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A Note on the 0ld Testament Background of Rom 1,23-27

Knut Holter - Stavanger

In St. Paul’s discussion of the godlessness of man in Rom 1,18-32, the
parallel units vv. 23-24 and 25-27 both juxtapose two topics which are
regarded as typical examples of this godlessness, idolatry (vv. 23 and 25)
and perverse sexuality (v. 24) - further specified as homosexuality (vv. 26—
27). These two topics are linked together by the link words §1d (v. 24) and
51L& Tolto (v. 26)', and by the repetition of the verb uetfAhrafav, which in
v. 25 is used about idolworshippers who "exchanged" the truth about God for
a lie, and in v. 26 about women who "exchanged" natural sexual relations for
unnatural.

It is well known that the terminology which is used in these verses echoes
the language of central 0ld Testament (LXX) passages dealing with idolatry -
cf. esp. Ps 106,20; Jer 2,11; Deut 4,16-18; and with homosexuality - cf. esp.
Lev 18,22; 20,13. In recent years it has also been pointed out that Rom 1,23
depicts idolatry with a terminology which seems to echo negatively the
language of Gen 1,26-27%.

The juxtaposition of idolatry and homosexuality here in Rom 1,23-27 is
often taken as a reflex of St. Paul’s encounter with typical features in
contemporary pagan culture’. However, on the background of the Old Testament
influence on the choice of terminology in these verses, one could ask if also
this juxtaposition can be understood in the light of the 0ld Testament®. I
believe it can, when the reading of Rom 1,23 as a negative echo of Gen 1,26-
27 is extended - in Rom to 1,23-27, and in Gen to 1,26-28.

It could seem difficult to transform the concepts of imago dei in Gen 1
into the concepts of imago hominis in Rom 1, but such a transformation is

'The repetition of these link words belongs to a series of repetitions
which serve to give vv. 23-24 and 25-27 a parallel structure:

kal fiNhaav (23) [/ oltivec pethAhakav (25)

Thv 56Eav 1ol 4¢Oaprou Beol (23) // ThHv &AfjBeiav 1ol Beol (25)

810 mapéborev avrovg & Bedc (24) // Sia tolto mapébdukev alTolg O Bedg (26).

“Both N. HYLDAHL, A Reminiscence of the Old Testament at Romans 1. 23,
NTS 2, 1955/56, 285-288; and J. JERVELL, Imago Dei. Gen 1,26f im
Spatjudentum, in der Gnosis und in den Paulinischen Briefen, FRLANT 76,
Gottingen 1960, 320, claim to be the first ones to have noticed this
connection. Of commentaries where this reading is given consideration, cf.
especially U. WILCKENS, Der Brief an die R&mer, EKK 6/1, Neukirchen-Vluyn
1978, 107-108.

JEEL Sal g. K. WENGST, Paulus und die Homosexualitit. {jberlegungen zu Rém
1,26f., ZEE 31, 1987, 72-8l1; and P. von der OSTEN-SACKEN, Paulinisches
Evangelium und Homosexualitdt, Berliner Theologische Zeitschrift 3, 1986, 28-
49.

‘For extrabiblical material linking the two topics together, cf. e. g.
SapSal 13-15 (i. a. 14,26-27); TestLev 17,11; and especially TestNaph 3,2-4,
which, as pointed out by J. JEREMIAS, Zu Rm 1,22-32, ZNW 45, 1954, 119-121,
resembles the terminology of Rom 1,23-27 very closely. 21



actually prepared by the 0ld Testament itself. One of the passages noted
above as Old Testament background for St. Paul’‘s presentation of idolatry,
Deut 4,16-18, has a terminology which quite closely resembles that of Gen 1,
although the setting of this terminology is utterly different in these two
texts, from the creation of man in Gen 1 to the making of pagan images in
Deut 4. These verses in Deut 4 are generally taken as belonging to the same
textual layer of the Pentateuch as Gen 1, the Priestly Code - P%; thus, by
playing on the same pregnant terminology, P was able to point out the
contrast between

- man, who originally was created in the image of God and according to
his likeness; further defined as male and female -placed on the earth to fill
it and rule over its creatures;

- man, who now faces the danger of turning this order of the
creation upside down, by making and worshipping images in the likeness of
himself - and the other creatures.

