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The Sin of Onan – Was it Masturbation?
Summary of the key facts prepared by David Coltheart

isunderstanding the story of Onan recorded in the Old Testament has provided one of the 
worst examples of incorrect interpretation of a Biblical text. For centuries, religious 
writers and church leaders have ignored the context, cherry-picking just one verse out of 

a whole chapter to support a preconceived view. Theologians and pastors have ignored the broader 
social and legal context of the ancient Biblical times. And the church in general has assumed the 
misunderstanding and created a whole theology of sex that is unnatural and unscriptural. 

M
The so-called “sin of Onan” has been responsible for incalculable shame heaped on generations of 
people, especially young men. Teenage boys have been humiliated, abused and frightened. In a 
theological spin-off, billions of Christians have been forced to live under oppressive rules 
controlling their sex lives and reproductive rights. Just what was the sin of Onan?

Onan and Tamar
Onan was a minor character in the early history of the Jewish nation (Genesis 38:1-10). Onan was 
the second son of Judah, ancestor of the Israelite tribe of the same name. After Onan’s older brother,
Er died, Judah ordered Onan to fulfil his duty to his brother by entering into a levirate marriage with
his brother’s widow, Tamar, to give her children. However, Onan, for his own selfish reasons, was 
unwilling to do so, and ended up paying for his greed with his life.

Levirate Marriage
The term “levirate” comes from the Latin word levir, meaning “husband's brother.” Levirate 
marriage was practiced by many ancient societies that had a strong clan structure in which marriage 
outside the clan was forbidden. The practice was common in the Biblical world, including the 
Israelites. Levirate marriage is still carried on in some central Asian societies, and in parts of Africa,
including Nigeria, Kenya and South Sudan. 

Such marriages are most common in patriarchal societies where women must rely on men to 
provide for them and where women are seen as possessions of their husbands. However, levirate 
marriage can protect and provide for the well-being of a widow and her children through 
inheritance of family land, thereby providing security and status to the family. Producing heirs on 
behalf of a dead male relative also ensures the survival of the tribe or clan. 

Levirate marriage in the Old Testament ensured that family names remained alive and that property 
could be inherited in the event of the death of a man who was childless. The practice later became 
part of the Mosaic law governing the new Israelite nation (Deuteronomy 25:5-6). 

However, when faced with marrying his sister-in-law Tamar, Onan recognised that the economic 
repercussions of a levirate marriage would place him at a severe disadvantage. Any son born to 
Tamar would be deemed the heir of his dead brother Er, and would be able to claim the firstborn’s 
double share of inheritance upon the death of Judah. However, if Tamar were to remain childless, or
only had daughters, Onan would inherit the double portion himself as the oldest surviving son.

Aware that any child born would not be considered his legal heir, when Onan did had intercourse 
with Tamar, he deliberately withdrew before his orgasm and “spilled his semen on the ground.”   
The next statement in the Bible says that what Onan did was “wicked in the Lord’s sight, so the 
Lord put him to death” (Genesis 38:9,10). His sin must have been very serious indeed.
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The Sin of Onan
Traditional conservative church teachings have used this story to prohibit any form of non-
procreative sex, including masturbation, and by extension, all forms of artificial birth control. 
However, right at the outset it is important to emphasise that the sin of Onan was not masturbation, 
nor is Genesis 38 teaching that the withdrawal method of birth control, known as “coitus 
interruptus,” is sinful. 

The story focuses on Onan’s refusal to fulfil his legal and moral obligation. His actions showed that 
he was selfish and greedy. His desire for financial gain came at the expense of his dead brother’s 
wife. Onan refused to provide for Tamar’s security. The sordid events that follow in the rest of the 
chapter are the direct result of disobeying the social mores and legal requirements of his age. 

The Bible and Masturbation
The Bible says nothing about masturbation. Although recording general commands against sexual 
immorality and advice to “flee youthful lusts”, the Bible is silent on the subject of masturbation. 
Indeed, the Bible gives very few consistent guidelines on sex or sexual ethics in general. Jesus (as 
far as we know) was celibate, and while he spoke about divorce, he did not do much to promote 
marriage, certainly not the modern Christian view of marriage. Jesus did condemn lust (Matthew 
5:27-28) and as a result, most traditional churches condemn masturbation on the basis that it is often
driven by lust.

Paul in the New Testament promoted celibacy and indicated people should not get married because 
of the expected soon-return of Jesus. He only permitted marriage for those who could not control 
themselves. For them it was “better to marry than to burn with passion” (1 Corinthians 7:9). Some 
have linked this to masturbation, but the connection is purely conjectural.         

