
	

	

On Pornography: A Biblical Perspective	
	
Pornography is difficult to define. U.S. Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart famously said of “hard-
core pornography” that, “I know it when I see it ... (Jacobellis v. Ohio, 378 U.S. 184, 1964). Still, we 
try.	
	
Almost four decades ago, the Williams Committee in Great Britain offered a clear but simple definition 
that still seems accurate. Pornography, the committee said, is “a description or depiction of sex 
involving the dual characteristics of (1) sexual explicitness; and (2) intent to arouse sexually.”i	
	
The Bible does not speak directly of pornography, but the Final Report of the Attorney General’s 
Commission on Pornography in 1986 said:	
	

Descriptions of sex are as old as sex itself. There can be little doubt that talking about sex has 
been around as long as talking, that writing about sex has been around as long as writing, and 
that pictures of sex have been around as long as pictures.ii	

	
So how does Scripture address an issue that may have been around ages ago, if in less technologically 
advanced forms?	
	
Lusting and Coveting	
	
Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount has the best word on the issue.	
	

“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’ But I say to you that everyone 
who looks at a woman with lust has already committed adultery with her in his heart” (Matt. 
5:27-28 NRSV).	

	
To look with lust is to desire to possess. Jesus compares such lust to God’s commandment to not commit 
adultery (Ex. 20:14), but it is also related to the commandment to not covet what is not yours:	
	

You shall not covet your neighbor’s house; you shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, or male or 
female slave, or ox, or donkey, or anything that belongs to your neighbor (Ex. 20:17 NRSV).	

	
Beyond the Personal	
	
Pornography, however, is more than an issue of personal morality. The church has “largely failed to 
realize” that “pornography does not only affect the person viewing it; it negatively affects all of 
society,” writes Courtny B. Davis Olds. “Pornography is, in essence, prostitution for mass consumption 



	

	

— the purchase of another person’s body (or the image of that body) for one’s own sexual 
gratification.”iii	
	
In other words, there are victimized people on the other end of every explicit scene viewed. To consume 
pornography is to support an industry that preys upon people -- often people who are in extremely 
vulnerable circumstances.	
	
Scripture lifts up the importance of caring for others.	
	

Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others (Philippians 2:4 
NRSV).	

	
Viewing pornography, by its very nature, is self-centered and self-gratifying. Christians, however, are to 
care about and work for the welfare of others. Every pornographic image reveals a person in need of our 
care, not our victimization.	
	
The gospel has granted people great freedom, but the Apostle Paul warned that it not be used “as an 
opportunity for self-indulgence, but through love become slaves to one another.  For the whole law is 
summed up in a single commandment, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself’” (Galatians 5:13-14 
NRSV).	
	
Paul then contrasts life in the Spirit and life in the flesh.	
	

Live by the Spirit, I say, and do not gratify the desires of the flesh. For what the flesh desires is 
opposed to the Spirit, and what the Spirit desires is opposed to the flesh; for these are opposed to 
each other, to prevent you from doing what you want (Galatians 5:16-17 NRSV).	

	
Conclusion	
	
From a Christian point of view, there is no defense for pornography. It stands condemned for many 
reasons. Pornography fosters a false and damaging view of sex. The material sets forth a physical, 
material concept of sex devoid of the spiritual. People are pictured as things to be used to satisfy sexual 
desire. Marital fidelity and chastity are undermined, and promiscuity and sexual perversion are 
encouraged.	
	
Paul wrote this to the Romans:	
	

Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the degrading of their 
bodies among themselves, because they exchanged the truth about God for a lie and worshiped 
and served the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed forever! Amen.	



	

	

	
For this reason God gave them up to degrading passions. Their women exchanged natural 
intercourse for unnatural, and in the same way also the men, giving up natural intercourse with 
women, were consumed with passion for one another. Men committed shameless acts with men 
and received in their own persons the due penalty for their error.	
	
And since they did not see fit to acknowledge God, God gave them up to a debased mind and to 
things that should not be done (Romans 1:24-28 NRSV).	

	
Sex is part of God’s good creation. When in lust we give ourselves to impurity we have “exchanged the 
truth about God for a lie.” In the case of pornography, it is the lie of false intimacy and unnatural sexual 
gratification.	
	

i Attorney General’s Commission on Pornography, Final Report (Nashville, Tennessee: Rutledge 
Hill Press, 1986), 7. 
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