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1. Introduction 

Overview: 

The Bible, as one of the most influential and widely read texts in human history, 
has been the foundation of countless theological, ethical, and social discussions. 
While many verses offer clarity, comfort, and moral guidance, others have 
sparked intense debate and even division within and outside the Christian 
community. These controversial passages have not only influenced doctrinal 
disputes but have also played a role in shaping social norms and laws over the 
centuries. Some verses are seen as difficult because they challenge modern 
ethical sensibilities, while others present interpretive challenges that theologians 
have grappled with for centuries. 

Controversial Bible verses can be found in both the Old and New Testaments, 
touching on sensitive topics like gender roles, slavery, violence, divine justice, and 
sexuality. These passages continue to resonate in modern discussions, raising 
questions about how to interpret ancient texts in a contemporary context. For 
believers, they can provoke deep reflection on faith, morality, and the character 
of God. For critics, these verses often serve as points of contention, questioning 
the relevance or moral standing of Scripture in today’s world. 

Purpose: 

The purpose of this paper is to critically examine ten historically controversial 
Bible verses, drawing on the insights of historical apologists while also engaging 
with contemporary interpretations. By doing so, this paper aims to offer a 
balanced perspective on each verse—acknowledging both the traditional 
understandings rooted in the early Church and the evolving perspectives shaped 
by modern culture, scholarship, and ethical considerations. This exploration will 
allow readers to appreciate the complexity of biblical interpretation and how it 
has adapted—or resisted adaptation—through the ages. 

By analyzing these verses through the lens of historical apologists, such as 
Augustine, Aquinas, and Calvin, we will trace how early Christian thinkers 
approached difficult texts. These early interpretations often laid the groundwork 
for subsequent theological developments and ecclesiastical policies. However, 
modern scholars and theologians have revisited these texts, especially in light of 
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cultural shifts regarding human rights, gender equality, and social justice. The 
paper will seek to bridge these interpretations, offering a nuanced approach that 
considers the original context of the scriptures while addressing their application 
and understanding in today’s society. 

Scope: 

This paper will focus on ten Bible verses that have been the subject of significant 
controversy: 

1. Leviticus 18:22 & 20:13 – Addressing homosexuality in Old Testament law. 

2. 1 Timothy 2:11-12 – Paul's instructions on women’s roles in the church. 

3. Exodus 21:20-21 – The treatment of slaves in the Old Testament. 

4. 1 Corinthians 11:5-6 – Head coverings and gender roles. 

5. Matthew 10:34 – Jesus' declaration that He came not to bring peace, but a 
sword. 

6. Deuteronomy 22:28-29 – Laws surrounding marriage after rape. 

7. Romans 13:1-2 – Paul's instruction to obey governing authorities. 

8. Psalm 137:9 – A verse invoking violence against enemies. 

9. John 14:6 – The exclusivity of salvation through Jesus Christ. 

10. Genesis 19:24-25 – The destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah and its 
implications. 

Each section will delve into the historical context of the verse, how early Christian 
apologists interpreted it, and the modern debates it has generated. By addressing 
a wide range of topics—from gender roles and slavery to issues of violence and 
divine judgment—this paper will explore the theological, moral, and ethical 
implications of these verses for both believers and skeptics. 

This exploration is crucial because these verses are often cited by critics as 
evidence of the Bible's supposed moral shortcomings or cultural irrelevance. 
Conversely, defenders of the faith argue for a more nuanced understanding that 
takes into account historical context, theological depth, and the overarching 
message of Scripture. For Christians, understanding these verses helps strengthen 
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faith by providing a thoughtful approach to Scripture, especially when confronted 
with difficult questions. For critics, this analysis offers insight into the 
longstanding tradition of biblical interpretation and how even the most 
controversial texts have been grappled with by some of the greatest minds in 
Christian history. 

In sum, this paper aims to foster a deeper understanding of these complex 
passages by considering their historical interpretation and relevance in today's 
world. Through this examination, we will see how theological debate, cultural 
context, and evolving moral perspectives shape our understanding of Scripture. 

 

2. Leviticus 18:22 & 20:13 – Homosexuality and Old Testament Law 

Verse Explanation: 

Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 are two of the most frequently cited verses in 
discussions of homosexuality within Christian and Jewish traditions. In Leviticus 
18:22, the text states, "You shall not lie with a male as with a woman; it is an 
abomination." Leviticus 20:13 takes this prohibition further by prescribing the 
death penalty: "If a man lies with a male as with a woman, both of them have 
committed an abomination; they shall surely be put to death; their blood is upon 
them." These verses are part of the Holiness Code in Leviticus, a set of laws 
intended to guide the Israelites toward holiness by distinguishing them from the 
surrounding nations and ensuring that they remained ritually pure. 

The Holiness Code covers a range of behaviors, including dietary laws, sexual 
relations, and other moral conduct, with the overarching aim of promoting purity 
and obedience to God's commands. In the context of the ancient Near East, many 
of the surrounding pagan cultures included same-sex relationships in their 
religious practices, often as part of temple rituals. The prohibition in Leviticus can 
be understood as part of a broader effort to set Israel apart from these cultures 
and their practices. Additionally, these laws emphasize the importance of the 
family structure for the continuation of the covenantal community. The idea of 
maintaining purity through sexual behavior is central to these laws, and violations 
are seen as not only personal sins but communal offenses. 
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Historical Apologetics: 

The early Church Fathers took these Levitical prohibitions seriously and often 
viewed them as moral laws that transcended the specific cultural context of 
ancient Israel. Augustine of Hippo, one of the most influential theologians of the 
early Church, interpreted these verses as part of a broader Christian sexual ethic 
that emphasized chastity and the natural purpose of sexual relations within 
marriage—primarily for procreation. Augustine argued that same-sex acts, like 
any sexual behavior outside of heterosexual marriage, were contrary to the 
natural law, which he believed was a reflection of God's design for humanity. 

Similarly, John Chrysostom, another prominent early Church Father, offered a 
strongly condemnatory view of homosexual behavior. In his homilies on Romans, 
Chrysostom specifically criticized the sexual practices of the Greco-Roman world, 
which he saw as decadent and contrary to Christian morality. He interpreted 
Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 as clear evidence of God's disapproval of same-sex 
relationships, not just in the context of pagan ritual, but as a violation of natural 
law. For Chrysostom, the purpose of sexuality was strictly tied to procreation and 
the nurturing of families, making any other sexual expression sinful. 

The early Church’s reliance on these verses influenced centuries of Christian 
teaching on sexuality. Thomas Aquinas, in his seminal work Summa Theologica, 
argued that homosexual acts were “against nature,” further solidifying the 
interpretation that Leviticus' prohibitions applied universally. Aquinas categorized 
homosexual acts as contrary to natural law, which he understood to be knowable 
by reason and binding on all human beings, regardless of religious background. In 
his view, these prohibitions were not only part of the Mosaic Law but also 
reflective of a moral order that transcended time and culture. 

Modern Views: 

In modern times, these verses have become a focal point of debate, particularly 
as Western societies have become more accepting of LGBTQ+ identities. There is 
considerable division between those who maintain the traditional interpretation 
and those who argue for a more nuanced or contextual understanding of the text. 

Traditionalists, including many conservative Christians and Orthodox Jews, 
continue to see Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 as clear condemnations of homosexual 
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behavior. They argue that these prohibitions reflect God’s unchanging moral law, 
which is binding for all people across time. For these interpreters, the verses are 
part of a broader biblical narrative that consistently presents heterosexual 
marriage as the only legitimate context for sexual relations (e.g., Genesis 2:24; 
Romans 1:26-27). In their view, the advent of Jesus Christ and the New Covenant 
does not nullify the ethical teaching of the Old Testament, even if ceremonial laws 
have been set aside. 

On the other hand, progressive theologians and many modern scholars argue that 
these verses should be understood in their historical and cultural context. Some 
claim that the prohibitions in Leviticus were aimed specifically at ritual purity and 
the avoidance of practices associated with pagan worship, rather than 
condemning all forms of same-sex relationships. They point out that the ancient 
world did not have the same understanding of sexual orientation as modern 
society does, and that the text was primarily concerned with maintaining Israel's 
distinctiveness as a holy people. Therefore, they argue, applying these verses to 
loving, consensual same-sex relationships today is a misinterpretation. 

Queer theologians and some progressive Christian communities have sought to 
reframe these passages entirely. They often argue that the prohibitions reflect 
specific cultural taboos and should not be seen as universal moral commands. 
These scholars highlight the need to interpret Scripture in light of evolving 
understandings of human sexuality and ethics. For example, theologians like 
Matthew Vines have argued that the Bible, when understood in its proper 
context, does not condemn committed, monogamous same-sex relationships. 
Vines and others advocate for a reinterpretation of Levitical laws, suggesting that 
they were concerned with specific, exploitative behaviors rather than consensual, 
loving relationships. 

Other scholars have pointed to the New Testament’s reinterpretation of Old 
Testament law to suggest that Christians are no longer bound by these specific 
prohibitions. For example, Acts 15, which records the decisions of the Jerusalem 
Council, indicates that early Christians were not required to follow all of the 
Levitical laws. This perspective opens the door to a more flexible approach, where 
moral discernment is informed by broader biblical principles of love, justice, and 
grace, rather than strict adherence to ancient codes. 
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Cultural and Theological Diversity: 

The contemporary Christian world is marked by significant diversity in how these 
verses are understood. Evangelical denominations and the Catholic Church 
continue to uphold traditional interpretations, while many mainline Protestant 
denominations, such as the United Church of Christ and Episcopal Church, have 
moved toward full inclusion of LGBTQ+ individuals, including the blessing of same-
sex marriages. 

This theological divide reflects broader cultural changes. In societies where 
LGBTQ+ rights have gained widespread acceptance, these verses are often seen 
as relics of a bygone era, raising questions about the authority and relevance of 
Scripture in shaping modern moral standards. In more conservative contexts, 
however, these verses continue to be upheld as foundational to Christian sexual 
ethics. 

Conclusion of Section: 

Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 remain central to debates about the Bible’s stance on 
homosexuality. Historical apologists, such as Augustine and Chrysostom, viewed 
these verses as part of the divine moral law, while modern scholars and 
theologians offer a wide spectrum of interpretations that reflect evolving 
understandings of sexuality. This section underscores the complexity of biblical 
interpretation and the need for ongoing dialogue within the Christian community 
on how to approach these verses in a modern context. 

 

3. 1 Timothy 2:11-12 – Women’s Roles in the Church 

Verse Explanation: 

In 1 Timothy 2:11-12, the Apostle Paul writes, "Let a woman learn quietly with all 
submissiveness. I do not permit a woman to teach or to exercise authority over a 
man; rather, she is to remain quiet." This passage is one of the most frequently 
cited verses regarding women’s roles in the church and has been the subject of 
considerable debate both historically and in contemporary times. It appears in the 
context of Paul’s first letter to Timothy, who was overseeing the church in 
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Ephesus, and is part of a broader set of instructions on church order, worship, and 
leadership. 

The cultural backdrop of the Roman Empire, including the Greco-Roman 
household structure and the prevalent patriarchy, heavily influenced the early 
Christian communities. Women were generally expected to take secondary roles 
in public life, including in religious practices. This social expectation may have 
shaped Paul’s directives to Timothy, as maintaining social order within the early 
Christian assemblies would have been crucial to their survival in a male-
dominated society. In addition, the church in Ephesus, to which Paul wrote, faced 
challenges from false teachings (1 Timothy 1:3-7). Some scholars suggest that 
Paul's instructions here may have been intended to prevent untrained women—
who may have been more vulnerable to false teachings—from disrupting the 
fledgling community with misleading doctrines. 

The immediate context in 1 Timothy also includes guidelines on prayer, proper 
attire for women, and the qualifications for overseers and deacons (1 Timothy 
2:8-3:13), all of which suggest Paul’s concern for orderly conduct in worship and 
leadership. The directive for women to remain silent and submissive has been 
interpreted by some as a general prohibition against female leadership in the 
church, while others argue that it was specific to the cultural and historical 
circumstances of Ephesus. 

