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To touch yourself to the point of pleasurable stimulation and even orgasm is a normal, natural human behaviour. It does not require any awkward contortions to perform; it is almost as if some divine Creator designed us so that our hands naturally hang at the right level to stimulate our genital organs. 


Spiritually, this acute pleasure can affirm the goodness and unity of our body-spirit and there can be communion within which is related to the sense of the communion of ourselves with others and with God who created such sensations and made them possible without us needing to impose our desires on another. As positive as we may speak and feel about this self-pleasuring there are some who have not approved of masturbation and many who have not recommended or encouraged it for reasons of embarrassment or religious belief. I cannot directly reduce embarrassment around sexual topics, but I can address the Christian reservations.

Religious Reservations


I do not know what other religions teach but those Christians who would preach against masturbation are misreading a single passage in the Bible’s book of  Genesis. Nowhere in the Bible is there a directive against masturbation but the Genesis story of Onan has been used to back a Roman Catholic stand that masturbation is a mortal sin (Kelsey, p.111). We’ll look at that story closely below. 

Biblical Interpretation
The Bible has only as much authority as you or anyone else attributes to it in whole or in part. I personally find some parts essential to my blessed journey through this life and others which I ignore as useless. The criteria for assigning authority are as varied as there are people, but I assess the value of any words or person who seeks to have authority for me one three scales. First, does the person or passage of the Bible give me life and inspire my spirit? Second, does the message seem to have a universal quality that will be life-giving to all people? Third, how well does the message mesh with my experience and my reasoning? A lot of authority rests on the interpretation and so let me share how I approach interpretation of any passage in the Bible.


As an aside, Matt 7:29 reads: [Jesus] “taught them as one who had authority, and not as their scribes.” I understand this to mean that people felt and thought that what Jesus said struck them as being so valid and insightful that for them at least it was authentic and authoritative and not something imposed by a person’s position as a scribe. It’s that kind of authority that I seek when I am interpreting a passage in the Bible for my own guidance.


I think that there are four dimensions to consider when interpreting a passage in the Bible. These are known as the Wesley Quadrilateral: scripture, tradition, experience and reason (intellect). These four are interdependent and you do yourself and others, not to mention the sacred scriptures, a dis-service if you fail to engage all four in your interpretation.

The “Sin “ of Onan – a case in interpretation

For generations people, mainly males, have been admonished to not masturbate because it angered God. The source of this admonition was in the 38th chapter of the book “Genesis”. It comes from the story of man called Onan who “cast his seed upon the ground” We have even developed the term “Onanism” to mean 'self-abuse' or masturbation. However, the actual story of Onan has nothing to do with masturbation and a lot about caring for the disenfranchised. It’s so much easier to get worked up about sex than it is about social responsibility for the poor, isn't it?

So let’s apply the four dimensions to the passage.

Scripture [read Genesis 38]

Read the whole chapter to get the context. It is an abuse of scripture to take a phrase or sentence out of context and brandish it about as a dictum for others.


In Chapter 38, is the account of a greedy man named Onan who would not provide an inheritance for his brother’s sonless widow by impregnating her until she bore a son to inherit his brother’s share of the family estate. Onan was required to perform a Levirite ‘marriage’ with his widowed sister-in-law because inheritance passed only through the male line. Without a son, a widow (and her daughters) was penniless and either returned to her father or went begging. What Onan did was go into her but withdraw early (coitus interruptus) and so spill his semen on the ground; he was not masturbating!  The King James Version of this account reads as follows: 

     1  And it came to pass at that time, that Judah went down from his brethren, and turned in to a certain Adullamite, whose name was Hirah.

     2  And Judah saw there a daughter of a certain Canaanite, whose name was Shuah; and he took her, and went in unto her.

     3  And she conceived, and bare a son; and he called his name Er.

     4  And she conceived again, and bare a son; and she called his name Onan.

     5  And she yet again conceived, and bare a son; and called his name Shelah: and he was at Chezib, when she bare him.

     6  And Judah took a wife for Er his firstborn, whose name was Tamar.

     7  And Er, Judah's firstborn, was wicked in the sight of God; and God slew him.

     8  And Judah said unto Onan, Go in unto thy brother's wife, and marry her, and raise up seed to thy brother.

     9  And Onan knew that the seed should not be his; and it came to pass, when he went in unto his brother's wife, that he spilled it on the ground, lest that he should give seed to his brother.

     10 And the thing which he did displeased God: wherefore God slew him also.

A quote of just bits of the last two verses could lead you to believe that God punishes anyone who masturbates and wastes his ‘seed’. 

Tradition [the teaching of the church or religion]

Many Christian denominations have declared that masturbation is forbidden by God, based on their interpretation of this passage. I don’t know whether it has ever been official church doctrine, but I know it has long been taught by parish priests and ministers. Christian theologians have argued whether spilling his seed was a crime because God disapproves of birth control or because Onan did not do as he was told which was to produce a child for the widow of his deceased brother, Er. 

Experience [mine or others]


When I was young, in another century, I heard and read that masturbating would drive you insane (perhaps because the only observable incidents of masturbation were among the inmates of insane asylums who are given no privacy and who are socially uninhibited). Well, I sure was aware of how pleasurable it was and if it was going to drive me crazy, then I’d probably not experience any pain in my insane state. It all seemed so natural; my hands just naturally land in my crotch when I relax my arms. Masturbating remains to this day a dirurnal pleasure in my life. I have never experienced any ill effects from masturbating.

Reason [a gift of God to be used]


 Now I take all the previous three into account as I reason out what is authoritative in this matter and the passage in the Bible. In the first place, I know that there is unlimited semen and so it can hardly be wasted. Secondly, I know in my heart that the concern of the God of the Hebrews was for social justice and compassion. God always had a concern for the poor, the widowed, and others trapped in powerless situations. The Levirite rule was that possessions were inherited through male children and a son-less widow would lose everything her husband had to his family and she would need to return to her family with any daughters. What displeased God was Onan’s greed and disregard for the social security of his brother’s widow and family. God was angry with Onan because he was so greedy that he practiced coitus interuptus in order to keep his brother’s possession in the family and send his widow into poverty or back to her family. That makes more sense to me than God being against birth control or worried about the loss of a scarce resource of semen.


As another aside, the biological thinking for centuries was that the male contained the seed and the female provided the soil – that men ejaculated embryonic children to be incubated within a woman (womb-man). That helps me understand their ancient concern for the semen, but it doesn’t apply today.

Now, back to my three criteria for interpretation. 

Does the passage of the Bible give me life and inspire my spirit? The interpretation of concern for the poor and disenfranchised inspires me to have that concern in my life. 

Does the message seem to have a universal quality that will be life-giving to all people? Yes, I pray for the time when everyone shares a concern for the powerless. And third, 

how well does the message mesh with my experience and my reasoning? My interpretation results from my lived experience and reasoning and I am at peace with the passage.

Before I sleep tonight, I will once again thank my Creator for the sensations of stimulation and orgasm even as I help my body experience them. Love yourself.
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