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Aselgeia: Jesus’ Term for Homosexual Behavior?

Summary of the article “Aselgeia in Mark 7:22” by the author, G. Thomas Hobson,  that appears in Filologia Neotestamentaria 21 (2008): 65–74

In a PowerPoint presentation that More Light Presbyterians produced to persuade the 2001 Presbyterian Church (USA) General Assembly to ordain practicing gays and lesbians, the narrator wrapped up his presentation by saying, “We want to conclude this presentation by showing you what Jesus had to say about homosexuality.” The next slide is a totally dark screen.

So Jesus never spoke one word about homosexuality? No. One can say that he actually spoke two. As we look at his sin list in Mark 7, we find two words that arguably include homosexual behavior within the scope of their meaning. One is the term porneia (sex outside of marriage), a word which has been much studied and commented upon. The other is the word aselgeia, a word on which precious little study has been done.

The great Bible commentator William Barclay considers aselgeia to be possibly the “ugliest word” in the list of New Testament sins. He capsulizes the word’s meaning as “utter shamelessness.” It is variously translated as “licentiousness,” “wantonness,” and “lasciviousness.” It’s a word that Jesus (through Mark, his translator) might easily have enlisted as a euphemism or synonym for homosexual activity and other similarly shocking behavior forbidden by the Jewish law.

Ancient uses of aselgeia

Aselgeia is mostly used to denote extremes of violence, sexual licentiousness, or insolence. Some specific examples from Plutarch help to narrow down what kind of behavior is intended when aselgeia is used to refer to sexual misdeeds. In Par. Min. 311.A.5, Smyrna falls in love with her father Cimyras and tricks him into consorting with her in the dark. When Cimyras finds out the truth, he pursues this “most wanton woman” (tēn aselgestatēn) with the sword. In Par. min. 314.A.11, Phaedrea is described as “the wanton woman” (hē aselgēs) for falling in love with her step-son and pursuing him. In Pel. 28.5.1, Plutarch speaks of a woman oppressed by a tyrant who, “in addition to his other debaucheries (aselgeias), had made her youngest brother his paramour.”

 Demosthenes accuses a man of treating his slave-girl aselgōs by having sex with her openly at parties (Neaer. 59.33.1). Finally, a Cynic writer (Heraclitus, Epistle 7.5) complains of “a single young man who through licentiousness (aselgeian) is the lover of an entire city.”

Jewish writers almost always use this word in its sexual sense. In his comments on Gal 5:20, J. B. Lightfoot writes, “A man may be akathartos [impure] and hide his sin; he does not become aselgēs, until he shocks public decency.” The term may have been used to refer to what were regarded as the most shameless violations of the sexuality taught in the Torah. For instance, in T. Levi 17:11, the Jewish writer lumps “licentious persons” directly together with “the lawless, pederasts, those who practice bestiality.” Philo (Spec. 3:23) uses the word to describe the “lewdness” of marriage to one’s own sister. 

Josephus (B. J. 4:562) speaks of a Zealot named Simon and his buddies who invade the Temple during the insanity of 68 AD and proceed to imitate the dress and passions of women, devising in their “extreme lasciviousness” (hyperbolen aselgeian) unlawful pleasures and wallowing as in a brothel. Josephus also tells (A. J. 20:112) of a Roman soldier on guard in the Temple portico during Passover who uncovers and exposes his genitals to the multitude; he laments the fact that 20,000 stampede and die that day because of the “indecent behavior (aselgeia) of one soldier.” 

New Testament uses of aselgeia
Whatever it is, one can see why aselgeia appears on Jesus’ sin list.

Aselgeia is used ten times in the New Testament. In Rom 13:13, Paul urges his readers to conduct themselves “not in promiscuity (koitai) or licentiousness (aselgeia).” Paul includes this term among the deeds of sinful human nature in Gal 5:19, sandwiched in between illicit sex (porneia), impurity, idolatry, and witchcraft. 

In 2 Cor 12:21, Paul laments those who “have not repented of the impurity, porneia, and aselgeia they have practiced.” And in his description of the Gentiles in Eph 4:19, Paul says, “They have become callous and have given themselves up to aselgeia, greedy to practice every kind of uncleanness.” Likewise, aselgeia tops the list of objectionable Gentile behaviors in 1 Pet 4:3, followed by “passions, drunkenness, revels, carousing, and lawless idolatry.” 