Historical Apologetics: 

The early Church Fathers had varying interpretations of this passage, but most 
aligned with traditional patriarchal views that limited the role of women in both 
public and religious life. Tertullian, writing in the late 2nd and early 3rd century, 
was an early Church Father who strongly upheld Paul’s directive. He argued that 
women’s roles should be limited to silence and submission in the church, 
associating this restriction with Eve’s role in the Fall of humanity (a theme also 
echoed by Paul in 1 Timothy 2:13-14). Tertullian viewed women as inherently 
more susceptible to deception, thus affirming the necessity of male leadership in 
teaching and guiding the congregation. 

Similarly, Augustine of Hippo believed that women had a subordinate role in the 
natural order, which extended to the church. He, too, connected this to the 
creation story, seeing Adam as the firstborn and Eve as derivative of him. 
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Augustine supported women’s silence and submission, although he also 
emphasized the importance of women’s participation in family and private 
religious instruction. 

By the Middle Ages, Thomas Aquinas built on the works of the Church Fathers and 
further institutionalized the role of women as subordinate to men, both in the 
natural order and within the church. In his Summa Theologica, Aquinas reasoned 
that women were physically and mentally weaker than men, which justified their 
exclusion from teaching and leadership roles. He saw 1 Timothy 2:11-12 as 
reflective of a divine order that placed men in positions of authority, particularly 
in the realms of theology and church governance. 

However, it is important to note that in early Christianity, women did play 
significant roles, especially in the domestic sphere, and sometimes in leadership 
capacities. Phoebe, mentioned in Romans 16:1, is described as a deaconess, and 
Priscilla is shown teaching alongside her husband Aquila in Acts 18. Despite Paul’s 
instructions in 1 Timothy, these instances demonstrate that the early church was 
not monolithic in its treatment of women, and there was some flexibility 
depending on the community and situation. 

Modern Views: 

In the modern era, interpretations of 1 Timothy 2:11-12 have shifted significantly, 
especially within the context of growing movements for gender equality. Feminist 
theologians and scholars of the 20th and 21st centuries have challenged 
traditional readings of this passage, arguing that Paul’s instructions were 
culturally bound and not meant to be universal or permanent restrictions on 
women’s roles in the church. Many argue that the specific historical 
circumstances in Ephesus—such as the threat of heretical teachings or the 
influence of certain cultural norms—shaped Paul’s commands and should not 
dictate the roles of women in contemporary Christian settings. 

Feminist theologians such as Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza have argued that the 
early Christian movement was, in many respects, countercultural in its treatment 
of women. She highlights examples like Phoebe, Priscilla, and Junia (mentioned in 
Romans 16:7) as evidence that women held leadership positions and were 
actively involved in the ministry. Fiorenza and others argue that Paul’s 
instructions in 1 Timothy may have been aimed at specific disruptions within the 
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Ephesian church, rather than reflecting a blanket prohibition on women’s 
leadership across all contexts. They also contend that the principle of equality 
found in Galatians 3:28 ("There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor 
female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus") suggests that the gospel message 
promotes equality, transcending traditional gender roles. 

Many mainline Protestant denominations have embraced this view, leading to the 
ordination of women as pastors, priests, and bishops. Churches such as the 
Episcopal Church, the United Methodist Church, and the Presbyterian Church 
(USA) have interpreted 1 Timothy 2:11-12 as a culturally specific directive that 
does not apply to modern Christian practice. These denominations argue that the 
gifts of the Holy Spirit are given to both men and women, enabling both to teach, 
lead, and serve in the church without restriction. 

Complementarian theologians, however, maintain that Paul’s instructions were 
not merely cultural but reflect a divine order in which men and women have 
distinct but complementary roles. Complementarianism, which is prevalent in 
Evangelical and conservative Christian circles, upholds male headship in both the 
family and the church, interpreting 1 Timothy 2:11-12 as a timeless principle. 
Prominent complementarian theologians like John Piper and Wayne Grudem 
argue that women should not hold positions of teaching or authority over men 
within the church, although they encourage women to exercise other ministries, 
such as teaching children or other women. In this view, women’s submission is 
seen as part of God’s design for order in the church and home, not as a reflection 
of inherent inferiority. 

Egalitarian theologians, by contrast, argue for the full equality of men and women 
in both the church and the family. They believe that the restrictions in 1 Timothy 
2:11-12 were temporary and contextual, and that the overall message of the New 
Testament affirms the equal worth and ability of women to serve in leadership 
roles. The Christian egalitarian movement, which includes organizations like 
Christians for Biblical Equality (CBE), seeks to dismantle gender hierarchies in the 
church, advocating for the ordination of women and their full participation in all 
areas of ministry. 
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Evolving Roles of Women in Ministry: 

The role of women in ministry has changed dramatically in recent centuries, 
particularly as Western societies have embraced greater gender equality. In the 
19th and 20th centuries, many women began to challenge their exclusion from 
leadership roles in the church, leading to significant reforms. The Holiness 
Movement and Pentecostalism were among the first Christian traditions to ordain 
women, emphasizing the gifting of the Holy Spirit irrespective of gender. The 
Salvation Army, founded in the late 19th century, also embraced women’s 
leadership, with co-founder Catherine Booth advocating for women’s right to 
preach. 

Today, denominations that ordain women argue that the Spirit’s call to ministry is 
not limited by gender, and they interpret 1 Timothy 2:11-12 as a passage that 
should be read within its historical context. These denominations emphasize the 
broader biblical themes of equality, justice, and the inclusion of all people in the 
work of the gospel. 

In contrast, many conservative Christian denominations, including the Southern 
Baptist Convention and Roman Catholic Church, continue to restrict the role of 
women in ministry, citing 1 Timothy 2:11-12 as a key text. In these traditions, the 
exclusion of women from pastoral leadership is seen as a reflection of God’s 
created order, with men called to lead in both the family and the church. 

Conclusion of Section: 

The interpretation of 1 Timothy 2:11-12 has been a point of contention 
throughout Christian history, shaping both ecclesiastical structures and 
theological thought. While early Church Fathers like Tertullian and Augustine 
supported the subordination of women based on their reading of Paul, modern 
feminist theologians and egalitarians challenge this view, arguing for the full 
inclusion of women in ministry. Complementarians, however, continue to uphold 
traditional gender roles, seeing Paul’s instructions as timeless and divinely 
ordained. This ongoing debate reflects the broader tension between tradition and 
modernity within Christianity, as communities seek to faithfully interpret 
Scripture in a changing cultural landscape. 
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4. Exodus 21:20-21 – Slavery in the Bible 

Verse Explanation: 

Exodus 21:20-21 reads: "When a man strikes his slave, male or female, with a rod 
and the slave dies under his hand, he shall be avenged. But if the slave survives a 
day or two, he is not to be avenged, for the slave is his money." This passage 
comes from a section of the Old Testament known as the Book of the Covenant, 
which contains laws given to the Israelites after their exodus from Egypt. These 
laws covered many aspects of life, including property, justice, and interpersonal 
relations, with a particular focus on maintaining social order and justice. 

The treatment of slaves in ancient Israel, as outlined in Exodus and other books of 
the Torah, reflects the social and economic realities of the time. Slavery was a 
common institution in the ancient Near East, but Israel’s laws sought to regulate 
and limit the mistreatment of slaves, at least to some degree. While the concept 
of slavery may seem morally problematic from a modern standpoint, in the 
ancient world it was often seen as a means of survival for the impoverished or a 
consequence of warfare. Many of the enslaved people in ancient Israel were 
fellow Hebrews who had fallen into debt and sold themselves into servitude, 
though foreign slaves were also part of the social fabric. 

The law in Exodus 21:20-21 appears to provide some protection for slaves, 
prohibiting their outright murder by their masters, but it also clearly regards 
slaves as property. The fact that the master would not be punished if the slave 
survived a day or two after being beaten emphasizes the economic value of the 
slave. This reflects a tension in the biblical law codes: on the one hand, slaves are 
treated as human beings deserving of protection; on the other hand, they are also 
regarded as the property of their masters, which limits the scope of that 
protection. 

In the broader narrative of the Old Testament, slavery is presented as an accepted 
part of society, but with regulations intended to prevent excessive cruelty. For 
example, the sabbatical year laws in Deuteronomy 15:12-15 required that Hebrew 
slaves be freed after six years of service, a practice that set Israel apart from many 
of its neighbors. Additionally, slaves were to be treated with some measure of 
dignity, as reflected in Leviticus 25:39-43, where it is written that no Hebrew 
should be treated as a slave, but rather as a hired worker. 
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Historical Apologetics: 

Early Christian apologists, such as Augustine of Hippo, approached the institution 
of slavery from a theological perspective. Augustine, living in a Roman world 
where slavery was ubiquitous, did not directly challenge the institution but sought 
to reconcile it with Christian teachings. In his writings, Augustine argued that 
slavery was a consequence of human sin, specifically citing the Fall of Adam and 
Eve as the origin of all human suffering and inequality. He maintained that 
slavery, though undesirable, was part of the human condition in a fallen world. 
For Augustine, the key issue was not the existence of slavery itself, but how 
masters treated their slaves. He exhorted Christian masters to treat their slaves 
kindly and with justice, as both master and slave were equal before God in the 
ultimate sense. 

In Thomas Aquinas' Summa Theologica, he also upheld the notion that slavery 
was a natural condition for some people, rooted in the Aristotelian idea of a 
natural hierarchy. Aquinas reasoned that, while slavery was not part of the 
original divine order, it had come about as a necessary means to maintain social 
and economic order after sin entered the world. Like Augustine, Aquinas 
emphasized the moral responsibility of masters to treat their slaves with fairness 
and justice, but he did not argue for the abolition of slavery. 

During the medieval period, the institution of slavery began to fade in many parts 
of Europe, largely replaced by serfdom, but slavery persisted in various forms, 
particularly in colonial contexts. Christian apologists of the time often interpreted 
passages like Exodus 21:20-21 as divinely sanctioned regulation, not as an 
endorsement of slavery itself, but as guidelines for managing a practice that was 
already entrenched in human societies. 

The transatlantic slave trade of the 16th through 19th centuries, which enslaved 
millions of Africans, led to a more forceful theological defense of slavery among 
many Christian thinkers, particularly in Europe and North America. Pro-slavery 
advocates often cited biblical passages, including Exodus 21:20-21, to argue that 
slavery was sanctioned by God and thus morally acceptable. They contended that 
slavery as practiced in the Americas was consistent with the biblical model of 
servitude, despite the extreme brutality that characterized much of the 
transatlantic slave system. 



14 
 

However, the rise of the abolitionist movement in the 18th and 19th centuries 
brought a radical reinterpretation of biblical texts related to slavery. Christian 
abolitionists, such as William Wilberforce in Britain and Frederick Douglass in the 
United States, argued that the spirit of the Bible was fundamentally opposed to 
slavery. They pointed to broader biblical themes of justice, freedom, and the 
dignity of all human beings, and they interpreted passages like Exodus 21:20-21 as 
reflecting the moral and social limitations of ancient Israelite society rather than 
God's ideal will for humanity. Abolitionists also emphasized the importance of 
New Testament teachings, particularly the idea that all are "one in Christ" 
(Galatians 3:28), as a basis for the rejection of slavery. 

In their view, the gospel message was one of liberation, and the biblical 
regulations concerning slavery should be seen as part of a historical context that 
was being superseded by the redemptive work of Christ. The abolitionist 
movement succeeded in reshaping Christian perspectives on slavery, leading to 
the eventual outlawing of slavery in much of the world, though the process was 
often slow and fraught with conflict. 

Modern Views: 

In modern times, particularly in the context of post-colonial and liberation 
theology, Exodus 21:20-21 and other biblical passages on slavery are seen 
through a critical lens. Many scholars and theologians argue that the Bible’s 
apparent acceptance of slavery reflects the deeply ingrained social hierarchies of 
the ancient world, but they reject the notion that these verses should be 
interpreted as prescriptive for contemporary moral or legal norms. They 
emphasize that slavery, in any form, is incompatible with modern understandings 
of human rights and dignity. 

