 54. 
22 This situation as well as homosexuality in general is frequently the subject of ribald comedy in 
Aristophanes; see Peace, P. 762; and Birds, PP. 139 -142. 
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age, he was not to submit himself homosexually to any man as a passive partner. 

If a young Greek citizen did so, he made himself liable to charges of homosexual 

submission. 

5.1.4 Charges of Homosexuality as Political Handicap 

Laws against selling oneself for homosexual acts could be revived if necessary to 

embarrass a political enemy. Precisely such an occurrence appears in the 

controversy between Aischines and Timarchos (fl. 350 B.C). These two men 

were orators (lawyers) and statesmen in Athens. Timarchos was a political ally 

of the great orator Demosthenes in his persistent opposition to the attempts of the 

Philip of Macedon to control Greece. Hence Demosthenes and Timarchos were 

the political enemies of Aischines, who sought to reconcile Athens to the 

Macedonian proposals. It was Timarchos who began prosecution of Aischines 

for his part in the peace negotiations. Aischines replied by charging Timarchos 

with a breach of law that forbade those guilty of notorious conduct from 

addressing the assembly where Demosthenes and Aischines were members. 

These disagreements between Demosthenes and "Aischines led to sixteen years 

of enmity between two men. Aischines sought to advance his case against 

Timarchos by citing law against Timarchos, who, he claimed, had sold himself 

as a prostitute for the sake of homosexual intercourse. ,,23 Perhaps encouraged by 

his earlier success against Timarchos, Aischines tried to prevent Demosthenes 

23 Dover, PP. 20-21. 
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from receiving a crown from the city by levelling similar charges against him. 

The story is this: Demosthenes is about to be honoured for his service to the city 

by being awarded a crown in the theatre during the festival known as Dionysia. 

"Aischines charges Demosthenes with homosexual submission. ,,24 In the clash 

he attempts to show that Demosthenes is unworthy of the croWD. Demosthenes 

replies in a speech, ("concerning the crown") with all the power and devastating 

effect which his great rhetorical gifts could command, and he then wins the case. 

The extraordinary effort by Demosthenes indicates the seriousness of the charge 

in the minds of Athenians. The idea that the younger partner would seek to 

initiate a homosexual act for his own sake was not a possibility allowed by any 

Greek enthusiast or apologist for homosexual eros. 

5.1.5 Plato and Pederasty 

Plato (429-347 B.C), a disciple and student of the great Socrates, gives the rules 

for the relationship. 

When erastes and eromenos meet, each observing a rule, the 
erastes (sc. Rule) that it would be right for him to subordinate 
himself in any way to an eromenos who has granted him 
favors, and the eromenos (sc. The rule) that it would be right 
for him to perform any service for one who improves him in 
mind and character (lit; "who makes him sophos and 
agathos") ... then .. .in these circumstances alone, and in no 
others, it is creditable for an eeromenos to grant favors to an 
erastes.2S 

24 Dover, P. 75. 
25 Plato, Symposium, 184 (I have followed Dover's translation). 

161 

 
 
 



Consequently, according to Plato, "It is creditable to grant any favor in any 

circumstances for the sake of becoming a better person (lit. for the sake of 

goodness). ,,26 It is clear that in Athens at the time of Aischines, "whoever had 

sold his body while a boy or prostituted it, either unwillingly, by force or 

wantonly, lost his citizenship rights; he could not be one of the nine archons, 

neither could he be a priest. He could not be a herald, an ambassador, an orator, 

nor could he wear a croWD. ,,27 

The Greeks were not entirely consistent in their attitude to pederasty. A law of 

Solon forbade adult men entrance to the arena for exercise connected with 

gymnasium. "But before the end of the fifth century this law had fallen out of 

use or was no longer enforced. Plato could speak approvingly of pederasty in the 

symposium,,28 yet suggests in The Republic that there could be laws against it. 

Indeed, in Republic III, 403, he suggests that there should be "a law to the effect 

that a friend should use no other familiarity to his love than a father would use to 

his son." This ambiguity may stem from the difference between a rigidly 

controlled and sublimated boy-love emphasizing physical and intellectual 

development and, in contrast, what was considered a degenerate sort of relation 

formed simply for erotic satisfaction. Karlen sees the chief justification of 

26 Plato, Symposium, 185 (Dover's tr). 
27 Robinson and Fluck, P. 42. 
28 In symposium 181, Plato, perhaps with tongue in cheek, had state that there should be a law against 
pederasty because of the waste of Zeal and effort on an object so uncertain as youth. He attributes the 
uncertainty to the impossibility of predicting whether a youth would end in vice or virtue of mind and 
body. Even in his praise of pederasty the erotic element is not paramount in Plato's thinking. 
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pederasty as being of the higher sort, as Cretan and Dorian homosexuality. Here 

the relationship between a man and a boy was supposed to be pedagogic, the 

interesting to produce brave men and good citizens. He concludes, 

Now, if the relationship continued, it was the man's job to 
mold the boy into a good citizen and brave warrior. Here as in 
Sparta, says Plutarch, it was considered shameful for a 
wellborn boy of twelve or thirteen not to have a lover. The 
phrase "wellborn", like the assumption of having city and 
country homes and time for a long honeymoon, indicates an 
upper class phenomenon.29 

Karlen's negative judgement results partly from his conviction that intellectual 

Athenian homosexuals attempted to justify homosexuality by rewriting myth and 

history to produce homosexual gods and heroes in abundance. He finds the 

culmination of this tendency in Plato's symposium where the author attributes 

everything virtuous and desirable to homosexuality. 

Although there may be some truth in Karlen's thesis, he overstates the case. 

"There can be no doubt that intelligent Greeks attempted to sublimate and 

elevate the conventional boy - older male relationship to a high ethical plane 

which few men reached in actual practice. ,,30 In the story of Socrates and his 

young student, Alcibiades, we have the student attempting repeatedly to seduce 

the teacher but without success. Clearly, the nature of the boy - older male 

relationship and the amount of erotic invested in it would depend heavily on the 

nature and character of the individuals involved. Some argue that "the love of 

29 A. Karlen, Sexuality and Homosexuality: A new view. (New York: W.W. Norton and Co., 1971), P. 
26. 
30 J. Ferguson, Moral Values in the Ancient World. (New York: Arno Press, 1979), P. 89. 
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men for boys was never quite sanctioned by society, consequently both laws and 

parents united in their efforts to check and control it. ,,31 From this perspective the 

very institution of the paedagogos (a guardian or custodian who protected the 

boy) is proof enough of the attitude of the parents toward paederastia. 

Bryant also takes a different view of the symposium of Plato. True, Plato's work 

is a beautiful defense of love between men, but Plato also distinguishes two 

orders of love. First, the love manifested in the senses and second, the love of the 

soul. He places paederastia in the latter. Here the ideal as the perfect philosopher 

friend, "we cannot deny that, as he refines it, the relation approaches that perfect 

friendship which has been the dream of so many philosophers. ,,32 According to 

Plato "about all the care and attention some boys' education received was derived 

from the interest of their older male in getting the best for them. ,,33 Many a lad 

grew to manhood watched over and guided by mature wisdom and looked upon 

with admiration and respect by his older males. This at least was the ideal, 

though not all relationships kept to this high a plane. As Bryant concludes, not 

all reached the high ideal, but not all abused the convention either. 

