
CCORDING TO the biblical 
narrative, Abraham’s nephew Lot 
went to live in Sodom. At the time 

it was a modern city and Lot thought it 
would be a better place to raise his 
family than out on the plains with the 
nomadic Abraham. 
    Unfortunately, the city was also full of 
wickedness, and God told Abraham that 
it would soon be destroyed. He then sent 
two angels disguised as men to assess the 
situation. When Lot saw them in the 
town square, he invited them to his house 
for dinner and lodging. He did not know 
that they were angels and seems to have 
felt a 
responsibility to be hospitable to 
strangers — perhaps because he had been 
a stranger himself.
     That night, when the city dwellers 
learned that Lot had welcomed two 
strangers into his house and into their 
city, all the people gathered at his door. 
They demanded that Lot deliver the two 
men to them so they might ‘know them’ 
(Genesis 19:5). Lot pleaded with his 
neighbours not to do such an evil thing. 
He even offered them his two virgin 
daughters instead, but the people 
persisted. Then the angels struck all 
those outside with blindness and warned 
Lot and his family that they should leave 
the city because God would soon destroy 
it for its wickedness. The very next day, 
after Lot had left, ‘brimstone and fire’ 
came down from heaven and destroyed 
the city and all its inhabitants.
    The text of the story tells us that ‘even 
the men of Sodom, compassed the house 
round, both old and young, all the men 
from every quarter’ (verse 4) and 
demanded that his guests be brought out 
to them. This language is important 
because it makes clear that the group 
comprised at least all the males of the 
city, both boys and men. If the text had 
told us that ‘certain men of Sodom’ or 
even ‘many men of Sodom’ gathered, we 
might then surmise that they could have 
been motivated by homosexual desire. 
But it says that ‘both old and young’, all 
the people from every quarter’, gathered 
at the door.

     To suggest that every man and boy in 
Sodom was homosexual is hardly credible. If 
all the men were homosexual, then the city 
would have died out by itself! Any reasonable 
interpretation of the story must account for 
the fact that all the males of Sodom, and 
perhaps even the women, participated in this 
attack. So something other than sexual desire 
was clearly at work here.
    This point is reinforced by another detail in  
the story. Lot, in a last-ditch effort to save his 
guests, offered his virgin daughters to the 
men at the door. This offer surely yields 
another important interpretative clue. 
Suppose you are hosting a dinner party, and 
suddenly a group of men that you know to be 
homosexual begin angrily beating on your 
door, demanding that you send out a male 
guest from your house. Would it make any 
sense to offer them a beautiful woman 
instead? Of course not. If the men are 
motivated by homosexual desire, offering 
them heterosexual sex instead would be 
nonsensical. Lot obviously believed the 
crowd outside his door was predominantly 
heterosexual. Why else would he offer his 
daughters?
    From archaeological records, we know it 
was also a common practice in the Near East 
during ancient times for soldiers to use 
homosexual rape as a way of humiliating 
their enemies. When victorious soldiers 
wanted to break the spirit of their defeated 
enemies, they would “treat them like women” 
by raping them. The practice was not driven 
by sexual desire, but by brutality and hatred 
toward the enemy. Rape or other forms of 
sexual abuse is not consensual sex but 
physical humiliation of the opposition and 
happens today just as it did in ancient times. 
Think, for example, of what some terrorists in 
Northern Ireland did to the sexual organs of 
some of their victims or what US marines did 
at Abu Ghraib.
     It is this motivation, not homosexual 
desire, which stands behind the sin of Sodom. 
Perhaps the men of that city feared that the 
two angelic strangers were spies. Perhaps the 
fact that Lot, himself a recent immigrant, had 
taken them in served to heighten their 
suspicion. Whatever caused their panic, a 
mob mentality took over, and before long the 
people of Sodom were at Lot’s house 

clamouring to brutalise the strangers. So this 
is a story about attempted mob violence, not 
homosexual desire.
     In fact, this is exactly the way other 
authors of the Bible interpreted the story. 
There are about twenty references, and none 
of them says that homosexuality was the sin 
of Sodom. One of the most extensive 
references is found in Ezekiel, which says: 
"Behold, this was the iniquity of thy sister 
Sodom, pride, fulness of bread, and 
abundance of idleness was in her and in her 
daughters, neither did she strengthen the 
hand of the poor and needy" (Ezekiel 16:49). 
It is clear from this passage that the 
abomination of Sodom, according to the Old 
Testament prophets, was that they behaved 
with callous indifference toward the weak 
and vulnerable — the poor, orphans, widows, 
and strangers in their midst.
     Classical Jewish texts also refer to the 
economic cruelty of Sodomites and their lack 
of hospitality to the ‘stranger’. One of the 
worst practices was to give money or even 
gold ingots to beggars, but to inscribe their 
names on them, and then subsequently refuse 
to sell them food. The unfortunate stranger 
would end up starving and after his death, 
the people who gave him the money would 
reclaim it.
    Why, then,  do some Christians interpret 
this story as condemning homosexual 
behaviour? The answer is: homophobia. 
Many Christians only know the stereotypes 
they learned in childhood. They buy into the 
idea that all gay men are predators and that 
loving and consensual relationships between 
inherently homosexual people do not exist. 
So they read the story of Sodom and see a 
stereotype of what they think all gay people 
are like. They then assume the story must be 
a sweeping condemnation of homosexuality, 
because they assume all homosexuality takes 
the form shown in this story. In truth,  it is at 
most a condemnation of homosexual rape. 
And, as other Scriptures affirm, it is more 
generally a condemnation of the 
mistreatment of those who are most 
vulnerable, including strangers. Is it not 
ironic that the misinterpreted story of Sodom 
is now used by some Christians to justify 
hatred toward another vulnerable group — 
gay people?
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