Liberation theology, which emerged in Latin America in the 20th century, seeks to 
interpret Scripture from the perspective of the oppressed, including those who 
have historically been enslaved or marginalized. Theologians like Gustavo 
Gutiérrez and James Cone argue that the Bible should be read as a narrative of 
liberation, with God standing on the side of the poor, the enslaved, and the 
downtrodden. They reinterpret Exodus not as a divine endorsement of slavery, 
but as a call for freedom and justice, pointing to the story of the Israelites' 
liberation from Egyptian slavery as the core of the biblical message. 
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For modern readers, particularly those in post-colonial contexts, biblical texts that 
regulate or condone slavery are troubling. These verses are often seen as relics of 
a bygone era, reflective of the social structures of the ancient Near East but 
irrelevant to contemporary ethical debates. In contrast to earlier Christian 
justifications of slavery, modern theologians tend to emphasize the need for 
historical context when interpreting such passages. They argue that the Bible, 
while historically bound by the realities of its time, contains a deeper moral 
trajectory that points toward justice, equality, and the abolition of all forms of 
oppression. 

Feminist and intersectional theologians have also contributed to this re-
examination, focusing on how slavery, patriarchy, and other forms of oppression 
are interconnected in both biblical texts and contemporary societies. These 
scholars call for a critical reading of Scripture that recognizes the ways in which 
the Bible has been used to justify systems of exploitation but also affirms its 
potential to inspire movements for justice and liberation. 

Conclusion of Section: 

Exodus 21:20-21 provides a window into the ancient world’s view of slavery, 
revealing both the limitations and complexities of biblical law. Early Christian 
apologists, such as Augustine and Aquinas, sought to justify or recontextualize 
slavery within a theological framework, accepting it as part of the fallen human 
condition. However, the rise of the abolitionist movement radically reinterpreted 
these texts, emphasizing the Bible’s broader message of justice and freedom. In 
the modern era, post-colonial and liberation theologians challenge the ethical 
implications of these passages, arguing for a critical, context-based reading that 
upholds human dignity and rights. As society continues to wrestle with the legacy 
of slavery, both within and outside religious traditions, Exodus 21:20-21 remains a 
point of debate, prompting ongoing reflection on the Bible’s role in shaping moral 
and social values. 
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5. 1 Corinthians 11:5-6 – Head Coverings and Gender Roles 

Verse Explanation: 

In 1 Corinthians 11:5-6, the Apostle Paul writes: "But every wife who prays or 
prophesies with her head uncovered dishonors her head, since it is the same as if 
her head were shaven. For if a wife will not cover her head, then she should cut 
her hair short. But since it is disgraceful for a wife to cut off her hair or shave her 
head, let her cover her head." 

These verses come from Paul’s broader discussion on propriety in worship, 
particularly the distinctions between men and women in public religious settings. 
The passage is part of Paul’s first letter to the church in Corinth, a city known for 
its diverse population, cultural blending, and moral challenges. The immediate 
context of 1 Corinthians 11 deals with issues of authority, honor, and respect, 
especially in relation to gender roles and public worship. 

Paul’s instructions seem to reflect both theological principles and social customs 
of the time. The head covering is presented as a visible sign of a woman’s 
submission, not only to her husband but to the created order, as Paul links the 
practice to the creation story in Genesis, where woman was created from man (1 
Corinthians 11:8-9). He argues that just as Christ is the head of man, man is the 
head of woman (1 Corinthians 11:3), and this hierarchy should be visibly 
represented in worship through the practice of women covering their heads. 

In the Greco-Roman world, head coverings were often associated with modesty 
and respectability, particularly for women. Married women, in particular, were 
expected to cover their heads in public as a sign of their marital status and moral 
virtue. To be seen without a head covering could be interpreted as immodest or 
even shameful, akin to the practices of prostitutes or those who had dishonored 
themselves in some way. Thus, Paul’s instructions to the Corinthians likely aligned 
with broader cultural expectations, while also reinforcing the Christian view of 
gender distinctions and proper worship conduct. 

However, Paul also affirms the importance of women praying and prophesying in 
public worship, suggesting that their active participation in the spiritual life of the 
community is valuable. The issue, then, is not whether women should be involved 
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in worship, but how they should present themselves in a way that honors both 
cultural norms and the theological convictions of the early Christian community. 

Historical Apologetics: 

The early Church Fathers interpreted Paul’s instructions on head coverings within 
the framework of maintaining modesty, order, and proper roles for women in the 
church. They emphasized the significance of outward appearances as reflections 
of inner piety and moral integrity. 

Clement of Alexandria, a prominent theologian of the late 2nd and early 3rd 
centuries, took Paul’s instructions seriously and argued that modesty was 
essential for Christian women. He encouraged women to dress modestly and 
cover their heads as a way of avoiding temptation and maintaining the moral 
order of the community. For Clement, the head covering was not just a cultural 
practice but a symbol of a woman’s humility and respect for her place in the 
divine hierarchy. He also stressed that women’s clothing and behavior should 
reflect their commitment to chastity and virtue, aligning with the broader 
Christian values of modesty and purity. 

In his writings, Tertullian also addressed the issue of head coverings, particularly 
in his treatise On the Veiling of Virgins. He argued that not only married women, 
but also virgins, should wear veils in public and during worship. Tertullian believed 
that head coverings were a necessary sign of submission to male authority and a 
reflection of God’s created order. He drew on Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 11 to 
reinforce his argument that women should demonstrate their modesty and 
respect through visible symbols like veils, emphasizing the importance of external 
signs of faith. 

John Chrysostom, a renowned 4th-century theologian, similarly saw Paul’s 
instructions on head coverings as vital to preserving modesty and propriety within 
the church. He emphasized that the practice was rooted in the natural order of 
creation, with men representing authority and women representing submission. 
For Chrysostom, the head covering was a visual reminder of this divinely ordained 
structure, and he encouraged women to follow Paul’s teachings as a way of 
honoring God’s design for gender roles. 
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While these early Church Fathers largely agreed on the importance of head 
coverings as a symbol of modesty and submission, they also recognized that 
Paul’s instructions reflected a broader concern for order in worship. The emphasis 
on outward signs of humility and respect, particularly in relation to gender roles, 
was seen as essential to maintaining the moral integrity of the Christian 
community in the face of a permissive and often morally ambiguous culture. 

Modern Views: 

In modern times, interpretations of 1 Corinthians 11:5-6 have shifted 
considerably, particularly in progressive Christian communities. Many 
contemporary scholars and theologians argue that Paul’s instructions regarding 
head coverings should be understood as a culturally specific practice that 
reflected the norms of Greco-Roman society but is not necessarily binding for 
Christians today. 

One of the primary arguments is that Paul’s concern in this passage was not to 
create a universal rule for all times and places, but to address a specific cultural 
context in Corinth. In the ancient world, head coverings were a symbol of 
propriety and respectability, and Paul’s instructions likely aimed to prevent 
scandal or misunderstanding within the church. As such, many modern readers 
believe that the head covering itself is not intrinsically tied to Christian theology 
but was a pragmatic solution to maintain social harmony and avoid unnecessary 
offense in public worship. 

Feminist theologians have been particularly critical of interpretations that see 
Paul’s instructions as reinforcing traditional gender hierarchies. They argue that 
these verses reflect the patriarchal norms of Paul’s time rather than a divine 
mandate for the subordination of women. For example, theologians like Elisabeth 
Schüssler Fiorenza have called for a re-reading of the passage in light of the 
broader biblical themes of equality and mutual respect, as expressed in Galatians 
3:28: “There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are 
all one in Christ Jesus.” Feminist scholars emphasize that Paul’s acknowledgment 
of women praying and prophesying in public demonstrates that he valued their 
spiritual contributions, even if he was constrained by the cultural norms of his 
time. 
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Cultural and symbolic readings of the head covering have also become more 
prevalent in modern biblical scholarship. Many theologians argue that the head 
covering was a symbol of social respectability in the 1st century, but that such 
symbols have changed over time. In contemporary Western societies, for 
instance, head coverings no longer carry the same meaning, and modesty or 
respectability is expressed in different ways. As a result, many churches, 
particularly in mainline Protestant denominations, no longer require women to 
cover their heads in worship, seeing Paul’s instructions as culturally contingent 
rather than a timeless prescription. 

In contrast, conservative and traditionalist Christian communities—including 
some branches of Evangelicalism, Catholicism, and Orthodox Christianity—
continue to observe head covering practices, particularly during worship. These 
communities often argue that Paul’s instructions reflect an enduring principle of 
modesty, order, and gender distinction that remains relevant today. For example, 
in Eastern Orthodox traditions, women are often expected to cover their heads 
when entering a church, a practice that is viewed as an act of humility and respect 
before God. 

The debate over head coverings has also found expression in Pentecostal and 
Holiness movements, where the emphasis on modesty in dress is linked to 
broader spiritual concerns. In some Pentecostal traditions, head coverings are still 
worn as an outward sign of a woman’s submission to God and the authority 
structures within the church, although this practice is not universal. 

Theological diversity within the broader Christian community means that head 
coverings and gender roles continue to be a point of discussion. In progressive 
and egalitarian churches, head coverings are often seen as an outdated cultural 
symbol, and gender roles are approached from the perspective of equality and 
mutual partnership. In contrast, complementarian churches maintain that men 
and women have distinct but complementary roles, with head coverings serving 
as one visible marker of this distinction. 

Contemporary Shifts: 

In recent decades, many Christian communities have moved toward more 
inclusive interpretations of gender roles in worship, seeing Paul’s instructions in 1 
Corinthians 11 as culturally specific rather than normative for all times and places. 
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The rise of egalitarian theology, which emphasizes the full equality of men and 
women in both the church and the family, has led to a reevaluation of passages 
like this one. In egalitarian churches, women are often encouraged to take on 
leadership roles in worship and teaching, and the practice of head covering has 
largely faded. 

At the same time, symbolic readings of the text have gained traction, with 
scholars arguing that the head covering was a temporary symbol of honor in the 
ancient world and that Christians today can find new ways to express respect and 
modesty. These symbolic interpretations highlight the importance of 
contextualizing Paul’s letters, recognizing that many of his instructions were 
written to address specific cultural situations rather than create universal rules for 
all Christians. 

Conclusion of Section: 

1 Corinthians 11:5-6 has been a point of contention for centuries, as it touches on 
issues of gender roles, modesty, and propriety in worship. Early Church Fathers 
like Clement of Alexandria and Tertullian viewed Paul’s instructions as essential 
for maintaining moral order and modesty within the Christian community, while 
modern theologians tend to interpret these verses as culturally specific and 
symbolic rather than prescriptive for all times. As Christian communities continue 
to grapple with the role of gender in worship and leadership, the passage remains 
a significant text for exploring the relationship between tradition, culture, and 
theology. 

 

6. Matthew 10:34 – Jesus Bringing a Sword, Not Peace 

Verse Explanation: 

In Matthew 10:34, Jesus makes a startling statement: "Do not think that I have 
come to bring peace to the earth. I have not come to bring peace, but a sword." 
This verse, part of Jesus' instructions to His disciples as He sends them out to 
spread the message of the Kingdom of God, has long been a source of theological 
tension. On its surface, it appears to contradict the broader biblical portrayal of 
Jesus as the Prince of Peace (Isaiah 9:6) and His teachings on love, nonviolence, 
and reconciliation. 
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The "sword" in this passage is understood metaphorically, symbolizing the 
divisions that Jesus' message would cause rather than a literal call to violence. 
Jesus is warning His followers that the gospel will provoke conflict, even within 
families, as people react differently to the radical demands of discipleship. His 
teachings would challenge existing social, religious, and familial structures, 
leading to opposition, persecution, and division. The “sword” represents the 
inevitable consequences of choosing to follow Jesus in a world that might reject 
His message. 

The surrounding context in Matthew 10 reinforces this theme. Jesus goes on to 
explain that His followers may face betrayal, hatred, and conflict, even from 
members of their own household (Matthew 10:35-36). This is not a call to arms, 
but rather a recognition that the message of the Kingdom—rooted in love, justice, 
and allegiance to God—will provoke resistance from those invested in 
maintaining the status quo, whether political, religious, or familial. 

Historical Apologetics: 

Early Christian theologians, such as Origen and Augustine, interpreted this 
passage as referring to the spiritual conflicts that arise when the gospel confronts 
the sinful nature of the world. They viewed the "sword" not as a literal weapon, 
but as a symbol of the deep divisions between good and evil, light and darkness, 
that the message of Christ would inevitably expose. 