Second Peter uses aselgeia more than any other New Testament document. It links aselgeia explicitly with the sins of Sodom and Gomorrah, picturing Lot (2:7) as “greatly distressed by the licentiousness (aselgeia) of the wicked” around him (probably not referring to their failure to show hospitality). The author likens the men of Sodom to the false teachers of his day: “uttering loud boasts of folly, they entice with licentious passions (aselgeiai) people who have barely escaped from those who live in error” (2 Pet. 2:18) And he warns that “many will follow their licentiousness, and because of them the way of truth will be reviled.” (2 Pet. 2:2)

Early Christian uses of aselgeia

In the patristic writers (such as Theophilus of Antioch, Ad Autol. 3.3.12), aselgeia forms part of a standard trio of vices with porneia and moicheia, all three ostensibly sexual in nature. It arguably parallels Boswell’s “triple prohibition”: ou porneuseis, ou moicheuseis, ou paidophthorēseis (“thou shalt not fornicate, thou shalt not commit adultery, thou shalt not practice pederasty”) found in Barnabas (19.4), the Didache (2.2), Clement of Alexandria (Prot. 10.108.5.2; Paed. 2.10.89.1.2), and Athanasius (Synt. 1.5.1-2). (See John Boswell, Christianity, Social Tolerance, and Homosexuality, p. 103, note 42.) Boswell notes that John of Damascus uses arsenokoitias (Paul’s term for same-sex intercourse) as the third element in his trio of sexual vices in Sacra parallela 2.11.

In his sermon On the Passover, Melito (160 AD) uses the triple combination of aselgeia, porneia, and moicheia (364). Then, producing an indisputable link between aselgeia and homosexual practice, Melito describes as aselgestera (“most licentious,” 388) cases where “father cohabits with his child, and son and with his mother, and brother with sister, and male with male, and each man neighing after the wife of his neighbor” (389–94). 

What word might Jesus have used?

What Aramaic word could Jesus have used, that Mark would have translated into Greek as aselgeia? Our best guess could be made by consulting the Syriac version. The Syriac version of Mark 7:22 uses a noun that means “harlotry, licentiousness, immodesty, or lewdness”. The word is used in the Syriac New Testament only here, and in Gal 5:19 and 1 Pet 4:3 (in all three cases, it translates aselgeia). The root of the word indicates something that produces a terrible stench.

Both the Old Latin and the Vulgate translate aselgeia in Mark 7:22 with the term impudicitia. The Oxford Latin Dictionary says that impudicitia, especially in referring to males, is “often used of homosexual vice.” (See also Craig A. Williams, Roman Homosexuality, p. 172-73.) Suetonius, writing about Julius Caesar (Jul. 52.3), says, “Lest there be any doubt in anyone’s mind that he was notorious indeed both for his impudicitia and his adulteries, the elder Curio called him in one of his speeches ‘every woman’s man and every man’s woman.’” It is this sense of impudicitia that is arguably the meaning behind Mark’s use of aselgeia in transmitting the words of Jesus in Mark 7:22.
Shameless disregard

Exactly what did Jesus mean by using a word for “utter shamelessness”? What did he consider too far “over the line”? It is likely that Jesus had in mind what his fellow Jews (like the author of 2 Peter) meant when they used the word: images of Sodom and Gomorrah, images of outrageous violation of the one-flesh union of man and woman. Jesus would likely have shared Jude’s concern about those who “twist the grace of God into aselgeia” (Jude 4).

John P. Meier (A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus [New York: Doubleday, 2001] 3: 502-503) writes, “On sexual matters, Jesus and the Essenes tend in the same direction: stringent standards and prohibitions…In a sense, one could call both Jesus and the Essenes extreme conservatives…apart from the two special cases of divorce and celibacy, where he diverged from mainstream Judaism, his views were those of mainstream Judaism. Hence there was no pressing need for him to issue or for the earliest Christian Jews to enshrine moral pronouncements about matters on which all Law-abiding Jews agreed. If almost all Jews agreed that acts of fornication and adultery were wrong, there was no reason for Jesus, who shared these views (see, e.g., Mark 7:21-22; Luke 16:18) to exegete the obvious.” If Jesus disagreed with Judaism about homosexuality, he was in the perfect position to correct our understanding on the issue.

Jesus says that both porneia and aselgeia come from the heart, along with murder, theft, adultery, greed, wickedness, deceit, envy, slander, pride, and foolishness. (Mark 7:21-23) As the debate about sexuality continues in today’s society, Jesus’ word about shameless disregard for boundaries in the area of sexual behavior deserves further consideration.

G. Thomas Hobson will receive his Ph.D. in Biblical Exegesis this May from Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, Mo.  He is a member of the Presbytery of Southeastern Illinois and is currently seeking a call.

Click here to read the full article from which this summary is taken.

ASELGEIA: JESUS’ TERM FOR HOMOSEXUAL BEHAVIOR?