Even the temperate and high-minded Socrates requires all his 
iron will at times to banish unholy desires, as he confesses 
himself, with humility. To too many erastae the paramount 
interest was the body and not the soul of the boys for whose 
favour they sued. For such a relation even Plato has nothing 
to say, though he admits its prevalence, at least outside of 
Athens. It is easy, of course, to overdraw the part which abuse 
of the relation played in the community life; just as it is idle 

31 A.A. Bryant, "Boyhood in Athens," Harvard studies in classical Philology 18 (1907): 101-102. 
32 Ibid; P. 105. 
33 Plato, Alcibiades 1, 103, 135: Symposium, 213, 215 -216. 
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to deny that its influence was on the whole bad. And yet those 
who threw away all restraint must have been in the 
minority.34 

Again, it probably is true that "the Greeks never 'canonised' the physical act of 

sodomy. They always kept up the fiction of 'educational paederasty. ,,3S But to be 

fair to the sons of Hellas, however, "we need to add that homosexual practice 

was largely the result of an approving social convention and the weakness of 

human nature on the part of most Greeks rather than deliberate plan or personal 

decision. ,,36 It is possible to see many of the Greeks as being, from Paul's point of 

view, ignorantly well intentioned. Their times of ignorance god winked at. 

Devereux adds the insight that "pre-Platonic homosexuality, while behaviourally 

real, was psychologically spurious. ,,37 What he is saying is that the Greeks were 

not "perverts" (a word which actually appears to mean in his article what we 

have described as "invert"). He explains, 

A contemporary adolescent, courted by adult men, 
taught to glory in such attentions, and subjected to 
homosexual practices, would, in most cases, become a 
genuine and permanent pervert (i.e. invert?); in the rest 
of the cases he would become a neurotic. The Greek 
adolescent, however, ended up as a non-neurotic, 
completely (or predominantly) heterosexual adult.38 

Devereux concludes that the Greeks saw the boys experience as a stage in the 

34 Bryant, PP. 106 -107. 
35 Karlen, P. 33. 
36 J.J. Chapman, Lucian, Plato and Greek morals. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1931), P. 132. 
37 G. Devereux, "Greek Preudo-Homosexuality and the Greek Miracle," Symbolae Osloensis 42 (1967): 
69. 
38 Ibid; P. 70. 
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child's development toward maSCUlinity and, although it may not have been the 

best way, it was encouraged by inadequate fathering. "The Greeks, consequently, 

were not inverts in the sense we have described, involved in homosexuality from 

deep personal need or even underlying perverted fanatics. Neither was there an 

anti-hedonistic aggressivity involved. For Devereux the average Greek was not 

an invert. ,,39 Rather in the typical youth culture in classical Greece, 

homosexuality was but one way to prolong youth and keeping touch with the 

privileged, admired, and irresponsible world of adolescence. This produced a 

strange convention where another man brought up and educated one's sons. We 

read: 

The Greek father usually failed to counsel his son; instead he 
counselled another man's son, in whom he was erotically 
interested. As for the boy, who needed an effective father to 
model himself upon, he had to rely on his erastes, who also 
served as a father surrogate.40 

In Sparta the older male was responsible even for the misconduct of the boys; the 

father having no responsibility. "The expectation for the Greek youth after the 

boys stage, however, was that he would marry and rear a family. ,,41 Although he 

might have a boy himself, he would by no means subject himself passively to 

another man without receiving scorn. Whatever the origin of this convention in 

which a stranger raised and educated the sons of another's family, receiving as 

39 Ibid; PP. 71-73. 
40 Ibid; P. 78; Plato, Laches, 179 -180. 
41 w. Churchill, Homosexual behaviour among Males: A Cross Cultural and Cross Species 
Investigation. (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1971), PP. 140 -141. 
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his fee certain sexual favours from the youth and association with him, certain 

classes of Greeks countenanced the practice for some time. However, the 

presence of a privileged and powerful oligarchy in Greece unwittingly fostered a 

double standard in pederasty; one for the nobles and citizens where youths were 

protected by ethical, social and political considerations; another for enfranchised 

Greeks and foreigners where lust was the only limit. In time the latter tended to 

overshadow the former. 

As we have seen, Greek society appears to have had an ambivalent attitude to 

pederasty. Citizens were protected from homosexual exploitation. Any man who 

had submitted himself to another merely for gain was scorned and his reputation 

sullied. Any youth tutored by an older man was expected to allow him sexual 

favors, but the boy was not indulge in it for enjoyment or gain, but out of respect 

for the older man. In intellectual circles there was a tendency to elevate and 

ethicize the relationship so that it became a "platonic" friendship. This was not 

always successful. Even Plato recognized that outside the academy the practice 

of boy-love degenerated to licentiousness. 

5.1.6 Plato's Defense of Pederasty versus Sensualism and Licentiousness 

Whatever high spiritual ideals may have been attached originally to the practice 

of pederasty, its tacit licensing of erotic expression as a reward for services 

offered damaged the social fabric. No matter how charming, innocent and 

quietly intimate it may have been at first; it did not take long for less sensitive 
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souls to legitimate their lustful and sometimes violent activities as pederasty. 

Those who did not believe, like Plato, that the unseen soul and ideas were the 

only reality quickly gravitated to an intense and exclusive preoccupation with 

outward physical beauty. This development of pederasty in two directions is 

summarized nicely by Robinson and Fluck: 

To sum up, then, the path of development which pederasty 
had taken, I quote John Addington Symonds: "We find two 
separate forms of masculine passion clearly marked in early 
Hellas - a noble and a base, a spiritual and a sensual." As 
Maximum Tyrius says: "The one is Greek, the other 
barbarous; the one is virile, the other effeminate." The mixed 
form (poikilos) on which the Greeks prided themselves and 
on which Plato was decisive, was a passionate and 
enthusiastic attachment between man and youth, recognized 
by society and protected by opinion. Though it was not free 
from sensuali~, it did not degenerate into mere 
licentiousness.42 

This dual tradition of boy-love coupled with the Greek appreciation of attractive 

physical form was easily misunderstood and perverted by those who followed 

the practice. Even in the Academy the overemphasis on outward form and 

beauty meant that the gangling Athenian youths with acne had less chance of 

receiving a good education than his comely counterpart, at least with an older 

male. 

Plato attempted to uphold an idealistic pederasty governed by ethical self-

control. "Socrates' advice to Hippothales is reported in Plato's Lysis 222. Plato 

recognizes that there are many more nOD- lovers than lovers. ,,43 It is not only the 

42 Robinson and Fluck, P. 42. 
43 Plato, Phaedrus, 231 - 232. 
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lover who can be a finn friend. Indeed, true love does not seek the effeminate 

and submissive youth. Plato even describes the older male as wolf who forces his 

attention upon the younger man, not with real kindness but because he has an 

appetite and wants to feed on the youth. ,,44 

How then can Plato defend this relationship at all? "He defends it 

philosophically (theologically) on the basis of divine madness (manike), the 

immorality and transmigration of the soul, recollection, and idealism. ,,45 

Plato's dualism always leaves an element of doubt or ambiguity about bodily 

pleasure. "At times he seems to spiritualize the entire relationship while on other 

occasions it becomes physical. ,,46 In the Symposium, Plato considers pederasty 

the greatest of blessings: "For I know not any greater blessing to a young man 

who is beginning life than a virtuous lover, or to the lover than a beloved 

youth. ,,47 Plato then makes clear the far-reaching ethical and social ramifications 

of this ideal relationship: 

And I say that a lover who is detected in doing any 
dishonorable act or submitting through cowardice when any 
dishonor is done to him by another, will be more pained at 
being detected by his beloved than at being seen by his father 
or by his companions, or by anyone else. The beloved, too, 
when he is found in any disgraceful situation has the same 
feeling about his lover. And if there were only some way of 
contriving that a state or an army should be made up of lovers 
and their loves, they would be the very best governors of their 