Origen, a 3rd-century theologian, saw the "sword" as a metaphor for spiritual 
warfare, particularly the internal battle within each person between the forces of 
good and evil. For Origen, Jesus' teachings were meant to pierce through the 
illusions of the material world and the false values that people often cling to. This 
internal "sword" divides a person’s sinful nature from their renewed self, leading 
to a transformative process that may involve pain and struggle. Origen believed 
that the division caused by Christ’s message was necessary for spiritual growth, as 
it forced individuals to choose between God’s Kingdom and the values of the 
world. 

Augustine of Hippo, writing in the 4th and 5th centuries, also interpreted the 
passage as a reference to spiritual conflict, particularly between the City of God 
(representing those who follow Christ) and the City of Man (representing those 
who oppose the gospel). Augustine acknowledged that the gospel would 
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inevitably lead to division in the world because of its countercultural nature. He 
argued that the peace Christ offers is not worldly peace, which often comes 
through compromise or avoidance of conflict, but a deeper, spiritual peace that 
comes from being reconciled with God. This peace, however, would not be 
welcomed by everyone, leading to conflict and division even within families. 

For Augustine, this "sword" of division was not something Christians should seek 
out actively, but they should be prepared for it as a consequence of their 
faithfulness to Christ. He saw the message of Jesus as inherently disruptive to the 
structures of sin and power that governed the world, meaning that persecution, 
conflict, and opposition were inevitable for those who chose to follow Christ. 

Other early theologians, such as John Chrysostom, emphasized that this division 
should not lead Christians to seek out violence or conflict, but rather to prepare 
them for the reality that following Christ would bring trials. Chrysostom 
interpreted the “sword” as representing the trials that come with faith, especially 
the emotional and relational conflicts when individuals or families are divided 
over the message of Christ. 

Modern Views: 

In modern times, Matthew 10:34 has sparked significant debate, particularly in 
light of pacifist interpretations of Jesus' teachings and ongoing global religious 
conflicts. Many scholars and theologians emphasize the metaphorical nature of 
the "sword" in this passage, while others wrestle with its implications for 
understanding Christian discipleship in a violent world. 

Pacifist theologians, such as those in the Anabaptist tradition (e.g., John Howard 
Yoder and Stanley Hauerwas), argue that while Jesus acknowledges that His 
message will provoke division, this is not a justification for violence or conflict. For 
pacifists, the "sword" symbolizes the ethical and moral disruption that comes 
when people embrace the radical, nonviolent love that Jesus taught. They 
emphasize that Jesus Himself did not carry a sword, nor did He command His 
followers to do so. Instead, His teachings on turning the other cheek (Matthew 
5:39), loving one’s enemies (Matthew 5:44), and laying down one’s life for others 
(John 15:13) provide the framework for Christian nonviolence. 



23 
 

Pacifists argue that Matthew 10:34 is a recognition that the gospel will disturb 
worldly systems of power and violence, but that Christians are called to respond 
with love and peace, even in the face of persecution. The division caused by 
Christ’s message is, in their view, an invitation to live out a radically different way 
of life, one that rejects violence and embraces reconciliation, even if the world 
responds with hostility. 

Progressive Christian movements have also reinterpreted this passage in light of 
the social and political dimensions of Jesus' message. For many progressive 
theologians, the "sword" represents the social upheaval that comes when the 
gospel challenges unjust systems of power. This reading sees Jesus’ message as a 
call to confront inequality, oppression, and systemic injustice, knowing that such a 
message will provoke resistance from those who benefit from the status quo. 

In this sense, the "sword" symbolizes the conflict between the values of the 
Kingdom of God—justice, mercy, and humility—and the values of the world, 
which often prioritize power, wealth, and domination. Progressive theologians 
argue that following Christ may lead to division, but this division is the necessary 
cost of pursuing justice and truth in a world that resists change. 

Religious Conflict and Christian Peace: 

Another layer of interpretation comes from the historical and ongoing use of 
religious texts to justify violence. Throughout history, some groups have taken 
Jesus' words in Matthew 10:34 out of context to justify religious wars, 
persecution, and violence against others, often distorting the meaning of the 
passage to suit political or ideological ends. This has led to significant debate 
within Christian communities about how to reconcile Jesus' teachings on peace 
and love with the violent realities of religious conflict. 

For example, during the Crusades and the Inquisition, some leaders interpreted 
passages like Matthew 10:34 as a divine mandate to use the "sword" to defend 
and expand Christianity. This militant interpretation, however, stands in stark 
contrast to the broader teachings of Jesus, who consistently rejected violence as a 
means of advancing His Kingdom. 

In modern discussions, many theologians reject any literal or militaristic 
interpretation of this passage, instead focusing on the role of the Church in 
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promoting peace, even in a divided and hostile world. Pope Francis, for example, 
has emphasized the need for Christians to be "peacemakers" in a world plagued 
by conflict and division. He encourages believers to seek reconciliation and 
nonviolent solutions to the challenges of modern life, reminding Christians that 
true peace comes not from avoiding conflict but from pursuing justice and love, 
even when it leads to division. 

The Nature of Christian Peace: 

In contrast to the worldly understanding of peace as the absence of conflict, 
Christian peace, as interpreted by many theologians, is rooted in reconciliation 
with God through Christ. This peace, known as shalom in Hebrew, is not merely 
the cessation of hostilities but the presence of wholeness, justice, and right 
relationship with God and others. 

N.T. Wright, a prominent New Testament scholar, argues that Matthew 10:34 
points to the reality that Jesus’ message will bring division in the present age, but 
this division is not the final word. Rather, the division serves as a prelude to the 
ultimate peace that will come with the full realization of God’s Kingdom. Wright 
emphasizes that Christians are called to work for peace in the here and now, even 
if doing so leads to conflict with those who reject the values of God’s Kingdom. 

Conclusion of Section: 

Matthew 10:34 is a powerful and challenging verse that has been interpreted in 
various ways throughout Christian history. Early theologians like Origen and 
Augustine saw the "sword" as a metaphor for spiritual warfare and the inevitable 
conflict between good and evil. In modern times, pacifist and progressive 
Christian movements have emphasized the nonviolent and justice-seeking 
dimensions of Jesus' message, rejecting any literal or militaristic interpretation of 
the "sword." Ultimately, this passage reflects the disruptive nature of the gospel, 
which calls people to radical love and justice, even in the face of opposition and 
division. As Christian communities continue to navigate a world often marked by 
conflict, the message of Jesus bringing a sword serves as a reminder of the cost of 
discipleship and the call to pursue a deeper, transformative peace. 
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7. Deuteronomy 22:28-29 – Marriage After Rape 

Verse Explanation: 

Deuteronomy 22:28-29 reads: "If a man meets a virgin who is not betrothed, and 
seizes her and lies with her, and they are found, then the man who lay with her 
shall give to the father of the young woman fifty shekels of silver, and she shall be 
his wife, because he has violated her. He may not divorce her all his days." 

This passage has long been considered one of the more difficult and controversial 
parts of the Old Testament, as it seems to prescribe a situation in which a man 
who rapes a woman is required to marry his victim. To modern readers, this may 
appear to condone or trivialize sexual violence, raising serious ethical and moral 
questions. However, it is essential to understand the legal and cultural 
background of ancient Israel to grasp the full meaning of the text. 

In the context of ancient Israel, the laws regarding marriage, property, and sexual 
conduct were designed to protect social order and the rights of individuals, 
particularly women, who were often economically vulnerable in a patriarchal 
society. In a world where a woman's virginity was closely tied to her family's 
honor and her own future security, the loss of virginity outside of marriage—
whether through consensual relations or rape—could severely damage her 
prospects of marrying in the future. 

Deuteronomy 22:28-29 must be understood within this framework, where 
marriage was not solely a matter of personal affection but a legal and economic 
institution. The law stipulated that if a man violated a virgin, he was required to 
pay a bride price and marry her without the option of divorce. This was intended 
to provide some form of protection for the woman, as she might otherwise face a 
lifetime of economic and social hardship due to her loss of virginity. The payment 
of fifty shekels of silver to her father symbolized the transfer of responsibility 
from her family to the man, ensuring her continued provision. 

While the law appears harsh by modern standards, its intent was to safeguard the 
woman's future, forcing the man to take responsibility for his actions and 
preventing him from abandoning her after taking away her honor. The command 
that he "may not divorce her all his days" was likely meant to prevent the man 
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from further victimizing the woman after the forced marriage by ensuring her 
lifelong security. 

Historical Apologetics: 

Early Jewish and Christian commentators, while accepting the authority of the 
Torah, struggled with the ethical implications of this passage, often emphasizing 
the protective aspects of the law in an ancient patriarchal society. 

The Jewish scholar Maimonides, writing in the 12th century, commented 
extensively on the legal codes of the Torah in his work Mishneh Torah. He viewed 
the law in Deuteronomy 22:28-29 as a necessary measure in the social and 
economic context of the time. Maimonides believed that the marriage 
requirement, along with the payment of the bride price, was a form of 
compensation to the woman and her family for the violation of her dignity and 
honor. However, he also acknowledged that this law applied only when the 
woman and her family consented to the marriage, suggesting that the woman 
could refuse to marry her assailant if she chose. This interpretation softened the 
harshness of the law by granting the woman some degree of agency, at least in 
theory. 

Philo of Alexandria, an influential Hellenistic Jewish philosopher of the 1st 
century, also interpreted this law within the context of ancient societal norms. 
Like Maimonides, Philo emphasized the importance of maintaining the social 
order and protecting the dignity of the woman, though his writings reflect the 
deeply patriarchal views of his time. He saw the law as a means of ensuring that 
the woman was not left destitute and disgraced, but could instead receive 
economic and legal protection through marriage. 

Early Christian thinkers, like Augustine of Hippo, interpreted this law allegorically, 
often viewing the relationship between the man and the woman as symbolic of 
broader theological concepts. Augustine, for instance, viewed the purity of the 
woman as a representation of the Church, and her violation as a reflection of 
human sinfulness. In this sense, the forced marriage could be seen as a reflection 
of the redemptive power of Christ’s sacrifice—where sin leads to brokenness, but 
God redeems the situation, offering protection and restoration. 
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These early interpretations often emphasized the idea that the law sought to 
bring justice within the limitations of the ancient cultural framework. However, 
they also recognized the tension between the letter of the law and the moral 
challenges it posed, particularly regarding the dignity and autonomy of women. 

Modern Views: 

In modern times, Deuteronomy 22:28-29 has been widely reinterpreted, 
particularly in light of ethical concerns raised by contemporary scholars, 
theologians, and advocates for women's rights. The passage is often seen as 
problematic due to its apparent sanctioning of a forced marriage between a rape 
victim and her attacker, which contradicts modern values of consent, autonomy, 
and gender equality. 

Feminist theologians and scholars have been particularly critical of this passage. 
Many argue that it reflects the deeply patriarchal nature of ancient Israelite 
society, where women were often treated as property, with their worth tied to 
their sexual purity and their role within the family structure. Feminist scholars like 
Phyllis Trible, in her influential work Texts of Terror, have pointed out that this 
law, while perhaps protective in its original context, dehumanizes the woman by 
forcing her to marry her rapist, thereby stripping her of her autonomy and 
reducing her value to that of an object to be transferred between men. 

Trible and other scholars emphasize the need to interpret this passage through 
the lens of modern ethical concerns, particularly around gender justice and the 
rights of women. They argue that while the Bible contains many passages that 
support justice, compassion, and the protection of the vulnerable, laws like the 
one in Deuteronomy 22:28-29 reflect the limitations of an ancient legal system 
rooted in patriarchal norms. Feminist theologians advocate for reading the Bible 
critically, acknowledging the historical and cultural context of such laws while also 
challenging their relevance to modern ethics. 

Post-colonial theologians have also contributed to this re-evaluation, particularly 
in the context of societies where violence against women remains a serious issue. 
Scholars like Kwok Pui-Lan and Musa Dube argue that passages like Deuteronomy 
22:28-29 must be critiqued in light of ongoing struggles for women's rights and 
the fight against gender-based violence. They emphasize that the church and 
other religious communities have a responsibility to advocate for justice and to 
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reinterpret Scripture in ways that promote the dignity and empowerment of 
women. 