Sex as Sin
The church has always had a problem with sex. The beliefs about sex that arose in both the early 
Christian church and the medieval Roman Catholic church in Europe still influence the way people 
think about sex in the 21st century. 

In the early Christian era, the belief arose that sex was inherently sinful, worldly, and one of the 
“lusts of the flesh.” St Augustine (early 5th cent AD) said that sex was essentially evil, even though 
it was necessary for procreation. In Augustine’s view, it was a pity sexual activity had to be 
experienced; certainly, it should never be enjoyed! 

Augustine’s dim view of sex was influenced by his personal involvement in Manichaeanism, an 
ancient Persian religion that taught an eternal and unending struggle between good and evil. 
Augustine taught the necessity of subduing the flesh through asceticism and celibacy to quell sexual
passion. He claimed that only through self-denial could Christians overcome temptation and 
achieve holiness. 

He was not alone in his opposition to sex. Justin Martyr (2nd century) said that the only purpose of 
marriage was to produce children. St Jerome, who translated the Bible into Latin in the 4th century 
AD, believed that women were the root of all evil. Tertullian, a theologian from the 2nd century 
AD, even stated that women were the devil’s gateway to temptation. 

Tertullian’s statement provides a clue to why the church was so opposed to sex. The church very 
early on developed a deep-seated misogyny—a fear, mistrust and even hatred of women because of 
the role Eve played in giving way to the devil’s temptation in the Garden of Eden. The church 
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blamed Eve for opening the door to sin. Consequently women were seen as objects of lust that 
would cause men to lose their self control, commit adultery or rape, and indulge in other sexual 
misdemeanours. 

As a result, the church for most of its history has been negative about the role of women. Because 
of the church’s fear of lust (designated as one of the “seven deadly sins” by Pope Gregory I in 590 
AD), women were to remain subservient, silent and out-of-sight in the home, and take no public 
role. Women were to dress in such a way that men would not be tempted to unleash their barely 
restrained passions. Rape was seen as a problem that women brought on themselves because they 
dressed or acted immodestly, stirring up men’s evil and lascivious instincts. Modern rape laws, for 
example, are only now getting rid of these medieval ideas that discriminated against women.

Under the influence of people like Augustine, the church early on promoted the virtues of celibacy, 
mandating it for priests, monks and nuns. For them, any form of sex, including masturbation, was 
seen as evil because of the lustful desires and erotic fantasies that sexual intercourse aroused. 
Chastity for lay people, even those who were married, was held up as a virtue.

For  most of church history, the concept of sin was fundamental to any sexual behaviour. The 
church defined not only sin, but also what sexual activity was permitted. Any deviation from church
rules was considered to be sin. The church leadership took on the task of policing the morality of its
members. This included the vast majority of people in medieval Europe. And the church considered 
sex the major area in which it needed to police people. During this period, the church became 
preoccupied with suppressing all forms of non-vaginal sexual activity in which semen was spilled, 
especially masturbation. Sexual sins were punished in various ways: from banishment to a 
monastery, years of penance, or being starved to death in a cage.

Early Ideas About Sex
Impacting on this negativity was the belief, persisting from ancient times, that male semen 
contained all the elements necessary to create a new life. The concept of a female ovum was 
unknown. People in Bible times believed that male semen was like a plant seed, that semen 
contained miniature babies that were to be implanted in a female womb. Women were regarded as 
merely incubators of human life. Ejaculation that resulted in wasting semen, such as masturbation, 
was tantamount to murder or abortion.

Church Beliefs about Masturbation
The enormously influential theologian St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) believed that masturbation 
was a worse sin than rape, incest, and adultery, because in these other sins procreation is a 
possibility. Current teaching in the Roman Catholic and Orthodox churches is that all sexual 
activities should be open to procreation, and for this reason birth control (including the use of 
condoms) and masturbation are strictly prohibited, though widely ignored by educated people. 

Conservative and evangelical churches teach that sex should only take place between married 
heterosexual couples. Sexual activity before marriage, including masturbation, is prohibited and 
virginity is required (although in practice it is only women who are expected to be virgins). And 
because sex is only allowed between married heterosexuals, homosexual activity (which often 
includes masturbation) is automatically prohibited, whether the couple is married or not.

Religion and Medicine Combine
Up until 300 years ago, outside the church, masturbation was either not much mentioned or treated 
as something a little vulgar and not in good taste. However, from the time of the Middle Ages the 
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church increasingly considered masturbation sinful and unnatural. In the 18th century, religion and 
medicine combined to create a new and hostile discourse. The church’s idea that “the soul” was 
present in semen led early scientists to think that it was very important to retain the vital fluid. Its 
spilling became both immoral and dangerous. The Augustinian view that all non-procreative sex 
was a sin was carried over into medicine and sexual sins were renamed as diseases.