44 Ibid; 240 - 241. 
4S Ibid; 244 - 256. 
46 Ibid; 255 - 256. 
47 Plato, Symposium, 178. Quotations from the symposium are from Jowett's translation, B. Jowett, the 
Dialogues of Plato: Translated into English with Anaylses and Introducation (London: oxford university 
press, 1924). 
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own city, abstaining from all dishonor, and emulating one 
another in honor; and when fighting at each other's side, 
although a mere handful, they would overcome the world. For 
what lover would not choose rather to be seen by all mankind 
than by his beloved, either when abandoning his post or 
throwing away his arms? He would be ready to die a 
thousand deaths rather than endure this. Or would desert his 
beloved or fail him in the hour of danger? The veriest coward 
would become an inspired hero, equal to the bravest at such a 
time; love would inspire him. That courage which, as Homer 
says, the god breathes in the souls of some heroes, love of his 
own nature infuses into the hero.48 

At this point Plato begins to enumerate Homeric heroes who were inspired with 

this love, a process that Karlen calls a rewriting of history to glorify 

homosexuality. Plato distinguishes between the heavenly Aphrodite and the 

common or earthly Aphrodite. The love of youth comes from the heavenly 

Aphrodite. Aphrodite, the goddess of love, inspired love in human beings. 

Normally it was male for female and vice-versa. Plato, however, in his typical 

dualistic pattern divides Aphrodite into a heavenly Aphrodite and an earthly 

Aphrodite. For Plato only the heavenly ideas were reality. Matter was transient, 

deceptive, evil. He subsumes heterosexual relations under the earthly Aphrodite. 

But the offspring of the heavenly Aphrodite is derived from a 
mother in whose birth the female has no part; she is from the 
male only; this is the love which is of youths, and the goddess 
being older, there is nothing of wantonness in her. Those who 
are inspired by this love tum to the male, and delight in him 
who is the more valiant and intelligent nature; anyone may 
recognize the pure enthusiasts in the very character of their 
attachments. For they love not boys, but intelligent beings 
whose reason is beginning to be developed, much about the 
time at which their beards begin to grow. And in choosing 

48 Ibid; 178 - 179. 
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young men to be their companions, they mean to be faithful 
to them, and pass their whole life in company with them, not 
to take them in their inexperience, and deceive them, and play 
the fool with them, or run away from one to another of 
them.49 

In contrast, followers of the earthly Aphrodite, whether in love of woman or 

youths, are the foolish and ignoble who do good and evil indiscriminately. 

Plato's statement, already quoted, suggests that boy-love should be outlawed 

since it is uncertain how their souls will turn out and much noble enthusiasm 

may be wasted on them. The statement itself testifies to a male dominant culture 

and in general displays almost a misogynist attitude. 

Plato was well aware that pederasty was practised by two very different groups 

of people for whom he tries to present a rationale. He recognizes that not all 

parents approve of the relationship and place their children under a tutor's care. 

Plato insists, however, that such practices are honorable if followed honorable. 

"Evil is the vulgar lover who loves the body rather than the soul, inasmuch as he 

is not even stable, because he loves a thing which is in itself unstable."so For 

Plato "the attachment must be voluntary and impart virtue. "SI 

5.1.7 The Androgynous Myth 

Plato's dualism and divine madness did not account for the attraction of men to 

youths, not even to Plato himself, "so he goes into great detail on the 

49 Ibid; 181. 
so Ibid; 183. 
SI Ibid; 184. 
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androgynous Man-Woman Myth to explain it. "S2 

In this myth Plato explains that primal man was dual. He had four hands, four 

feet, two faces and two privy parts, that is, like two people back to back - the 

faces opposite directions. Some of these dual, primal creatures were male in both 

parts; others were female in both parts and yet other (a third sex) part male and 

part female. These primal creatures were so strong that they became insolent, 

attacking the gods. Because of their continued insolence, Zeus divided these dual 

four-legged creatures into two-legged creatures. A dual male became two males; 

a dual female two females and the male-female (androgynous) became a male 

and a female. On this basis he accounts for the differing sexual desires apparent 

in society, for each creature searches out its own or opposite kind, according to 

its original orientation. When dual parts encounter each other they fall in love. 

"By the creation of this myth Plato attempts to explain the attraction some men 

and women have for persons of the same sex."S3 

However, dualism has the last word. Those pregnant in the body only betake 

themselves to women and beget children, whereas pregnant souls wonder about 

seeking beauty in souls. Those having an affinity of soul have a closer union and 

friendship than those who beget mortal children. Hence beauty of soul is more 

important than beauty of form. Taken at face value there is a defensible element 

here; but for Plato the immortally invisible soul (idea) is the only reality. In the 

$2 Symposium, 189 - 192. 
$3 Ibid; 189 - 192. Plato tries to clinch his argument with the example of Socrates and Alcibiades, 217 -
219. 
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Republic Plato "would have no more familiarity between older boys and young 

boys than between father and son, and in the laws he recommends the death 

penalty for violence done to a free woman or a youth. ,,54 

Plato himself was aware that the controlled aesthetic pederasty he advocated was 

not followed by the majority. Therefore he goes to great lengths to show that this 

type of love and this alone is the one which is philosophically (theologically) 

defensible. For Plato this kind of pederasty is "natural" since he defends it with a 

myth of origins and from a philosophical - theological perspective. Aristotle, a 

student of Plato, also "recognized that pederasty may be practical for various 

reasons - either from custom, habit or nature. ,,55 

5.1.8 Homosexuality in Greek Drama 

A brief word is appropriate about the use of Attic Comedy as historical evidence 

in a serious and accurate account of homosexuality. The idea that drama always 

represent reality is a misleading notion. Poets in ancient Greece pictured the 

gods as enjoying sodomy, masturbation and fellatio. A first glance at old attic 

comedy might lead one to believe that "the Greeks lived in a rosy haze of 

uninhibited sexuality. ,,56 There is reason to believe that the Greeks themselves, at 

least Athenian audiences did not suppose that the figures in tragedy represented 

normal human beings in normal family circumstances. "On the other hand 

54 Plato, Republic, III 403; Laws IX 874. Symonds, P. 52. 
55 Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics VII 5. 
56 KJ. Dover, Greek Popular Morality in the time of Plato and Aristotle. (Oxford: Basil, Blackwell, 
174), P. 205. 
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comedy generally dealt with normal people in comic situations. 57 Ehrenburg 

demonstrates that "old Attic comedy is truthful about all real facts, especially 

those relating to the general conditions of life. ,,58 He takes the comedies to be a 

good source of reality; "reality in essence here meaning the everyday life 

occurrences which are not displaced in comedy (as in tragedy), by myth. ,,59 Men 

of all classes are attacked and ridiculed in Old Attic comedy. "Comedy pictures 

the reality of everyday life as background, for the average spectator of comedy 

must have familiar ground to stand on if the dramatist is to make his point. ,,60 

David shows that political satire, likewise, was not simply the dramatist's 

personal response to a political treatise or philosophical arguments. Authors 

dealt with subjects familiar to the populace and popular subjects of discussion.61 

Sexual matters were unduly prominent in comedy and the outstanding quality 

that characterized noblemen was the practice of pederasty. 