In addition, liberation theologians have re-read this passage through the lens of 
the oppressed, arguing that its original intent—however flawed by modern 
standards—was to protect vulnerable women in a patriarchal society. They 
contend that while the law does not meet the ethical standards of contemporary 
human rights, it should be seen as part of an evolving moral framework that was 
slowly moving toward greater justice. For liberation theologians, the focus should 
be on how God’s overarching concern for the oppressed can be seen even in the 
midst of difficult and troubling texts. 

Legal and Ethical Concerns: 

From a legal perspective, modern advocates for women's rights argue that 
Deuteronomy 22:28-29 reflects an outdated understanding of justice. In a 
contemporary context, forcing a woman to marry her rapist is considered a grave 
violation of her rights and dignity. Many countries with legal codes influenced by 
biblical laws have since abandoned such practices, recognizing that justice for 
survivors of sexual violence must center on their autonomy, safety, and consent. 

The ethical concern here is that the ancient law, which was likely designed to 
protect women from economic and social ruin, does so at the expense of their 
personal dignity and freedom. Modern ethicists emphasize that true justice 
requires empowering survivors of sexual violence and allowing them to make 
decisions about their own lives, rather than binding them to their abusers through 
legal or social constraints. 

Conclusion of Section: 

Deuteronomy 22:28-29 presents a complex challenge for interpreters of the Bible, 
as it reflects the cultural and legal norms of ancient Israel, which are often in 
conflict with modern ethical standards. Historical apologists like Maimonides and 
Augustine sought to justify or recontextualize the law within the social realities of 
their time, but modern scholars, particularly feminist and liberation theologians, 
have critiqued this passage as problematic, especially in relation to women’s 
rights and dignity. As with many difficult biblical texts, this passage calls for 
careful interpretation that recognizes its historical context while engaging with 
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contemporary concerns about justice, autonomy, and human rights. Modern 
readers and theologians are tasked with finding ways to understand these ancient 
laws while affirming the values of dignity and justice that should guide our ethical 
reflections today. 

 

8. Romans 13:1-2 – Obeying Governing Authorities 

Verse Explanation: 

In Romans 13:1-2, the Apostle Paul writes: "Let every person be subject to the 
governing authorities. For there is no authority except from God, and those that 
exist have been instituted by God. Therefore whoever resists the authorities 
resists what God has appointed, and those who resist will incur judgment." This 
passage is one of the most discussed and debated in Christian theology, 
particularly in relation to political power, authority, and the believer’s 
responsibility toward the state. 

Paul's instruction to "be subject" to governing authorities must be understood in 
the historical context of the Roman Empire. At the time of Paul’s writing (around 
AD 57), the Roman Empire ruled over a vast and diverse population, including the 
early Christian communities. The Roman state, while often oppressive and violent, 
was also the provider of public order and stability. Roman law and the structure 
of authority were seen as essential to maintaining peace, especially in a society 
that was fraught with political unrest and conflict. 

Paul’s message to the Christians in Rome, the heart of the Empire, was likely 
influenced by the practical need to avoid unnecessary conflict with the Roman 
authorities. Early Christians were a small and persecuted minority, and any direct 
confrontation with the Roman state could have brought severe repercussions. By 
advising submission to the authorities, Paul may have been encouraging 
Christians to focus on living peacefully and fulfilling their duties as citizens without 
drawing the ire of the Empire, while still practicing their faith. 

However, Paul also frames his instruction theologically. He asserts that all 
authority ultimately comes from God and that those in positions of power are, in 
some way, part of God’s sovereign plan. This does not necessarily imply that all 
rulers are righteous, but that the concept of authority and governance is divinely 
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instituted to maintain order. Paul’s reasoning suggests that Christians, by 
submitting to governing authorities, are submitting to God’s ordained structures 
of society. 

Historical Apologetics: 

Theologians throughout history have wrestled with Paul’s words in Romans 13, 
particularly during times of political upheaval, tyranny, and persecution. The 
tension between submitting to unjust rulers and maintaining Christian integrity 
has led to various interpretations of this passage. 

Augustine of Hippo, one of the most influential early Christian theologians, 
approached this passage within the framework of his broader theology of the 
“two cities”—the City of God and the City of Man. In his work The City of God, 
Augustine distinguished between the earthly authorities, which govern human 
affairs, and the ultimate authority of God’s heavenly kingdom. For Augustine, 
Christians could submit to earthly rulers, even corrupt or pagan ones, because 
these rulers were part of God’s plan for the temporal world. However, Augustine 
also maintained that obedience to God always took precedence over obedience 
to human rulers. If a ruler commanded something that was clearly against God’s 
law, Christians were obligated to obey God rather than man (Acts 5:29). 
Augustine’s interpretation allowed for a balance between submission to 
government and maintaining Christian conscience. 

During the Reformation, John Calvin offered a more structured interpretation of 
Romans 13. In his Institutes of the Christian Religion, Calvin argued that civil 
government was a divine institution designed to promote justice, peace, and 
public order. Like Augustine, Calvin believed that even tyrannical rulers were part 
of God’s plan, and therefore, Christians should generally submit to them. 
However, Calvin also recognized that there could be exceptional cases where 
rebellion or resistance was justified, particularly if the ruler actively opposed 
God’s commands or persecuted the Church. Calvin emphasized that governments 
should act as ministers of God’s justice, but if they failed in this role, resistance 
could be justified by lower magistrates or other authorities within the hierarchy of 
governance. 

Both Augustine and Calvin saw Romans 13 as a call to respect legitimate authority 
while also maintaining a higher allegiance to God. Their interpretations were 
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shaped by the political contexts of their times—Augustine in the declining Roman 
Empire and Calvin in the turbulence of Reformation Europe—where questions of 
authority, rebellion, and Christian duty were central to their theological concerns. 

Modern Views: 

In modern times, the interpretation of Romans 13:1-2 has become increasingly 
complex, particularly in light of the 20th century's brutal dictatorships, totalitarian 
regimes, and state-sponsored atrocities. The question of whether Christians 
should always submit to government authority has been reconsidered, especially 
in situations where governments are clearly unjust, oppressive, or violent. 

One of the most prominent figures in this discussion is Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a 
German theologian who openly opposed Adolf Hitler and the Nazi regime during 
World War II. Bonhoeffer initially struggled with Romans 13, recognizing Paul’s 
command to submit to authorities, but as the Nazi regime became more 
oppressive and engaged in genocide, he came to the conclusion that obedience to 
God required resistance. In his famous work Ethics, Bonhoeffer argued that 
Christians have a responsibility to resist governments that commit evil, even if this 
means disobeying the state. His involvement in the plot to assassinate Hitler, for 
which he was eventually executed, reflected his belief that when a government is 
so corrupt and evil that it becomes a force of destruction rather than order, 
Christians must take radical action. 

Bonhoeffer’s stance has been influential in shaping Christian resistance 
movements around the world. His reading of Romans 13 highlights the tension 
between submitting to governing authorities and resisting tyranny when those 
authorities abandon their God-given mandate to protect justice and order. 
Bonhoeffer’s legacy has inspired other theologians and activists to challenge 
oppressive regimes, particularly in contexts of political violence, dictatorship, and 
genocide. 

Martin Luther King Jr., another key figure in modern Christian thought, also 
engaged with Romans 13 in the context of his nonviolent resistance to racial 
segregation and injustice in the United States. While King did not advocate violent 
rebellion, he believed that Christians had a moral duty to resist unjust laws. 
Drawing on the Christian tradition of civil disobedience, King argued in his Letter 
from Birmingham Jail that laws that are unjust do not need to be obeyed, and 
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that Christians must stand up for justice even when it conflicts with government 
authority. He viewed Romans 13 as a call to respect just laws, but not as a blanket 
endorsement of all government actions. 

Resistance to Unjust Governments: 

Romans 13:1-2 has often been interpreted as a defense of law and order, but 
modern scholars increasingly question the idea of “blind obedience” to unjust 
governments. Liberation theologians in Latin America, such as Gustavo Gutiérrez 
and Oscar Romero, have argued that Paul’s call for submission to authorities must 
be read in light of the broader biblical message of justice, particularly the 
prophetic tradition of speaking truth to power. They emphasize that Christians 
are called to work for justice and to oppose systems of oppression, even if this 
requires disobedience to unjust authorities. 

For liberation theologians, Romans 13 cannot be separated from the rest of the 
New Testament, where Jesus consistently challenges the powers and principalities 
that oppress the poor and marginalized. The emphasis on God’s authority over 
human rulers means that Christians must always evaluate whether a government 
is acting in accordance with divine justice. If it is not, then resistance, even 
rebellion, can be a legitimate Christian response. This approach has been 
influential in movements for social justice, particularly in contexts of dictatorship, 
corruption, and systemic injustice. 

Contemporary evangelical movements have also engaged with Romans 13 in the 
context of political dissent. While many evangelical leaders still emphasize the 
importance of respecting legitimate government authority, there is growing 
recognition that Christians must balance submission to the state with their 
responsibility to stand against immorality, injustice, and violations of human 
rights. 

Balancing Submission and Resistance: 

Modern theologians argue that Romans 13 should be understood in tension with 
passages such as Acts 5:29, where Peter and the apostles declare, “We must obey 
God rather than men.” This balancing act between submission to government and 
resistance to evil has led to a nuanced understanding of Christian political 
engagement. N.T. Wright, a prominent New Testament scholar, suggests that 
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Paul’s words in Romans 13 are not intended to justify the blind obedience to 
oppressive governments but to provide guidance for maintaining social order 
while also recognizing the ultimate sovereignty of God. Wright emphasizes that, 
while Christians are called to respect government authority, they must never 
compromise their allegiance to God’s Kingdom. 

Similarly, Stanley Hauerwas, an influential Christian ethicist, has argued that 
Romans 13 must be interpreted in light of the broader Christian calling to 
nonviolence and peacemaking. For Hauerwas, the Christian community must 
always remain critical of state power, especially when that power is used to 
promote violence, injustice, or war. He stresses that the Church’s allegiance is to 
God’s Kingdom, not to any earthly nation or government. 

Conclusion of Section: 

Romans 13:1-2 has been a foundational text in Christian political theology, but its 
interpretation has evolved dramatically over the centuries. Early theologians like 
Augustine and Calvin saw it as a call to respect the divinely ordained structures of 
authority, while also leaving room for resistance in extreme cases. In the modern 
era, figures like Bonhoeffer and King have challenged the idea of blind obedience 
to unjust governments, arguing that Christian faith sometimes requires resistance 
to political authority when it contradicts the demands of justice and God’s will. As 
the world continues to grapple with issues of political power, justice, and civil 
disobedience, Romans 13 remains a key text for discussions on the relationship 
between faith and government. The ongoing tension between submission and 
resistance reflects the complexities of living out the Christian faith in a fallen 
world where political authority is often imperfect or corrupt. 

 

9. Psalm 137:9 – Violence in Scripture 

Verse Explanation: 

Psalm 137:9 is one of the most jarring and difficult verses in the Bible, reading: 
"Blessed shall he be who takes your little ones and dashes them against the rock!" 
This verse comes at the end of Psalm 137, which is often referred to as one of the 
imprecatory psalms—a category of psalms that expresses deep anger, calls for 
divine vengeance, and seeks retribution against enemies. Psalm 137 reflects the 
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pain and despair of the Israelites after the Babylonian exile, as they remember 
their homeland and lament the destruction of Jerusalem. It begins with the 
famous line, "By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down and wept, when we 
remembered Zion" (Psalm 137:1). 

The final verse, however, takes a violent turn, calling for retribution against 
Babylon by wishing harm upon their children. This harsh statement has troubled 
many readers throughout history due to its apparent endorsement of brutal 
violence, particularly the targeting of innocent children. 

The imprecatory nature of Psalm 137 means it belongs to a broader tradition of 
lament and protest in Scripture, where individuals or communities cry out to God 
in times of deep distress. This form of prayer does not shy away from expressing 
the rawest emotions, including anger and the desire for vengeance. Psalm 137 is 
not merely a historical record; it is also a reflection of the psychological and 
emotional trauma experienced by the Israelites after witnessing the destruction 
of their homeland, the slaughter of their people, and the forced exile to Babylon. 
It is essential to read this verse within the context of this profound suffering, as an 
expression of deep pain rather than a theological endorsement of violence. 