Onanism
Misinterpreting the story of Onan, religious leaders, philosophers and even medical professionals 
have for centuries used the term “onanism” to refer to masturbation. Although incorrect, the usage 
still continues today.

The first modern use of the word “onanism” to expose the supposed evils of masturbation is in an 
anonymous pamphlet first distributed in London in 1716. In the typical florid style of the time, the 
pamphlet was titled Onania, or the Heinous Sin of Self-Pollution, And All Its Frightful 
Consequences, In Both Sexes, Considered: With Spiritual and Physical Advice To Those Who Have 
Already Injured Themselves By This Abominable Practice. 

The pamphlet drew on familiar themes of evil and immorality, in particular against the “heinous 
sin” of “self-pollution”. The author condemned this “solitary act of pleasure” as a “shameful vice” 
and included dire warnings that those who so indulged would suffer: 

“Disturbances of the stomach and digestion, loss of appetite or ravenous hunger, vomiting, 
nausea, weakening of the organs of breathing, coughing, hoarseness, paralysis, weakening of
the organ of generation to the point of impotence, lack of libido, back pain, disorders of the 
eye and ear, total diminution of bodily powers, paleness, thinness, pimples on the face, 
decline of intellectual powers, loss of memory, attacks of rage, madness, idiocy, epilepsy, 
fever and finally suicide.” (Source: Wikipedia, History of Masturbation)

Included were letters and testimonials supposedly from young men who were ill and dying from the
effects of compulsive masturbation. The pamphlet then goes on to recommend as an effective 
remedy a “Strengthening Tincture” at 10 shillings a bottle and a “Prolific Powder” at 12 shillings a 
bag. Onania was a huge success with over 60 editions published and was translated into several 
languages. The widely distributed pamphlets promoted fear and loathing, designed to boost sales of 
the quack remedy.

Between 1743 and 1745, British physician Robert James published the three volumes of  his 
influential work, A Medicinal Dictionary. With no scientific proof, masturbation was condemned as 
“productive of the most deplorable and generally incurable disorders” and stated that “there is 
perhaps no sin productive of so many hideous consequences.” His patented “fever powder” was one
of the most widely used 18th century medicines. Later discovered to be a fraud, the powder is now 
acknowledged as an early example of  quackery.

The battle against masturbation was taken up by Samuel Auguste Tissot who wrote a best-selling 
pamphlet in 1760 called L'Onanisme and gave a “case study” of a watchmaker who masturbated 
three times a day and was found senseless, incapable of motion and lying upon a pile of straw, pale 
and filthy, “casting forth an infectious stench.” Tissot argued that semen was an “essential oil” and 
“stimulus”, the loss of which in great amounts would cause “a perceptible reduction of strength, of 
memory and even of reason; blurred vision, all the nervous disorders, all types of gout and 
rheumatism, weakening of the organs of generation, blood in the urine, disturbance of the appetite, 
headaches and a great number of other disorders.” Influential writers such as Immanuel Kant and 
Voltaire echoed and reinforced the same beliefs in the popular mind.
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Masturbation as a Disease
In the 19th century, masturbation was viewed as a serious disease in its own right, and the cause of 
many more diseases. Before the advent of scientifically based medicine, psychologists and doctors 
frequently wrote about the evils of “onanism.” Benjamin Rush (died 1813), a doctor and one of the 
co-signers of the American Declaration of Independence, associated the practice with mental illness.

In 1834, Sylvester Graham’s Lecture to Young Men launched a whole genre of medical tracts on 
masturbation, known then as “self abuse” or “self pollution.” In his book Graham noted that the 
symptoms were easy to recognise—victims were usually shy, suspicious, languid, unconcerned with
hygiene and jaundiced. According to Graham, a masturbator grows up “with a body full of disease, 
and with a mind in ruins, the loathsome habit still tyrannising over him, with the inexorable 
imperiousness of a fiend of darkness.” He claimed that masturbation was the cause of acne, 
ulcerous sores, cancers and other skin diseases. 

Jean-Etienne Esquirol, an eminent psychiatrist and physician-in-chief at the Salpêtrière Hospital in 
Paris, prepared a classification of mental disorders that he published in 1838. Without any proof or 
evidence, he declared that masturbation is “recognised in all countries as a cause of insanity.” His 
views were taken up by a long line of psychologists, psychiatrists, doctors and health professionals, 
teachers and ministers of religion over the next century.