It was one of the most favored (and most exaggerated) themes 
of comedy... There were, of course, very different types of 
pederasty, from fashionable liaisons down to venal love; but 
from comedy one gets the impression that the differences had 
almost disappeared. The comic writers again and again sneer 
at the members of the aristocratic circle as paederasts.62 

Though this bias of comedy concerning aristocracy and pederasty should not be 

57 W.K. Lacey, The family in classical Greece (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1968), P. 10. 
58 V. Ehrenburg, The people of Aristophanes: A Sociology of Old Attic Comedy (Oxford: Basil 
Blackwell, 1943), P. 6. 
59 Ibid; P. 7. 
60 Ibidl; PP. 19,26 -27. 
61 E. David, Aristophanes and Athenian Society of the Early fourth century B.C. (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 
1984), PP. 21,27. 
62 Ehrenburg, P. 77. 
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construed as a moral judgment per se, it is hard to escape the idea that even here 

the attitude of comedy echoes a feeling held by many. In comedy a slave is never 

the object of homosexual love. All those ridiculed for practicing it come from the 

upper classes. "Both pederasty and misogyny are attacked in comedy; treated as 

upper class practices which went hand in hand but did not represent urban and 

rural middle-class views. ,,63 In poor and middle-class families there was much 

more opportunity for boys and girls to get acquainted with each other and carry 

on love affairs. "The upper classes, on the other hand, made it extremely difficult 

for a young man to establish contact with the daughter of another citizen. Even if 

he managed to do so, he might place himself in considerable danger.n64 

Furthermore, pederasty was expensive, which also tended to limit its practice to 

the upper classes and wealthy. At least in comedy, it was the practice of 

aristocrats and those who cared to imitate them. Consequently, it was held 

suspect by the common people and at times became a means of arousing 

prejudice in legal cases, as we have seen. In comedy, then, we find a tendency to 

exaggerate sexual (particularly homosexual) matters. In addition it gives 

evidence for a degree of class bias including, to a certain extent, bias against 

homosexuality itself. This needs to be kept in mind as we approach the texts. 

Aeschylus, the prolific Greek playwright of about 500 B.C, in Seven Against 

Dover, speaks of "man, woman - or some despicable thing halfway twixt them 

63 Ibid; PP. 133, 143. There is no mention of Spartan homosexuality involving all of society. 
64 Dover, PP. 209 -211. 
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both. ,,6S A reference to the effeminate male Aristophanes, the great poet of old 

attic comedy (born ca 457 B.C), speaks derisively of the effeminate, "0 thou 

young shaver of the hot-souled rump, with such a beard, thou monkey, dost thou 

come tricked out amongst us in a eunuch's disguise?" Here of course, is a 

reference to the youth who remains passive after puberty and shaves his buttocks 

to retain the appearance of pre-pubertal youth. Another reference in the same 

work describes such a character as, 

The little fop we all despise, the young Cratinus neatly shorn 
with single razor wanton - wise, that Artemon - engineer 
of ill, whose father sprang from an old he-goat, and father and 
son, as ye all may note, are rank with its fragrance still.66 

In The Knights Aristophanes pronounces what may have been only too true of 

homosexual relations outside the Academy, that is, purely erotic and 

indiscriminate, "you yourself, excuse me sir, are like boys with lovers. The 

honest gentleman you won't accept, yet give yourself to lantern-selling chaps, to 

sinew-stitchers, cobblers, aye and tanners.,,67 He also speaks of boy-love as 

associated with "vile degrading crimes. ,,68 He portrays the obviously low-class 

sausage-seller in The Knights as having "sold sausages ... and myself.,,69 Toward 

the end of The Knights is a play on words and possible jibe at what we have 

described as situational homosexuality, "First, when the sailors from my ships of 

6S Ibid. P. 226. 
66 Aristophanes, The Archarnians, 123 -125; 153 -159. 
67 Aristophanes, The Knights, 696 - 699. 
68 Ibid; 883 - 886. 
69 Ibid; 1250 -1252. 
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war come home, I'll pay them all arrears in full," To which the sausage-seller 

answers, For that, full many a well-worn rump will bless yoU.,,70 Of course, this 

could mean that their sailor's posterior was tired from rowing, but the double-

entendre is clear. 

"Aristophanes contains references to the beardless boys in the agora whom he 

identifies with the striplings in the perfume mart,,,71 and in the clouds he 

"bemoans the loss of the good old days of the mainly aesthetic pederasty of the 

gymnasium, which has degenerated into effete customs and practices. ,,72 The 

former seems to have been held in a certain amount of respect by some Greeks, 

whereas the latter was generally despised. Of these two classes it was 

unfortunately also the latter, featuring effeminacy and prostitution, that was 

predominantly received by the Hellenistic world as the legacy of classical 

Greece. 

Briefly, pederasty developed along two lines. First, a more refined version 

practised among intellectuals in which affection for boys led older men to care 

for and train them. Sometimes this involved a sensual element but it was 

supposed to be a controlled and elevated relationship that took the boys' interests 

into consideration. Some ancient critics claimed that this was not always the 

case, which probably is correct. 

70 Ibid; 1364 - 1368. 
71 Ibid; 1373 - 1376. 
72 Aristophanes, The clouds, 965 - 1018. 
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The second direction in which pederasty went was toward sensualism, 

licentiousness, exploitation, and prostitution. Since all men had sexual drive but 

not all had the education, philosophy and bent of those who attended the 

academies, such an outcome was inevitable. Aside from the androgynous myth, 

Plato's defense of "ethical" pederasty is based on an anthropology that is 

fundamentally a metaphysical dualism. This entire philosophical premise now is 

widely recognized as alien to the Biblical understanding of the nature of man. 

For the Christian, therefore, the practice of pederasty as explained by Plato is 

founded on an erroneous concept of the nature of homosexuality or an accurate 

statement of its origins because of his immortal soul doctrine does not give an 

accurate picture of the nature of man and on that premise alone it is 

unacceptable. Plato does not present an accurate picture of the nature of man. 

Although they exaggerate and are biased, the dramatists provide some clues to 

social life in Athens with respect to homosexuality. We cannot conclude that 

homosexuality existed only among the noble and intellectual classes, but it was 

common enough among them that jibes were well understood. Any indiscretion 

in this direction also was eagerly picked up and used as a political tool against 

them by their peers. At any rate the dramatists show us that pederasty was not 

limited to the refined type described, defined, and defended by Plato. 
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5.2 New Testament Historical Background - The Hellenistic World 

5.2.1 Pederasty and Prostitution in Later Greek Practice 

No major change in attitude or activity concerning homosexuality stands 

between the earlier Greek and Hellenistic periods. Pausanius, a character in 

Plato's dialogue, Symposium 182, observes that in Greece as well as abroad 

there were cities that frowned on homosexuality and others whose laws favoured 

it. This was increasingly true following the fourth century B.C when Alexander 

carried Greek influence to many new regions, beginning what is called the 

Hellenistic era. Cities with large Jewish populations frequently were anti-

homosexual. Although during the Hellenistic era even Jewish mores eroded 

considerably in some areas, there is no evidence of general Jewish acceptance of 

this practice. The manly ideal of pederasty continued in the gymnasia of the 

Hellenistic world with their all-male emphasis, military training, sports and 

nudity for exercises. In some of the countries and cities where gymnasia were 

established, however, there already existed a tradition of effeminate 

homosexuality. Further, the status of women in many countries occupied by the 

Greeks was higher than that of Greek women. "Consequently, the invading 

Greeks and their descendants who remained on foreign soil were required to deal 

with women whose status was equal or almost equal to their own. ,,73 

73 R.E. White, "Women in Ptolemaic Egypt," JHS 18 (1898): 238-266, C.C. Edgar, "A women's club in 
Alexanria," JEA 4 (1917): 253-254. 
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"The effeminate actor-dancer also was well-known outside of Greece. ,,74 In short, 

both the high status of women and practice of effeminate homosexuality outside 

Greece were serious factors to contend with when Greeks ventured abroad. The 

result was development of both the female and effeminate erotic elements in the 

Hellenistic life. 