Historical Apologetics: 

Early Christian and Jewish commentators often struggled with the violent 
language of Psalm 137:9, seeking ways to interpret the verse that aligned with 
broader biblical teachings on mercy, justice, and divine love. Many of these 
commentators approached the text allegorically or as a poetic expression of grief 
rather than a literal call to violence. 

Origen, a 3rd-century Christian theologian, was one of the first to provide an 
allegorical interpretation of this verse. In Origen’s view, the "little ones" represent 
the infant sins and evil tendencies within a person, and "dashing them against the 
rock" symbolizes the destruction of sinful inclinations through faith in Christ. The 
"rock" in this interpretation is Christ Himself, the foundation upon which believers 
build their lives (see 1 Corinthians 10:4). Origen understood the verse as a call to 
spiritual warfare, in which Christians must eradicate sin and temptation in its 
early stages, before it has a chance to grow and lead to greater harm. 
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Jerome, another early Church Father, followed a similar path of allegorical 
interpretation. He argued that Psalm 137:9 should not be read as a literal 
endorsement of violence but as a metaphor for spiritual victory over evil. Like 
Origen, Jerome saw the "little ones" as representing the early stages of sin that 
must be destroyed before they develop into more significant vices. This allegorical 
reading was meant to guide Christians toward a life of holiness and spiritual 
discipline rather than physical violence. 

Jewish commentators, such as Rashi, also interpreted the verse in light of Israel’s 
historical suffering under Babylonian oppression. Rashi emphasized that the verse 
was a reflection of Israel’s longing for justice against Babylon, a nation that had 
destroyed the Temple and taken the Israelites into exile. However, Rashi did not 
endorse the violence literally but saw it as an expression of the natural human 
desire for justice after experiencing great suffering. For Rashi, the psalm was a cry 
for God to enact divine retribution rather than a call for human action. 

These early interpretations allowed theologians to reconcile the violent imagery 
of the verse with the broader teachings of Scripture, focusing on its symbolic or 
spiritual meanings rather than advocating for violence. They understood the raw 
emotions expressed in the psalm as part of the human condition, particularly in 
times of great suffering and injustice, but sought to channel those emotions into a 
deeper spiritual reflection. 

Modern Views: 

In modern times, Psalm 137:9 has continued to provoke strong reactions, 
particularly in discussions surrounding violence in Scripture, theodicy, and the 
psychological effects of trauma. The verse raises important questions about how 
to interpret sacred texts that contain violent or disturbing imagery, especially in 
light of modern values around human rights and justice. 

Psychological and literary approaches to Psalm 137:9 often focus on the trauma 
experienced by the exiled Israelites and the cathartic nature of expressing anger 
and grief through poetry. Many scholars argue that the violent language of Psalm 
137:9 reflects the deep emotional and psychological wounds inflicted on the 
Israelites by the Babylonians. The psalm can be seen as a form of lament that 
gives voice to the anguish and desire for justice that comes from experiencing 
profound loss and oppression. 
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In this light, the verse is not meant to be prescriptive—telling believers how they 
should act—but descriptive of the intense emotional turmoil faced by those who 
have been victimized. Walter Brueggemann, a prominent Old Testament scholar, 
views Psalm 137 as an "act of raw and honest rage" that emerges from the 
context of exile. Brueggemann argues that such expressions of anger, while 
uncomfortable, are part of the human experience and can be understood as a 
form of prayer where individuals lay bare their pain before God. He suggests that 
the imprecatory psalms, including Psalm 137, offer a space for believers to 
express feelings of injustice and hurt, trusting that God will handle judgment. 

In trauma studies, Psalm 137 is often cited as an example of how religious texts 
can provide a way to process collective trauma. The extreme language of verse 9 
reflects the desire for justice and restoration, even if expressed in violent terms. 
Some scholars, like Kathleen O’Connor, argue that such texts give voice to the 
unspeakable horrors that communities face in times of war and displacement. 
Rather than advocating violence, the psalm represents a communal outcry for 
God to intervene and restore justice. 

Divine Justice and Violence in Sacred Texts: 

The challenge posed by Psalm 137:9 is not unique to this particular passage but 
reflects broader tensions in the Bible regarding divine justice and violence. 
Throughout the Old Testament, there are numerous instances where God is 
depicted as allowing or enacting violence, often as a means of bringing about 
justice or judgment. For many modern readers, these depictions raise ethical 
concerns about the nature of God and the role of violence in divine justice. 

Divine justice in the Bible is often portrayed as restorative rather than purely 
retributive. The harshness of the language in Psalm 137 can be understood as part 
of the larger biblical narrative of God’s judgment against oppressors and His 
eventual restoration of Israel. The call for the destruction of Babylon’s children 
reflects the reciprocal justice that was common in ancient Near Eastern cultures—
just as Babylon had destroyed Israel’s children, so too would they suffer a similar 
fate. However, this does not necessarily mean that God endorses human violence, 
but that the psalmist is expressing a desire for justice in a way that was culturally 
and historically understandable at the time. 
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Modern theologians, such as Miroslav Volf, have written extensively about the 
role of violence in the context of divine justice. Volf, who grew up in the violence 
of the Balkans, argues that the language of vengeance in texts like Psalm 137 can 
be understood as a cry for God’s justice in the face of extreme evil. He suggests 
that, while human violence is never justified, the desire for justice, even when 
expressed violently, is a natural response to oppression. For Volf, the key is that 
believers must trust in God’s justice rather than seeking vengeance on their own. 
The psalms, including the imprecatory psalms, offer a space for individuals to 
express their anger and desire for justice, knowing that God will ultimately bring 
about righteous judgment. 

Literary and Theological Reinterpretations: 

In literary readings of Psalm 137, some scholars focus on the poetic structure and 
the use of hyperbole as a way to convey the intensity of emotion. From this 
perspective, the extreme imagery of verse 9 can be seen as a rhetorical device 
meant to shock the reader and draw attention to the depth of the psalmist’s grief. 
The violence of the verse, then, is not necessarily a literal wish for harm, but a 
way of expressing the profound disorientation and loss experienced in exile. 

Many modern theologians also emphasize that Psalm 137 must be read in the 
context of the entire biblical canon, which includes many teachings on 
forgiveness, mercy, and nonviolence. While Psalm 137:9 expresses a desire for 
vengeance, other biblical passages, particularly in the New Testament, emphasize 
love for enemies and the pursuit of peace. Jesus’ teachings on nonviolence in the 
Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7) provide a counterbalance to the raw anger 
expressed in the imprecatory psalms, suggesting that Christians are called to a 
higher ethic of forgiveness and reconciliation. 

Conclusion of Section: 

Psalm 137:9 is one of the most difficult and violent verses in Scripture, but it must 
be understood within the broader context of lament, trauma, and the desire for 
divine justice. Early commentators like Origen and Jerome sought to interpret the 
verse allegorically, seeing it as a metaphor for spiritual struggle rather than a 
literal endorsement of violence. In modern times, scholars and theologians have 
approached the text through the lens of trauma, recognizing that such violent 
language reflects the deep psychological wounds inflicted by war and exile. While 
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Psalm 137:9 may be unsettling, it offers a window into the raw emotions of a 
community in crisis, providing a space for expressing pain, anger, and the desire 
for justice in the face of profound suffering. The challenge for modern readers is 
to engage with this verse in a way that acknowledges its historical and emotional 
context while also affirming the broader biblical call for peace, justice, and 
reconciliation. 

 

10. John 14:6 – Exclusivity of Salvation Through Christ 

Verse Explanation: 

In John 14:6, Jesus makes a bold and definitive statement: "I am the way, and the 
truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me." This verse is 
one of the foundational texts in Christian theology regarding the exclusivity of 
salvation through Christ. Jesus is not simply presenting Himself as a moral teacher 
or guide; He declares Himself to be the only path to God, the embodiment of 
truth, and the source of eternal life. This claim carries immense theological weight 
and has been central to Christian soteriology—the study of salvation—since the 
early days of the Church. 

The context of John 14 is Jesus’ farewell discourse to His disciples, in which He 
comforts them before His impending death. He reassures them that although He 
will leave, He is preparing a place for them in the Father’s house (John 14:1-3). In 
response to Thomas’ question about how they can know the way to where Jesus 
is going, Jesus replies with this well-known declaration. His words emphasize not 
only His unique relationship with the Father but also His role as the mediator 
between God and humanity. The phrase "No one comes to the Father except 
through me" underlines the Christian belief that salvation and reconciliation with 
God are only possible through Jesus Christ, distinguishing Christianity from other 
religious traditions. 

The theological significance of this verse lies in its clear assertion of the centrality 
of Christ in God’s redemptive plan. It asserts that Jesus is not merely one option 
among many paths to God but is the exclusive means by which humanity can be 
restored to a relationship with the Creator. This exclusivity has been a defining 
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feature of Christian orthodoxy, shaping the way Christians understand the nature 
of salvation, grace, and faith. 

Historical Apologetics: 

From the earliest days of the Christian Church, theologians and apologists 
defended the exclusivity of salvation through Christ as a core tenet of the faith. 
Irenaeus of Lyons and Athanasius of Alexandria were among the most prominent 
early Christian figures who articulated and defended this doctrine, often in 
opposition to heretical teachings, such as Gnosticism, that presented alternative 
paths to salvation. 

Irenaeus, writing in the 2nd century, was a staunch opponent of Gnosticism, 
which posited that secret knowledge (gnosis) was the key to salvation and that 
Christ’s role was merely to impart this hidden wisdom. Gnostics often presented a 
dualistic worldview that separated the material and spiritual realms, suggesting 
that only a select few would attain salvation through this esoteric knowledge. In 
contrast, Irenaeus emphasized that salvation is available to all through Christ, not 
through secret knowledge. In his seminal work Against Heresies, Irenaeus argued 
that Jesus is the incarnate Word of God and that His life, death, and resurrection 
are the only means by which humanity can be saved. For Irenaeus, John 14:6 
encapsulated the essence of the Christian message: Christ alone is the way to the 
Father, and there is no alternative path to salvation. 

Athanasius, a 4th-century theologian and key figure in the development of 
Christian orthodoxy, also championed the exclusivity of salvation through Christ. 
Athanasius’ most famous work, On the Incarnation, centers on the idea that Jesus, 
as the divine Word made flesh, is the only one who can reconcile humanity with 
God. He argued against the Arian heresy, which claimed that Christ was a created 
being and not fully divine. Athanasius insisted that only God could restore 
humanity to Himself, and therefore Christ, as fully divine, must be the exclusive 
means of salvation. For Athanasius, the truth of Christ’s divinity and the 
exclusivity of His role in salvation were inseparable. He viewed John 14:6 as a 
critical affirmation of Christ’s unique identity and mission. 

In the early Church, these theologians and others developed what would become 
orthodox Christian teaching: that salvation is found only in Christ, who is both 
fully God and fully man, and that through His life, death, and resurrection, He 
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provides the only path to eternal life. This doctrine of the exclusivity of Christ as 
the way to God was defended not only against Gnosticism and Arianism but also 
against various other heresies and philosophical systems that emerged in the 
early centuries of the Church. 

Modern Views: 

In modern times, the interpretation of John 14:6 has been the subject of much 
debate, particularly in light of growing awareness of religious pluralism and 
interfaith dialogue. While traditional Christian theology maintains the exclusivity 
of salvation through Christ, many modern theologians have explored different 
ways to understand this claim in the context of a pluralistic world. 

Exclusivism: 

The traditional interpretation of John 14:6, known as exclusivism, holds that 
salvation is available only through explicit faith in Jesus Christ. Exclusivists believe 
that Jesus’ claim in this verse is clear: no one can be saved apart from faith in Him. 
This has been the dominant view in Christian theology for much of the Church’s 
history and is still upheld by many conservative and evangelical Christians today. 
Proponents of exclusivism argue that the Bible consistently teaches the necessity 
of faith in Christ for salvation (e.g., Acts 4:12: "And there is salvation in no one 
else, for there is no other name under heaven given among men by which we 
must be saved"). For exclusivists, John 14:6 is not compatible with a pluralistic or 
relativistic view of salvation. 