The pseudo-scientific bunkum continued throughout the 19th century. Motivated by prejudice and 
with no scientific evidence, medical professionals taught that masturbation (often known as “secret 
vice”) caused liver and kidney disorders, lung disease, rheumatism, neuralgia, back pain, loss of 
memory and sight, cancer and other unspecified illnesses leading to death. Among many proponents
of these views were Sigmund Freud (in his 1905 essays on the theory of sexuality), Ellen G White 
in her book, An Appeal to Mothers (1864), (now thankfully out of print but available online), and 
John Harvey Kellogg in his book Plain Facts for Old and Young (1881). 

Masturbation and Circumcision
Dr John Harvey Kellogg (1852-1943) was one of the most respected medical doctors of his time. 
Remembered as the inventor of corn flakes, he was also an influential leader of the US anti-
masturbation movement in the late 19th century. He strongly warned against masturbation, claiming
that the practice was so bad that “such a victim literally dies by his own hand.” He believed that no 
war or any other disease had produced results so disastrous to humanity as the “pernicious habit of 
onanism.” Kellogg taught that “solitary vice” caused cancer of the womb, urinary diseases, 
nocturnal emissions, impotence, epilepsy, insanity, and mental and physical debility and “dimness 
of vision.” In his book, Kellogg included 39 signs indicating someone is masturbating. 

To cure children from this evil, he recommended bandaging or tying their hands, covering their 
genitals with patented cages, or even sewing the foreskin shut. He recommended electrical shock 
treatments and circumcision, performed without anaesthesia so that the memory of the pain of the 
procedure would break the habit. He advocated a diet of bland foods to minimise excitement and 
prevent sexual arousal that led to masturbation.

Kellogg advocated male circumcision at birth as a way to prevent the practice of “self abuse.” 
Partly due to his influence, by the end of the 19th century the practice of medical circumcision for 
new-born males became a standard surgical procedure in the USA from where it spread to other 
English-speaking countries. Alarmingly, the practice still persists in the USA where more than 90% 
of white males are circumcised. There, circumcision is promoted by doctors who earn lucrative fees
for the completely unnecessary elective surgery.
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Fortunately, since the 1960s, the procedure has been abandoned in other countries, such as Canada, 
the UK, Australia and New Zealand. Circumcision does however continue among Jewish and 
Muslim communities. In most societies outside the USA, circumcision of healthy males or females 
is seen as a needless and unethical procedure that is a form of sexual mutilation and abuse without 
consent.

Vital Force
Reinforcing the popular 19th century abhorrence for masturbation was the commonly held, but 
false, view that people were born with a certain amount of “vital force”. Like a bank account, this 
“vital capital” could be withdrawn slowly or quickly depending on a person’s actions and lifestyle. 
When all the “vital force” had been expended, death would result.

So-called medical experts claimed that too much sexual activity in particular would deplete this 
vital force. Doctors recommended that married couples should have sex a maximum of once a 
month. Withdrawal of the vital force by non-procreative sex, such as masturbation, was thought to 
deplete the limited resource far too quickly through the unnecessary wasting of “seminal fluid,” 
considered even more vital for well-being than blood. Diminishing one’s vital force was believed to 
lead to a range of debilitating the medical conditions.

Normal Sexual Development
These unscientific views about masturbation have long been discredited and thrown in the dustbin 
of history. All psychological and sociological scientific studies have shown that masturbation is a 
normal activity for both single and married people. Masturbation is part of the sexual development 
of young people and provides a healthy outlet for sexual needs and desires at all ages. 

Numerous surveys have shown masturbation to be almost universal, especially among young single 
males. Some wit concluded that 95% of men masturbate—and 5% lie. In the 2012 US National 
Survey of Sexual Health and Behaviour, 92% of straight men and 100% of gay men recorded 
lifetime masturbation. The Encyclopedia of Sexual Behaviour notes, “No other form of sexual 
activity has been so frequently discussed, so roundly condemned, and more universally practiced, 
than masturbation.” 

The influences of church and pseudo-science have cast a long shadow. Only as recently as 1968 was
masturbation finally taken out of the American classification of mental disorders. In 1972, the 
American Medical Association pronounced masturbation to be normal human behaviour, but the 
guilt, shame, and stigma still live on to blight people’s lives. In 1994, the United States Surgeon 
General, Joycelyn Elders, in the context of preventing young people from engaging in riskier forms 
of sexual activity, suggested that masturbation “is part of human sexuality, and perhaps it should be 
taught,” that is, included in sex education classes. As a result of her comments, she was forced to 
resign because people thought she was promoting the practice. Evidently, there are people, mostly 
religious church-goers, who are still perpetuating fear and shame.