As Licht observes, 

The more the foreign element penetrates the Greek spirit the 
more pederasty retires into the background; the female 
element begins to occupy more space when, especially in the 
large cities, the intercourse of young men with hetaerae 
increased.75 

As a result the meaning of homosexuality in the Hellenistic world broadened to 

include everything from the sublimated educational process between older male 

and young boys to extremes of rape and prostitution of adult effeminates. The 

manly and academic ideal still was held in the theory, but probably was practised 

in the breech rather than as the rule. In Hellenistic times a debate developed that 

compared the virtues and vices of pederasty vis-a.-vis sexual relations with 

women. Scroggs has described the homosexual scene in the Hellenistic era as 

"composed of sublimated pederasty, slave prostitution and the effeminate call-

boy. All of this met stem opposition from Judaism, particularly Diaspora 

Judaism. ,,76 Sublimated pederasty in the Hellenistic milieu was similar to the 

74 C.C. Edgar, "Records of a village club," pulicazioni di Aegyptus-Serie Scientifica 3, Reccolta di 
Scritti in Onove di Criacomo Lumbroso 1844-1825 (Milan, 1925): 369-76. 
75 H.Licht, Sexual Life in Ancient Greece (New York: Barnes and Noble, 1952), P. 438. 
76 R. Scroggs, The New Testament and Homosexuality: Contextual Background for Contemporary 
Debate (Philadelphia: Fortress press, 1983), PP. 29-98. 
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Greek phenomenon. Hellenistic epigrams in the Greek anthology show that the 

same concerns, emotions, and social conventions continued into later times. 

"Perhaps one new twist is that of a hetaira dressing up as a boy to attract the 

young ephibes in the gymnasium. ,,77 In a unique way it demonstrates that in that 

bastion of Greek culture, the gymnasium, pederasty was in vogue. Here also "we 

find the typical Greek defence of homosexuallove,,,78 as well as a poem to "a 

boy whose charms are beginning to fade. ,,79 Callimachus produces a series of 

epigrams on eromenoi 80 and Rhianus on the diverse charms of different boYS.81 

Even the large number of anonymous epigrams dwell on homosexuality and the 

relation between older male and young boys.82 In them we find scarcely anything 

but the transference of the Greek pederastic tradition to foreign soil. 

Slave prostitution was practised in Greece, and it acquired an effeminate nature 

in the expanded Greek Empire. Young slave boys often were castrated before or 

after puberty in order to prolong their youthful appearance and subsequently 

their usefulness for homosexual activities. "This clearly was not a part of the old 

Greek ideal although increasingly it became characteristic of the Hellenistic 

age. ,,83 "These pathics or effeminates were sometimes used commercially in 

77 Asclepiades, XX. The epigrams are found in A.S.F. Gow and D.L. Page, The Greek Anthology, 
Hellentistic Epigrams, 2 vols. (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 1965). 
78 Asclepiades, XXXVII. 
79 Asclepiades, XLVI. 
80 Callimachus, V -XI. 
81 Rhianus, III. 
82 Anonymous, VIII-XXIII. 
83 T. Hopfuer, Das Sexualleben der Griechen Und Romer Von den Anfangen bis Ins 6. Jahrhundert nach 
Christus (New York: Ams Press, 1975), PP. 418-420. 
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brothels or as household servants for wealthy men to whom they provided sexual 

favours. ,,84 The servants of wealthy men frequently acted as procurers of 

beautiful boys and girls for the sexual indulgence of their masters. The beauty of 

Aristobulus, the young son of Herod the Great was reported to Mark Antony by 

his servant who hoped to procure the lad and his sister for the sexual satisfaction 

of his master. The Jewish historian, Josephus, writing about A.D 93, reports that 

Herod, 

Decided that it would not be safe for him to send Aristobulus, 
who was the most handsome - being just sixteen - of a 
distinguished family, to Antony, who was more powerful 
than any Roman of his time, and was ready to use him for 
erotic purposes and was able to indulge in undisguised 
pleasure because of his power. 8S 

Unbridled lust may not have been more prevalent in Hellenistic times than in the 

early Greek experiences, but it was written about more, and in extremely frank, 

vulgar, and sometimes obscene language. The treatment of sex and 

homosexuality in Roman authors such as Lucilius, Horace, Persius, Petronius, 

Juvenal, Catallus, and Ovid leaves little to the imagination. Seemingly 

unobtainable objects of lust could be obtained by stealth and trickery by means 

of a procurer or procureress for the right sum of money. "Sometimes it was done 

with the connivance and co-operation of personnel in a temple under the guise of 

religious ritual. ,,86 Although worship in many pagan temples was not necessarily 

84 Petronius, Satyricon, II, 79f; Lucian, Timon, 22; Seneca, Epistle, XLVII 7, Suetonius, Nero, XXVIII. 
8S Josephus, Ant. XV. 26-30. 
86 Josephus, Ant. XVIII. 65-80. 
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a sex act, "it was customary to use temples in search of love-adventures with 

men or women. ,,87 Roman homosexuality usually was connected with the baths. 

In addition, actors and mimes were expected to have a homosexual disposition. 

A prolific literature grew up "describing various sexual experiences, saturated 

with salacious puns. The result is an extensive Roman sexual vocabulary. ,,88 

However, although adultery and homosexuality are mentioned in the literature 

without censure, Veyene observes that "the interested parties would be discreet 

enough to admit nothing, and pretend to know nothing. ,,89 Satire and literary 

invective frequently employed sexual imagery and obscenity became an art 

form, asserting the claims of nature against convention. "In such works men and 

women were reduced not merely to sex objects but to sex organs. ,,90 

In Roman literature sexual and homosexual activity appears at times as sheer 

voluptuousness, degenerating on occasion to sadomasochism. It involved the 

exploitation of slaves and other defenceless persons. Emperors such and Nero 

and Caligula led the way. Nero castrated a youth named Sporus and married him, 

declaring the boy to be his "empress." Churchill contrasts this effuninacy with 

the Greek masculine ideal: 

While the Greeks were charmed by the masculinity of their 
favourites and looked upon their passion as an opportunity to 
better the condition of the beloved, it was necessary for Nero 
to remove the clearest evidence of masculinity in Sporus, to 

B7 O. Kiefer, Sexual life in Ancient Rome. (London: G. Routledge and Sons,1934), P. 129. 
BB J.N. Adams, The Latin Sexual Vocubulary (Baltimove: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1982). P. 13. 
B9 P. Veyne, Homosexuality in Ancient Rome, "Western Sexuality Practice and Precept in past and 
~esent times; (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1985), P. 32. 

L.C. Curran, "Nature, Convention and Obscenity in Horace's Satires," Arion 9 (1970): 221,235. 
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feminize him and to degrade rather than elevate him. Such 
cruel and eccentric acts were not at all uncommon among the 
Romans, but had virtually no precedent in the history of the 
Greeks.91 

Karlen suggests that "this came about by the Roman mind's equating eunuchism 

and homosexuality with eastern religious cults, particularly that of Cybele and 

the eunuch priests, the Galli. ,,92 In his Metamorphoses Apulleius describes the 

eunuch-priests of Cybele as passive homosexuals with insatiable appetites for 

sexual gratification, who rape a dinner guest. This is significant in itself, for 

Roman invective assumed that there was only one main kind of male 

homosexual, that is, pathic (those who were anally penetrated). These are 

frequently identified as effeminatus. If the Romans wished to hint at underlying 

sexual profligacy or perversion, they had a full vocabulary at their command to 

do so. "Besides speaking of a man as pathicus or effimatus, he might be called 

moillis ("soft"), or any of a dozen or more adjectives connoting weakness or 

delicacy. ,,93 

One of the most common accusations in graffiti, political slanging matches, 

political lampoons, and courtroom attacks is "pathic". Usually it designated three 

kinds of behaviour: (1) having been the boy of some older man previously; (2) as 

an adult, continuing to enjoy being penetrated anally by other men; and (3) 

91 W. Churchill, Homosexual Behaviour Among Males: A cross-cultural and cross-species investigation. 
(Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1971), P. 61. 
92 A. Karlen, Sexuality and Homosexuality. A New View (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1971), P> 
61. 
93 A. Richlin, The Garden of Priapus: Sexuality and Aggression in Roman Humor (New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 1983), PP. IX, 92. 
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enjoying fellatio. In Rome as in Greece, a man seeking to discredit another could 

do so by claiming that he had been or still was sexually passive. Sexual 

intercourse with young slave boys was regarded not only socially acceptable but 

also normal, whereas sexual intercourse with free-born boys was shameful and 

illegal, no doubt out of consideration for the boy's pride and future reputation. 