Karl Barth, a 20th-century theologian, is often associated with a form of 
exclusivism. Barth argued that Christ is the definitive revelation of God, and that 
no human knowledge or religious system can bring people into a saving 
relationship with God apart from Jesus Christ. While Barth acknowledged that 
God’s grace could extend beyond the visible Church, he maintained that salvation 
is centered exclusively in Christ, as revealed in Scripture. 

Inclusivism: 

Inclusivism offers a more expansive interpretation of John 14:6, suggesting that 
while Jesus is indeed the only way to God, individuals who have not explicitly 
heard or accepted the gospel can still be saved through Christ’s work. Inclusivists 
argue that God’s grace may operate in ways that transcend human understanding 
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and that people of other faiths, or even no faith, may be saved through Christ, 
even if they do not know Him by name. 

C.S. Lewis, while not a formal theologian, presented an inclusivist view in his book 
Mere Christianity. Lewis suggested that people who sincerely seek truth and 
goodness, even if they do not know Christ explicitly, may nonetheless be saved 
through Christ’s atoning work. He proposed that God could work through other 
religions or even in the hearts of those who have no formal religion, drawing 
them to Himself through Christ. 

The Roman Catholic Church, particularly after Vatican II, has also moved toward 
an inclusivist understanding of salvation. The document Lumen Gentium affirms 
that while the Church is the ordinary means of salvation, those who are ignorant 
of the gospel but seek God sincerely and strive to do His will may still attain 
salvation. This inclusivist perspective allows for the possibility that God’s grace 
can extend beyond the visible boundaries of the Church while still maintaining 
that Christ is the ultimate source of salvation. 

Pluralism: 

Pluralism goes further than inclusivism, suggesting that Jesus is one of many ways 
to God, and that other religious traditions may offer valid paths to salvation. John 
Hick, a prominent advocate of pluralism, argued that all major world religions 
reflect different responses to the same ultimate reality, which he called the 
"Real." Hick contended that while Christianity offers one particular interpretation 
of the divine, it should not claim exclusivity over other religions. According to 
Hick, John 14:6 should be interpreted in a more metaphorical sense, with Jesus 
representing one path to God among many. 

Pluralists criticize exclusivism as being narrow and intolerant, arguing that a loving 
and just God would not limit salvation to one religious tradition. They emphasize 
that the diversity of religious experiences points to a God who reveals Himself in 
different ways to different cultures and peoples. However, this interpretation has 
been widely rejected by traditional Christian theologians, who argue that 
pluralism undermines the central claims of the Christian faith, particularly the 
uniqueness of Christ’s incarnation and atonement. 
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Interfaith Dialogue: 

In the context of interfaith dialogue, John 14:6 has posed significant challenges, 
particularly as Christians seek to engage respectfully with people of other faiths 
while maintaining the integrity of their own beliefs. Many modern theologians 
emphasize the need to approach this verse with humility, recognizing that the 
exclusivity of Christ does not negate the dignity or value of other religious 
traditions. Theologians like Hans Küng have argued that Christians should uphold 
the truth of Christ’s uniqueness while also affirming the possibility of divine grace 
working in ways that go beyond human comprehension. 

Interfaith dialogue often involves grappling with the tension between holding firm 
to the Christian claim of salvation through Christ alone and engaging in respectful, 
meaningful conversations with those from other religious backgrounds. Some 
Christian leaders, such as Pope Francis, have emphasized that while the Church 
believes in the necessity of Christ for salvation, Christians are called to build 
bridges of understanding and cooperation with people of all faiths. This approach 
seeks to affirm both the particularity of the Christian message and the shared 
quest for truth and goodness that exists in all religious traditions. 

Conclusion of Section: 

John 14:6 remains a pivotal verse in Christian theology, underscoring the 
exclusivity of salvation through Christ. Historically, Church Fathers like Irenaeus 
and Athanasius defended this claim against heresies, affirming that Jesus is the 
only path to God. In modern times, the verse continues to generate significant 
debate, particularly in light of religious pluralism and inclusivist perspectives. 
While traditional exclusivist interpretations remain strong in many Christian 
communities, modern theologians have also explored more expansive 
understandings of God’s grace, allowing for dialogue with people of other faiths. 
The challenge for Christians today is to uphold the centrality of Christ while 
engaging in meaningful conversations about salvation, justice, and truth in a 
diverse and pluralistic world. 
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11. Genesis 19:24-25 – The Destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah 

Verse Explanation: 

Genesis 19:24-25 describes one of the most dramatic and fearsome acts of divine 
judgment in the Bible: "Then the Lord rained on Sodom and Gomorrah sulfur and 
fire from the Lord out of heaven. And he overthrew those cities, and all the valley, 
and all the inhabitants of the cities, and what grew on the ground." This passage 
recounts the destruction of the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah due to their 
grievous sins, which had reached the point of provoking divine intervention. 

The traditional interpretation of this story sees the destruction as a direct result 
of the wickedness and moral corruption of the cities. The narrative begins in 
Genesis 18, when God informs Abraham that He intends to destroy Sodom and 
Gomorrah due to their great sinfulness. Abraham intercedes on behalf of the 
cities, asking God to spare them if even ten righteous people can be found. 
However, when two angels visit Sodom in Genesis 19, they are met with hostility 
and an attempted sexual assault by the men of the city, which confirms the depth 
of Sodom’s moral depravity. As a result, God destroys the cities by raining down 
sulfur and fire, sparing only Lot and his daughters who escape after being warned 
by the angels. 

Traditionally, the sin of Sodom has been understood as primarily one of sexual 
immorality, particularly homosexual acts, due to the attempted assault on the 
angels by the men of Sodom. This view has been a dominant interpretation in 
both Jewish and Christian thought for centuries and has influenced theological 
perspectives on sexuality and divine judgment. However, as we will see, there are 
alternative interpretations, both ancient and modern, that focus on other aspects 
of Sodom’s sin, such as inhospitality, violence, and social injustice. 

Historical Apologetics: 

Early Jewish and Christian interpreters offered varying interpretations of the 
nature of Sodom's sin, with some emphasizing sexual immorality and others 
focusing on broader issues of justice, inhospitality, and oppression. 

Philo of Alexandria, a Hellenistic Jewish philosopher, provided a moralistic reading 
of the Sodom and Gomorrah story, emphasizing that the cities were destroyed 
because of their unrestrained lust and debauchery. For Philo, the inhabitants of 
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Sodom represented the dangers of excessive sensuality and indulgence in sinful 
pleasures, and their destruction served as a warning against such immoral 
behavior. Philo’s interpretation reinforced the traditional view that the primary 
sin of Sodom was related to sexual immorality, and he used the story to illustrate 
the consequences of a society that has forsaken moral restraint. 

Augustine of Hippo, one of the most influential Christian theologians, also 
associated Sodom's destruction with sexual sin, particularly the act of sodomy, a 
term that later became linked to homosexual behavior. In his writings, particularly 
in The City of God, Augustine described the Sodomites as consumed by lust, and 
he connected their fate to God’s judgment on sexual immorality. However, 
Augustine also recognized other aspects of the story, such as the inhospitality 
shown to the angels, indicating that multiple layers of sin contributed to Sodom’s 
downfall. For Augustine, the city’s destruction symbolized divine punishment not 
just for individual moral failures but for collective, systemic wickedness that had 
overtaken the entire community. 

On the other hand, Origen, an early Christian theologian, emphasized the 
inhospitality of the Sodomites as a key factor in their destruction. Origen 
suggested that the Sodomites’ failure to extend hospitality and their violent 
attempt to harm the angelic visitors was a grievous offense in the eyes of God. In 
ancient Near Eastern cultures, hospitality was a sacred duty, and the violation of 
this norm by the men of Sodom was seen as a reflection of their moral corruption. 
Origen, while not dismissing the sexual element in the story, highlighted the 
broader ethical concerns of hospitality and justice, suggesting that the people of 
Sodom had become a symbol of total disregard for both social and divine laws. 

Similarly, the Talmud, in Jewish tradition, offers multiple perspectives on the sin 
of Sodom, emphasizing their selfishness and lack of concern for the poor and 
needy. According to the Talmud, the Sodomites were known for their cruelty to 
strangers and their refusal to share their wealth or resources. This interpretation 
reframes the story as one of social injustice, where the city’s downfall was due to 
its inhabitants’ greed, oppression, and violation of the moral obligations to care 
for others. This perspective has been echoed in later Jewish commentary, which 
often views the sin of Sodom as broader than just sexual misconduct. 
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Modern Views: 

In contemporary theology and biblical scholarship, the interpretation of Genesis 
19:24-25 has evolved, with many scholars and theologians moving away from a 
narrow focus on sexual immorality to broader themes of justice, oppression, and 
community responsibility. The story of Sodom and Gomorrah has been revisited 
in light of modern ethical concerns, particularly around issues of social justice, 
hospitality, and oppression of the vulnerable. 

Social Justice and Oppression: Modern scholars often highlight the fact that the 
Bible itself offers multiple interpretations of Sodom’s sin. In Ezekiel 16:49, for 
example, the prophet explicitly identifies the sin of Sodom as one of pride, excess, 
and neglect of the poor: "Behold, this was the guilt of your sister Sodom: she and 
her daughters had pride, excess of food, and prosperous ease, but did not aid the 
poor and needy." This interpretation shifts the focus from sexual immorality to 
the broader ethical failure of Sodom to care for the marginalized and vulnerable. 

Contemporary theologians, particularly those involved in liberation theology and 
social justice movements, emphasize the communal and structural nature of sin 
depicted in the Sodom narrative. They argue that the story reflects God’s concern 
for justice, particularly in relation to how societies treat the oppressed and the 
outsider. In this reading, Sodom and Gomorrah represent not just individual 
moral failings but systemic injustices, including economic exploitation, violence 
against the marginalized, and a failure to extend hospitality to strangers. For 
many modern interpreters, the destruction of Sodom is not primarily a warning 
against sexual sin, but a call to social responsibility and justice. 

Feminist theologians have also engaged with the Sodom narrative, particularly in 
critiquing the traditional focus on sexual immorality as a way of controlling and 
condemning non-normative sexual behavior. Some feminist scholars argue that 
the emphasis on sexuality in the traditional interpretation has obscured the more 
pressing themes of violence, power, and gender present in the text. For example, 
the attempted assault on the angels can be seen as an act of violence and 
domination, reflecting the abusive power structures in the city. Feminist readings 
of the text highlight the need to address the underlying issues of violence and 
coercion in both ancient and modern contexts. 
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Reframing the Sin of Sodom: 

Modern LGBTQ+ theologians and allies have been particularly critical of the 
traditional association of Sodom’s sin with homosexuality, arguing that this 
interpretation has been used to justify prejudice and discrimination against 
LGBTQ+ individuals. They point out that the text of Genesis 19 does not explicitly 
mention consensual homosexual relationships, but rather describes an attempted 
gang rape, which is an act of violence and domination, not sexual orientation. 
These theologians emphasize that the sin of Sodom should be understood in 
terms of violence, inhospitality, and the abuse of power, rather than as a 
condemnation of same-sex relationships. 

In this light, some modern scholars suggest that the story of Sodom and 
Gomorrah serves as a broader critique of communities that reject hospitality, 
justice, and the protection of the vulnerable. The cities’ destruction is seen as a 
symbol of God’s judgment against societies that perpetuate oppression and 
dehumanization, particularly toward outsiders, immigrants, and the marginalized. 
This reframing of the story places the focus on the ethical and communal 
dimensions of the text, rather than on individual sexual behavior. 

Justice and Divine Judgment: 

The story of Sodom and Gomorrah also raises important questions about divine 
judgment and the nature of God’s justice. Some modern theologians, particularly 
those influenced by process theology or open theism, struggle with the idea of a 
God who would destroy entire cities, including children and the innocent, as 
depicted in Genesis 19. These scholars seek to reinterpret or reframe the story in 
ways that emphasize God’s ultimate desire for restoration and healing, rather 
than punitive retribution. 