Now, what is then the relationship between these two texts of P, Gen 1,26-
28 and Deut 4,16-18, and the one by St. Paul in Rom 1,23-27? Some details
should be noticed:

a) In Gen 1 the relationship between God and man is expressed in v. 26 as
&vlpomov xat' el(xbva Huetépav kal kab' duolwoiv, and in v. 27 this kat’
elkéva is closer defined as Gpoev kal OfiAu. In Deut 4:16 the terminology of
Gen 1,26 and 27 is mixed to duoleua &poevixo® fij Bniukot. As for Rom 1,23, the
reading duoiduat. elrébvoc ¢BapTol &vBpdmou is terminologically closer to Gen
1 than to Deut 4; even the supposed pleonasm duoiduari eixdvog is reasonable
when read as an echo of Gen 1,26. However, this terminological closeness to
Gen 1 is combined with a factual closeness to Deut 4. And the result is a
clear impression of how the idolater worships images of himself - instead of
the God in whose image he is created. Thus, idolatry is described in terms of
a reversing of the creation of man.

b) The relationship between God and man is then further defined in Gen
1,27 by the parallel sentences xar' elxdva Oeol émoinocev autdv [/ &poev Kal
8fiAu émolnoev avrolc. The purpose of this sexual differentiation into male
and female is presented in v. 28, where God blesses "them" (aUtobc, cf. the
end of v. 27), so that they can be fruitful and increase in number. This
sexual differentiation between 6fi\uc and &poev is repeated in Deut 4,16, but
there with the slightly different terms OnAuxéc and apoevikég, and without
references to the purpose of this differentiation. Rom 1 is terminologically
closer to Gen 1 than to Deut 4 also at this point; the BfAeiLar and &poeveg in
Rom 1,26-27 are plurals of the singular Ofiiu¢ and &poev in Gen 1, and one
could also argue that the berakhah in Rom 1,25, 8¢ éoriv eViovnTdg, could be
an echo of the nUAdynoev aliTol¢ & Oedc in Gen 1,28. Also the sexual
differentiation is here emphasized, but compared with Gen 1 it has completely
lost its meaning - so that the obligation to be fruitful is replaced by

SFor details, cf. D. KNAPP, Deuteronomium 4. Literarische Analyse und
theologische Interpretation, GTA 35, Gottingen 1987, 34-35, 88-91.
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fruitless sexual relations.

c) The relationship between God and man is finally presented by Gen 1,26
and 28 as an obligation for man to have dominion over the other creatures.
Two of these are mentioned in all three texts, the birds and the reptiles®.
In Gen 1,26 and 28 these are presented as meteivdv 7o0 oupavol and épmerdv
Tédv épmévrev éml tfic yfic. Of these, Deut 4,17 has rephrased the former to
(duolwpa mavrdg) Spvéou mrepwtol, while the latter is rendered in singular.
Also here the reading metreivdv and épmerdv in Rom 1,23 is terminologically
closer to Gen 1 than to Deut 4, but the function is reversed in the same way
as in Deut 4. The creatures are not any longer subjects for man‘s dominion,
but patterns for images which this man can worship.

From this survey it seems clear to me that Gen 1,26-28 provides a
reasonable background for St. Paul‘s juxtaposition of idolatry and
homosexuality in Rom 1,23-27. Deut 4 is obviously the model for this negative
echoing of Gen 1, but both the choice of terminology and the emphasizing of
the sexual differentiation point back to Gen 1, rather than to Deut 4.
Accordingly, when St. Paul in his discussion of the godlessness of man in Rom
1,18-32 juxtaposes idolatry and homosexuality, he thinks in terms of a
reversing of the creation of man; a point which also corresponds with the
major argument of this passage, that man is without excuse for his

godlessness - since God has been known &nd ktlogenc xdSouou, v. 20,

®The terpenbSwv listed in Rom 1,23 in between meteitvdv and épmeTdv,
echoes Gen 1,24, and has no counterpart in Deut 4. 23