The aggressive position carried no stigma; what bothered the Romans most in 

male homosexual behaviour was assumption of the female role. It was 

disgraceful for a Roman citizen to act as the passive instrument for another's 

pleasure. 

Artemidorus (Second Century AD) travelled widely in the ancient Near East in a 

study of dreams. Eventually he wrote a treatise on the interpretation of dreams. 

This man, a good representative of the majority opinion, described intercourse 

with his wife, mistress, male or female slave as normal behaviour. But he 

stopped short of accepting the passive role; "to let oneself be buggered by one's 

own slave is not right. It is an assault on one's person and leads to one being 

despised by one's slave.,,94 "It was the Sodomite (cinaedus) held up to ridicule in 

Petronius, a Roman novelist of the First Century AD.,,9S Often these were pathics 

who danced and cut lewd capers at banquets. Often they were freeborn youths or 

men who sold their services to individuals for sexual gratification. 

94 Ibid; PP. 220-221, 225. 
9S Petronius, Satyricon, II, 21; or passive boys, II, 81. 
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Cicero informs Us that "Mark Antony of Antony and Cleopatra fame, played this 

role as a youth. ,,96 He asserts that Antony played the passive role and was 

basically the harlot "mistress" of another man to whom he functioned as a wife. 

Such practices often could be quite remunerative. If youths remained indefinitely 

in such a role, they emphasised their effeminate position by imitating the toilette 

of women. "They mimicked feminine hair styles, make up, depletion of 

masculine body hair and sometimes feminine attire. ,,97 Scroggs notes that 

"among several words used to refer to such persons was maiakos, a Greek word 

meaning "soft" (1 Corinthians 6:9-10), that Paul uses to refer to this specific 

category of person. ,,98 "He continues by surveying the Hellenistic arguments for 

and against pederasty. ,,99 The debate in Hellenistic times survives today in two 

authors - Plutacrch of Chaeronea (ca. AD 50-120), and Lucian of Samosata, 

from the late Second Century AD. Arguments for pederasty included the 

platonic ideal of a non-sexual relationship, illustrated in ancient times by the 

relationship between Socrates and Alicibiades, and a second view that allowed 

sexual gratification in the pursuit of wisdom. Pederasty, it was thought, 

contributed in some way to the growing wisdom of the youth involved in it. Thus 

"Protogenes in Plutarch's Erotikos speaks of the love of women as an effeminate 

and bastard love, but true love brings young and talented souls to virtue, that is, 

96 Cicero, Philippics II, 44-45. 
97 Ibid. P. 45. 
98 Scroggs, P. 42. 
99 Ibid; PP. 44-65. 
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boy-Iove."loo Pederasty clearly is touted as more masculine than heterosexuality 

and worthier, since men are worthier than women. Protegenes appears not 

merely as a pederast but as a misogynist. 

Daphnaeus advances arguments against pederasty. He argues for what to us 

seems obvious, "that intercourse between men and women is natural and 

conducive to friendship,,,IOI that the love of men and the love of women is of the 

same sort. If anything, male effeminacy is an affront to Aphrodite. Daphnaeus 

rejects Plato's heavenly Aphrodite versus earthly Aphrodite dichotomy. So did 

Philo of Alexandria, who thought of the idea as humorous.,,102 Boy-love can be 

thought of as the late born son of an old man who tries to disinherit true love. He 

comes slinking into the gymnasium to corrupt the boys there. Plutarch exposes 

academic pederasty as a sham: 

It plays the highbrow and publicly proclaims that it is a 
philosopher and disciplined on the outside - because of the 
law. But when the night comes and all is quiet, "sweet is the 
harvest when the guard's away.,,103 

Protogenes counters these arguments by arguing that "the young man must be 

ruled by someone during his youth, who better than his older male? Were not the 

heroes of old susceptible to this kind of love and does not the true lover use the 

beautiful body simply as an instrument to memory?" 104 Of course these are 

100 Plutarch, Erotikos, 750c -75Ia. 
101 Ibid; 751c. 
102 Ibid; 751d; cf.philo, The Contemplative life, 59-62. 
103 Ibid; 751;752a. 
104 Ibid; 758b; 761d, 766a. 
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Platonic arguments posited to counter the picture of pederasty as a lascivious 

assault 

"that is why we class those who enjoy the passive part as 
belonging to the lowest depth of vice and allow them not the 
least degree of confidence or respect or friendship." lOS 

The arguments alternate between the two antagonists, but Plutarch ends the 

debate with an endorsement of heterosexuality. 

There are very few examples of a durable relationship among 
boy lovers, but countless numbers of successful unions with 
women may be enumerated, distinguished from beginning to 
end by every sort of fidelity and zealous loyalty. 106 

Lucian, a later writer, favours pederasty. Lucian admits that "some men give the 

appearance of devotion to physical training in the wrestling schools while their 

real interest is boy-love. ,,107 He grants that Aphrodite made men for women and 

vice versa. He despises "eunuchism for homosexuality and espouses the ideal 

concept of pederasty.,,108 His misogynist leanings surface in the following 

statement: "And how much better that a woman should invade the provinces of 

male wantonness than that the nobility of the male sex should become 

effeminate and play the part ofa woman." 109 

Lucian concedes that marriage is necessary for the perpetuity of the race that is 

why boy-love did not appear in earlier times. But with leisure came the pursuit 

IDS Ibid; 768e. 
106 Ibid; 770c. 
101 Lucian, Erotes, 9. 
IDS Ibid; 19-20. 
109 Ibid; 28. 
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of wisdom and knowledge and men have found boy-love to be the stablest of 

loves.llo "Lucian considers idealistic pederasty to be bred into people from 

childhood and enacted by divine laws. "IIIThis is of interest since most 

Hellenistic writers considered it contrary to nature. Lucian's view of pederasty is 

summed up in one of his concluding statements 

Marriage is a boon and blessing to men when it meets with 
good fortune, while the love of boys, that pays court to the 
hallowed due of friendship, I consider to be the privilege only 
of philosophy. Therefore, all men should marry, but let only 
the wise be permitted to love boys, for perfect virtue grows 
least of all among women. And you must not be angry 
charicles, if Corinth yields to Athens. I 12 

Of course, Corinth was notorious for its female prostitutes whereas Athens was 

the centre of academic pederasty. In brief, the basic arguments against pederasty 

were that law and public opinion opposed it, that philosophy was a sham cover-

up for erotic escapades, that it encouraged boys to become effeminate, that the 

relationships were brief, that it fostered jealousy in the youth and that it was 

contrary to nature. 