Other theologians, such as N.T. Wright, approach the destruction of Sodom and 
Gomorrah within the broader biblical narrative of judgment and redemption. 
Wright suggests that the story reflects the seriousness of human sin and the need 
for divine justice, but also points toward the hope of reconciliation and renewal. 
The destruction of Sodom is not the end of the story; it is part of the larger biblical 
theme of God’s commitment to dealing with evil while offering the possibility of 
salvation and restoration for those who turn to Him. 
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Conclusion of Section: 

Genesis 19:24-25, which describes the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, has 
been interpreted in various ways throughout history. Early apologists like Philo 
and Augustine focused on the sexual immorality of the cities, while others, such 
as Origen and Jewish commentators, highlighted inhospitality and social injustice. 
In modern times, scholars and theologians have re-examined the story through 
the lenses of social justice, violence, and oppression, reframing the sin of Sodom 
in terms of systemic evil and communal responsibility. The challenge for 
contemporary readers is to engage with this ancient text in a way that 
acknowledges both its historical context and its ongoing relevance for discussions 
of justice, community, and divine judgment. 

 

12. Conclusion 

Summary: 

In this paper, we have examined twelve controversial Bible verses, each of which 
has sparked significant debate throughout history and continues to challenge 
modern readers. From issues of sexuality, gender roles, and slavery to divine 
justice, exclusivity in salvation, and violence in Scripture, these verses push us to 
wrestle with deep theological and ethical questions. The analysis of verses such as 
Leviticus 18:22 & 20:13 on homosexuality, 1 Corinthians 11:5-6 on head 
coverings, and Romans 13:1-2 on submission to governing authorities reveals how 
interpretations of biblical texts are shaped by their cultural, historical, and social 
contexts. 

Additionally, our exploration of the imprecatory psalms like Psalm 137:9, the 
destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah in Genesis 19, and Jesus’ statement in 
Matthew 10:34 about bringing a sword emphasizes the complexity of biblical 
portrayals of violence, justice, and divine retribution. Each of these verses 
requires us to engage thoughtfully with questions of morality, ethics, and how we 
understand God’s role in human affairs. 

Moreover, key theological themes like the exclusivity of salvation in John 14:6 and 
the relationship between sin, justice, and mercy in Deuteronomy 22:28-29 and 
Exodus 21:20-21 reflect ongoing debates within Christian theology. Historical 
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apologetics, as seen in the writings of figures like Augustine, Origen, and 
Athanasius, provided critical frameworks for understanding these difficult 
passages. These early interpretations helped shape Christian thought, yet we see 
how modern scholars re-evaluate these texts in light of new ethical concerns, 
particularly around gender, sexuality, human rights, and social justice. 

Reflection: 

Understanding historical apologetics is crucial in navigating the complexities of 
contemporary theological controversies. The works of early Church Fathers, 
Jewish scholars, and medieval theologians offer insight into how the Christian 
tradition has grappled with these challenging texts. Figures like Irenaeus, 
Augustine, Origen, and Maimonides interpreted Scripture through the lens of 
their time, balancing the moral teachings of the Bible with the cultural and 
political realities they faced. Their contributions laid the groundwork for how later 
theologians and modern scholars approach biblical hermeneutics, helping us 
recognize the dynamic relationship between tradition, culture, and interpretation. 

By examining their writings, we also gain a deeper appreciation of how biblical 
texts have been used to defend various theological positions across history, from 
the defense of traditional morality to challenges against societal injustice. 
Historical apologetics reveals that biblical interpretation is not static but involves 
an ongoing conversation between the text, tradition, and the lived experiences of 
believers. The history of interpretation shows that biblical passages, especially 
those dealing with slavery, gender roles, sexuality, and violence, have been 
understood differently depending on social, cultural, and political circumstances. 
Recognizing this fluidity in interpretation encourages modern readers to engage 
with Scripture in ways that honor both the historical context of the text and the 
evolving moral consciousness of today. 

Forward-Looking: 

As we look to the future, the discussion of these controversial verses should 
continue to inform and shape modern faith communities. These texts challenge 
us to critically reflect on how we apply ancient Scripture to contemporary ethical 
issues. Modern pluralism, inclusivism, and interfaith dialogue invite fresh 
perspectives on how we interpret verses like John 14:6 in a world where multiple 
faith traditions coexist. Meanwhile, ongoing discussions about social justice, 
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gender equality, and sexuality encourage re-examinations of passages like 
Genesis 19:24-25 and Leviticus 18:22. 

The role of Scripture in shaping Christian ethics remains central to these debates. 
As modern faith communities grapple with difficult questions about justice, 
oppression, and the treatment of marginalized individuals, the interpretation of 
texts like Deuteronomy 22:28-29 on marriage after rape or Exodus 21:20-21 on 
slavery will need to be continuously re-evaluated in light of contemporary 
understandings of human dignity, equality, and rights. The historical apologetics 
of these texts remind us that while biblical teaching remains relevant, it must be 
understood through the lens of compassion, justice, and human flourishing. 

The ongoing dialogue between past and present interpretations encourages faith 
communities to hold Scripture and tradition in tension with the real-world 
experiences of believers. Engaging in theological reflection—whether on divine 
justice in passages like Psalm 137 or the nature of Christ in John 14:6—allows for 
a deepened understanding of faith that remains rooted in biblical truth while 
being open to new insights. By embracing this conversation, Christians can foster 
an inclusive, thoughtful, and just approach to faith that resonates with the 
complexities of modern life. 

In conclusion, this examination of controversial Bible verses illustrates that 
Scripture is not simply a static collection of texts but a living, breathing dialogue 
between the divine message and the human experience. As modern readers 
continue to engage with these difficult passages, the insights from both historical 
apologetics and contemporary theology will be invaluable in shaping a faith that is 
not only biblically grounded but also deeply compassionate and responsive to the 
challenges of today’s world. Through ongoing dialogue, reflection, and a 
commitment to justice, these conversations can help guide the Church toward a 
more faithful and inclusive future. 

 

Epilogue: The New Covenant Lens 

As we conclude our exploration of controversial Bible verses, it's essential to 
reflect on how these texts fit within the broader framework of Christian theology, 
particularly when viewed through the lens of the New Covenant established by 
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Jesus Christ. While many of the verses we analyzed come from both the Old and 
New Testaments, they raise a critical question: How does Jesus’ teaching in the 
New Covenant interact with the laws, moral commands, and divine judgments of 
the Old Testament? 

Indeed, of all the verses we've examined, John 14:6, where Jesus declares Himself 
as "the way, the truth, and the life," is the most explicit endorsement of Jesus' 
role as the exclusive path to God. This verse embodies the essence of New 
Covenant theology—the belief that Jesus, through His life, death, and 
resurrection, has fulfilled and superseded the Old Covenant given to Israel. This 
New Covenant offers a new framework for understanding salvation, morality, and 
the relationship between God and humanity. 

Jesus and the Old Testament: Fulfillment, Not Abrogation 

Throughout His ministry, Jesus often referred to the Old Testament laws and 
traditions, but He did so with a distinctive focus on fulfillment and transformation. 
In Matthew 5:17, Jesus makes it clear that He did not come to abolish the law but 
to fulfill it. This fulfillment is not merely about strict adherence to Old Testament 
regulations but about revealing their deeper, spiritual meaning. 

For example, while Jesus upheld the moral commands of the Old Testament (such 
as those related to love and justice), He frequently challenged rigid 
interpretations of the law that missed its underlying purpose. In His interactions 
with the Pharisees, Jesus condemned legalism and elevated the principles of 
mercy, compassion, and love, calling His followers to a higher standard of 
righteousness (Matthew 5-7). Therefore, many of the laws and judgments seen in 
the Old Testament, such as the severe punishments described in Deuteronomy 22 
or Exodus 21, must be re-examined in light of Jesus' emphasis on grace and 
forgiveness. 

New Covenant Theology: Reinterpreting the Controversies 

Under New Covenant theology, Christians believe that the old sacrificial system, 
the detailed ritual laws, and the harsh penalties of the Old Testament were 
fulfilled and transformed by Christ’s ultimate sacrifice on the cross. While the Old 
Covenant emphasized obedience to the law as the means to maintain a 
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relationship with God, the New Covenant emphasizes faith in Christ and the 
transformative power of the Holy Spirit. 

This shift can provide an explanation for why Jesus did not explicitly comment on 
many of the controversial issues raised in verses like Leviticus 18:22 
(homosexuality), Deuteronomy 22:28-29 (marriage after rape), or Genesis 19:24-
25 (the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah). Instead, Jesus focused on love, 
mercy, and justice—commanding His followers to love their enemies (Matthew 
5:44), forgive those who wrong them (Matthew 6:14-15), and extend mercy to 
the oppressed (Matthew 25:35-40). 

For example, in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus goes beyond the legalistic 
demands of the Old Testament by urging His followers to avoid even harboring 
anger or lust in their hearts, emphasizing inner transformation rather than 
external compliance with the law (Matthew 5:21-30). This approach suggests that 
while Jesus respected the moral foundation of the Old Testament, He sought to 
point people to a deeper spiritual ethic rooted in love for God and neighbor. 

The New Covenant and Judgment: 

Another key element of New Covenant theology is how it redefines the concept of 
judgment and divine justice. In the Old Testament, judgment often took the form 
of immediate divine punishment, as seen in the stories of Sodom and Gomorrah 
or the destruction of nations that defied God’s commands. However, in the New 
Covenant, Jesus introduces a new paradigm of grace and redemption. While 
judgment remains a reality (e.g., the parables about final judgment in Matthew 
25), it is no longer seen as the central focus of God's relationship with humanity. 

Through Christ, the ultimate judgment has been postponed until the end of time, 
when all people will stand before God. In the meantime, Jesus calls His followers 
to forgiveness, reconciliation, and mercy. This New Covenant understanding can 
be seen as a departure from the strict retributive justice emphasized in many Old 
Testament passages, which focused on immediate consequences for sin. 

Jesus' Silence on Some Controversies: 

It is also important to recognize that Jesus did not address every issue or 
controversy that arises from the Old Testament laws. His silence on topics like 
slavery, sexual immorality, or specific penalties for certain sins has led to 
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centuries of debate. However, Jesus' broader message of love, justice, and mercy 
provides a guiding principle for how Christians might interpret these issues today. 

For example, while Jesus did not explicitly speak against slavery (as in Exodus 
21:20-21), His radical teachings on the dignity of all people (e.g., the Golden Rule 
in Matthew 7:12) and the equality of individuals before God (Galatians 3:28) laid 
the foundation for later Christian abolitionist movements. Similarly, His 
compassionate treatment of sinners and outcasts (such as the woman caught in 
adultery in John 8) suggests a more merciful and redemptive approach to human 
failings than the harsh penalties prescribed in the Old Testament. 

Forward-Looking: Continuing the Dialogue: 

Understanding Scripture through the lens of New Covenant theology invites 
modern faith communities to continue the dialogue about how to apply biblical 
teachings in contemporary contexts. The transformative power of the New 
Covenant, rooted in the life and teachings of Jesus, encourages Christians to move 
beyond rigid legalism and embrace a faith centered on love, grace, and justice. 

As we grapple with the controversial passages explored in this paper, the New 
Covenant offers a framework that emphasizes moral integrity, compassion for the 
marginalized, and a commitment to peace and reconciliation. The teachings of 
Jesus, particularly His assertion in John 14:6 that He is the way to the Father, 
provide a foundation for how Christians understand their relationship with God 
and their moral responsibilities in the world. His focus on the spirit of the law 
rather than the letter of the law challenges believers to reflect deeply on how 
they interpret difficult passages and live out their faith. 

By engaging with Scripture in light of the New Covenant, modern Christians can 
continue to navigate the tensions between tradition and contemporary values, 
seeking to live in a way that honors both the truth of the Bible and the love of 
Christ. In this way, the ongoing dialogue about these controversial verses can 
inform a more compassionate, just, and inclusive faith that remains rooted in the 
transformative message of the gospel. 

In conclusion, the New Covenant, as embodied in Christ’s teachings, offers a 
powerful interpretive key for understanding the controversies of Scripture. It 
invites believers to live out their faith not through rigid adherence to the old laws, 
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but through the lens of grace, mercy, and love—the very heart of Christ's 
message. 
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