Throughout the Hellenistic period the idea of sublimated pederasty continued, 

especially in the gymnasia, the centres of Greek culture and influence. Outside 

these areas homosexuality combined with eunuchism and effeminacy frequently 

degenerated into unbridled lust with elements of sadomasochism. Homosexuals 

prostituted themselves publicly and privately. The activity became so 

110 Ibid; 33-36. 
III Ibid; 48. 
112 Ibid; 51. 
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widespread that even the most eminent men in society prostituted themselves 

and sought to use others. Eventually pagan authors debated the wisdom of the 

entire practice of pederasty. Some defended it while admitting abuses, others 

found no value in it at all. 

5.2.2 The Reaction of Hellenistic Judaism 

1. Palestine 

Palestinian Judaism consistently rejected homosexuality. From legal injunctions 

of the Torah to the Targums, translations of the Torah, we meet general 

opposition. The Neofiti text and Targum Jonathan, for example, "interpret 

Genesis 19 as a homosexual rape and Deuteronomy 23: 18 as prohibiting male 

homosexual prostitution outside any cultic setting." 113 In Rabbinic literature, the 

Mishnah summarises and explains pentateuchal law. "In this document 

homosexuality is one of the crimes punishable by death." 114 To the rabbis 

homosexuality was a Gentile sin and Jews were not under suspicion of it, 

although certain precautions were made to avoid temptation or the appearance of 

evil. "Only one clear mention of Jewish homosexuality occurs in the rabbinic 

literature. "lIS 

Palestinian literature discusses homosexuality in terms of homosexual acts, not 

other facets such as intention or motive. 

113 Scroggs, PP. 75-77. 
114 Mishnah, Sanhedrin 7,4. 
115 Sanhedrin 23c, 4. 
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2. The Diaspora 

The best known document from Judaism outside Palestine during the Hellenistic 

period is the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Old Testament, from the 

period 300 - 100 BC. Scroggs believes that the language of Septuagint in 

Leviticus influenced Paul's terminology. It reads, "with a male (arsen) you shall 

not lie the intercourse (koite: lit 'bed') of a woman" (Leviticus 18:22). Also, 

"And whoever lies with a male (arsen) the intercourse (koite) of a woman, both 

have done an abomination; they shall be put to death, they are guilty" (Leviticus 

20:13). Scroggs believes "this juxtaposition of the two words, arsen and koite, 

reached a semi-technical status among the rabbis in the expression mishkav 

zakur ("lying with a male") and arsenokoites (1 Corinthians 6:9), an almost 

exact Greek parallel to the Hebrew.,,116 Deuteronomy 23:17-18 is translated in 

the Septuagint in such a way to oppose male homosexuality more clearly that the 

Masoretic text does. 

Philo, a Jewish writer and philosopher of Alexandria (fl. AD40), "rejects 

homosexuality. He especially abhors the effeminate male." 117 Philo accuses both 

active and passive partners of acting against nature, pursuing unnatural pleasure. 

F or Philo "the greatest sin is the channelling of semen away from the natural, 

divinely intended purpose of procreation. Such a man is an enemy of nature." 118 

Philo applies Deuteronomy 23: 1 to the effeminate castrated male, attacking this 

116 Scroggs, P. 86. 
117 Philo, Special Laws, 111,37. 
118 Ibid; 36. 
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fonn of homosexuality at every opportunity.119 He also "attacks the ancient 

Sodomites and accuses them of homosexual practices." 120 Josephus, another 

Jewish Hellenistic author originally from Palestine but later a pensioner in Rome 

(fl. AD 70), cites the pride, arrogance, and wealth of Sodom as the reason for 

God's destruction of the city. "He turns the account of the two angels into one of 

intended pederastic rape, speaking of the angels as two "young" men." 121 

Apocryphal and pseudo-epigraphal literature is mixed in its interpretation of 

homosexual episodes in the Old Testament. The book of Jubilees assumed to be 

written by a Pharisee between 135 and 105 Be, "mentions the destruction of 

Sodom but attributes it to general wickedness, fornication and uncleanness." 122 

The letter of Aristeas, which purports to give a firsthand account of the 

translation of the Septuagint about 270 Be, "depicts homosexuality as a Gentile 

vice from which the Jews have been kept by their adherence to the law of 

Moses." 123 The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, another Pharisaic work 

dated 1 09 - 1 06 Be, mentions Sodom in a context of idolatry but also in a 

context of creation. 

The Gentiles went astray, and forsook the Lord, and changed 
their order, and obeyed stocks and stones, and spirits of 
deceit. But ye shall not be so, my children, recognising in the 
finnament, in the earth, and in the sea, and in all created 

119 Philo, Special Laws, I, 325. 
120 Philo, on Abraham, 133-141; Questions on Genesis, IV, 31. 
121 Josephus, Ant. 1. 194-204. 
122 Jubilees, 16, 5. Edition cited or Consulted in this section, R.H. Charles, The Apocrypha and 
Prendepigrapha of the Old Testament, 2 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1916). 
123 Letter of Aristeas, 152. 
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things, the Lord who made all things, that re became not a 
Sodom, which changed the order of nature. 12 

The last statement here is likely a reference to the homosexual episode of 

Genesis 19. The Sibylline Oracles, a collection of prophecies began by Jews and 

later added to by Christian writers, "speak of an empire that follows the Greeks 

(Rome), characterised as allowing male to draw near to male and they shall set 

their children in ill-famed houses.,,12S In another passage the oracle prophesies 

that a holy race of men will appear who are not given to idolatry, 

nor do they hold unholy intercourse with boys as do the 
Phoenicians, Egyptians, and Latins and spacious Hellas and 
many nations of other men, Persians and Galatians and all 
Asia, transgressing the holy law of the immortal God which 
he ordained.126 

To the oracle the transgression of God's law by idolatry and pederasty 

precipitates woes and calamities. Men should shun "adultery and confused 

intercourse with males, "for this brings the wrath of God." 127 Rome in particular 

is condemned. "Adulteries are with thee and unlawful intercourse with boys, 

effeminate and unjust, thou wicked city, most ill-starred of all." 128 "Rome is 

castigated repeatedly for abuse of boys, harlotry, irregular unions within the 

degrees of consanguinity, fellatio and bestiality." 129 Sometimes these evils are 

124 Testament ofNaphtali, 3:1-5. 
1~ Sibylline Oracles, III, 185. 
126 Ibid; 584-606; 596-600 cited. 
121lbid; 722-766. 
128 Sibyline Oracles, V, 166-167. 
129 Ibid; 386-393, 428430. 
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connected with idolatry, sometimes not. The oracles describe Rome as full of the 

basest evils of which idolatry and various sexual crimes seem to be the worst. 

The Apocryphal book of Wisdom, produced in Egypt about 116 - 50 Be by a 

conservative J ewish author, "makes idolatry the beginning and cause of every 

evil, including what the RSV translates as "sex perversion. ,,130 This is a 

"translation of the obscure expression geneseos enallage, which translates 

literally as "changing of order" or "changing of kind." It is similar to the 

expression "changed the order of nature" in the Testament of Naphtali, " 131 and it 

is difficult to see what else it could refer to except the change of sex role in 

homosexuality . 

In brief, the judgement against homosexual acts in Judaism is so universal and 

deeply rooted that arguments against it seem to have been considered 

superfluous. Judaism excluded homosexuality by definition; therefore, it was 

non-Jewish authors who brought detailed arguments against it in the Hellenistic 

period. 

5.3 The New Testament and Homosexuality 

5.3.1 The Social Background of Early Christianity: Form and Context of 
Anti-Homosexual References 

Outside Palestine Christianity took root first in provincial towns and cities of the 

Roman Empire. For the most part the Apostle Paul walked Roman roads and 

sailed Roman trade routes. The aim of Roman policy was to unify and 

130 Wisdom, PP. 14,26. 
131 The verbal form of en all age is used in T. Naphtali, 3, 4. 
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acculturate the provinces to Roman ideas. In pursuit of these goals Rome worked 

in alliance with Greek civilisations, especially in the heavily populated eastern 

provinces. As Ramsey observes, "the Greek influence was, on the whole, 

European and Western in character; and opposed to the oriental stagnation which 

resisted Roman educative efforts." 132 Christianity was doubtless envisaged by 

many in the east as a force in a social life arrayed on the side of imperial policy. 

The new religion worked against ignorance, stagnation, social anarchy, and 

enslavement of the people to priests. At the same time, "it stood for universal 

citizenship, universal equality of rights, universal religion and a universal 

church. Almost all of these concepts already were developing slowly in one way 

or another within the empire." 133 

Paul took advantage of elements in Greek education. The best in Greek ethics, 

learning, and forms of polished courteous address he did not disdain. In his 

speeches at Lystra and Athens there was nothing overtly Jewish or Christian. 

Paul could speak as a Jew and a Christian; also he could express the truths of 

Scripture in the language and ideas of educated Romans. 

The first churches were in cities and towns, and the first Christians urban 

dwellers. "Cities were small by modem standards, however population density in 

132 W.M. Ramsey, St. Paul the traveller and Roman citizen (grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1979), P. 
131. 
133 Ibid; P. 138. 
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many cities rivalled that of modern city slumS.,,134 Under such circumstances 

privacy was rare; no social group could remain anonymOus. 

So it is not surprising that Christians in the larger cities were extremely sensitive 

to public opinions. Their safety as Christian groups depended to a certain degree 

on their religious activities largely escaping public attention. Abnormal 

behaviour in the community of believers would encourage circulation of 

rumours to the discredit of the entire community. As Judge indicates, "The basic 

problem for Christians was thus not their relations with the government, but with 

the communities within which they lived." 135 Early Christian writers responded 

more to social criticism than questions about the legality of the Christian's status 

or actions in relation to the state. 

"It is a mistaken judgment to consider the triumph of Christianity as tantamount 

to the triumph of the lower classes, or "proletariat", as some Marxist exegetes 

prefer to say, over the upper classes.,,136 Early Christian churches represented a 

cross section of society. If anything, "the small intense clusters of Christian 

communities were largely middle class in origin. ,,137 "The triumph of 

Christianity in a hierarchically organised society necessarily took place from the 

top down." 138 

134 W.A. Meeks, The first urban Christians, the social World of the Apostle Paul (New Haven, CT: Yle 
uuiversity Press, 1983), P. 28. 
135 B.A. Judge, The social pattern of the Christian Groups in the first century (London: Tyndale Press, 
1960), PP. 71, 73. 
136 K. Kautsky, The foundation of Christianity, tr H.F. Mins (New York: S.A. Russell, 1953). 
131 R.M. Grant, Early Christianity and Society (San Fancisco: Harper & Row Publications: 1977), P. 11. 
13' Ibid p. 11 
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5.3.2 Christians and Social Structure 

The form which the early Christian communities assumed was present already in 

the environment. The early Church did not build structures especially for its own 

religious activities. The meeting places of a great number of Paul's converts in 

the diaspora were the private houses. Several times Paul mentions Christian 

assemblies in connection with a specific household. The conversion of a person 

with "all hislher household is mentioned several times in Acts also. In New 

Testament times the term "household" meant more than in modem western 

societies. "It included not just immediate relatives but slaves, freedmen, hired 

hands, even partners in crafts or trades, and could be extended to include 

virtually anyone who depended on the group for livelihood and sustenance." 139 

The household was a basic political unit whose loyalties could rival those toward 

the Roman republic. The head of the household had a certain amount of legal 

responsibility for hislher charges. But as Malherbe points out, the solidarity of 

such groups, "was based more on economic, and especially psychological, social 

and religious factors.,,140 New Christian groups were thus superimposed upon an 

already existing network of relationships. 

The household, probably 30 -50 persons at the most, afforded privacy, intimacy, 

and stability of place for early Christian communities. However, when several 

139 Meeks, p. 75-76. 
140 A.J. Malherbe, Social Aspects of Early Christianity (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983), P. 69 
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households existed in one community, a potential for factions existed. 

Households were hierarchical. The head of the household, who was legally 

responsible, no doubt also exercised certain political and moral influence over 

the group. Paul seems to take this for granted in his epistle to Philemon. 

Household factions also may be the source of the trouble in 1 Corinthians 1 - 4. 

It was not unusual for households to be the centre of a cult or society under the 

patronage of the head of the household. Under these circumstances the solidarity 

of Christian groups as a whole is indeed remarkable and points to other inner 

cohesive factors at work beyond the exclusivity of the household. 

Social intercourse with those outside the Christian group was not discouraged, 

but a clear line of demarcation was drawn between the ethical-moral behaviour 

expected of those outside and that expected of those inside the group (1 

Corinthians 5:9 - 13). Paul also discouraged any activity that might involve 

participation in another cult (1 Corinthians 8 and 10). 

It is clear from the advice that Paul gives in 1 Corinthians Chapters 5 and 6, that 

he considered the Christian community a pure and holy place over against the 

impure and profane world outside. Christians were to avoid the abhorrent sexual 

practices and other vices practised in the pagan world. 

The house rules in Ephesians 4: 17 and onward state (in the positive) what is 

expected of Christian communities (cf. Col 3:12ff). These regulations were 

essential to the solidarity and cohesiveness of Christianity as a whole (1 
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Corinthians 1 :2). They also highlight Paul's conviction that the purity of the 

community "is contaminated only from within, not by contact with outsiders, 

even though the latter are considered typically immoral.,,141 Nevertheless, the 

house rules were composed with an eye toward how outsiders perceived the 

community (Col. 4:5). 

5.3.3 New Testament Vice Lists: Christian and non-Christian 

Regulations for Christian ethical behaviour also are stated negatively in the New 

Testament. "This was achieved by listing vices that Christians were exhorted to 

avoid." 142 "It is possible that such lists were used in catechetical instruction 

beginning at a very early period.,,143 These lists existed in the popular moral 

teaching of the period, and parallels among stoics are unmistakable. 

"The cataloguing of virtues and vices in such lists is familiar enough in classical, 

Hellenistic, and early Christian Literature.,,)44 Of course this is not to say that 

Paul took his ideas directly from the teachings of the great classical schools of 

philosophy studied by privileged elite with the requisite time and inclination. A 

careful analysis shows that Paul has "much in common with philosophical 

though in general but not with any regular system of thought." 145 Judge proposes 

141 Meeks, P. 105. 
142 New Testament vice lists include: Matt 15:19, Mark 7:21-22, Romans 1:18-32, 13:13; I Cor5:10-II; 
6:9-10; 2 Cor 12:20; Gal 5:19,21; Eph 4:31; 5:3,7; Col 3:5,9; I Tim 1:9-10; 6:4-5; 2 Tim 3:2,5; Titus 3:3; 
I Peter2:1 I; 4:3-4; Jude 8:16; Rev 9:20-21; 22:15. 
143 C.H. Dodd, "The Ethics of the New Testament," Moral Principles of Action - Man's Ethical 
Imperative. (New York: Harper Bros. 1952), PP. 544-545. 
144 E.N. O'Neal, Plutarch's Ethical Writings and Early Christian Literature (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1978); 
309. 
145 Judge, St. Paul and Classical Society (New York: G.H. Doran Co., 192), P. 32. 
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