Masturbation, Guilt and Shame
The real shame is that most Christians who masturbate feel guilty about it. A survey conducted in 
Britain by an evangelical magazine confirmed both that 94% of single, evangelical Christians were 
masturbating and that 90% of them felt guilty about it. (Female figures were a bit lower). 

The people most affected by guilt are usually young, unmarried, religious men and women. Fear 
and guilt makes it very hard to deal with the subject. People who feel guilty, vulnerable and unsure 
have difficulty acknowledging to others that they are doing something that is so taboo. They avoid 
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initiating a discussion to ask for help and often do not find satisfactory answers. The problem is 
made worse because the people who could most easily help—older Christians of both sexes, 
married couples, doctors and pastors who have been through this experience—are reluctant to 
relieve the burden on the following generations. This, despite the fact that they know masturbation 
did not cause any harm to them or their marriages, other than the anxiety of guilt feelings at the 
time. 

The feelings of guilt are needless. The Bible does not mention masturbation, nor is there any 
Biblical condemnation against the practice, although a puritanical idea of sexuality is often imposed
upon the Bible to make it seem that way. The physical act of masturbation is not a moral issue.  
Masturbation can be a healthy part of both married and unmarried sexuality. 

Potential Problems with Masturbation
To put some balance in the discussion, there are situations in which masturbation may indicate a 
problem—for you. Not the act of masturbation itself—the act is morally neutral. But masturbation 
may be destroying something even better than sex. 

For example, the Bible says that two people in a committed relationship (the apostle Paul refers to a
husband and a wife, but it could apply to any two people) give themselves to each other. Their 
bodies belong to each other (1 Corinthians 7:2-5).  If masturbation, usually a solo practice, is 
performed for selfish reasons, then it may be harming that relationship. If masturbation deprives the
partner of the love and affection that he/she deserves, then it is wrong. 

Likewise, the Bible commands us to exercise self-control (Titus 2:12) in a number of areas, 
including diet, emotions and sexual fulfilment. Christians are to exercise self-control and reject 
“worldly passions.” Masturbation can be accompanied by such “worldly passions,” including lustful
images, fantasies of violence or abuse, unlimited imaginary partners, pederasty or other illegal or 
high-risk behaviour that may be summarised as “adultery of the mind.” In this case, Christians 
should remember that the “fruits of the spirit” are summarised as: “Love, joy, peace, forbearance, 
kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control” (Galatians 5:22-23).

Of course, any sexual behaviour can be distorted and used in unhealthy ways, but that is a separate 
discussion. Masturbation can be a problem if it becomes compulsive, distracting or distressing, 
undermines relationships, or is carried out in public. But it does not make people go mad, blind, 
impotent, or anything else. 

Benefits of Masturbation
Dr Neel Burton, a psychiatrist and medical doctor in Oxford, UK, lists the benefits of masturbation:
1. Pleasure and convenience, whether performed alone or with a partner
2. Few if any complications, either for health or for unintended pregnancy
3. Stronger and more intimate relationships, with increased sexual drive and variety
4. Better reproductive health, including men’s prostate health and women’s vaginal health
5. Reduction in stress, resulting in better relaxation and improved sleep
6. Improved cardiovascular fitness, since the activity is a form of light exercise
7. Happier mood and improved mental and psychological health, including improved self-esteem.

In sex-sex relationships, mutual masturbation between partners is a common form of sexual 
gratification, particularly male couples who use it as an alternative, or in preference to, anal 
penetration. Another form of mutual masturbation is known as frottage. Both activities are 
considered safe alternatives to penetrative sex. 
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Conclusion
The sin of Onan was disobedience motivated by greed and selfishness. His actions to prevent 
pregnancy were contrary to the cultural and religious expectations of his time. The story of Onan is 
not a condemnation of masturbation or of birth control. The Bible is silent on the subject of 
masturbation, despite the loud condemnation of the practice by some church leaders and pastors. 
Where masturbation is practiced within Biblical guidelines of self-control, the practice has known 
health benefits. When shared with a committed partner, the practice can enhance the relationship 
and encourage deeper emotional and spiritual bonding.

This summary of Biblical and historical evidence was prepared using many different sources. 
Sources that deserve mention are:

www.psychologytoday.com/au/blog/hide-and-seek/201710/brief-history-masturbation

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_masturbation

https://queensmedicalreview.wordpress.com/2016/12/17/masturbation-in-the-18th-century/

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Levirate_marriage

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Religious_views_on_masturbation

https://www.cmf.org.uk/resources/publications/content/?context=article&id=481

https://www.nonegw.org/criticc.shtml

https://www.foodnonfiction.com/episodes/item/14-65-and-this-led-to-corn-flakes

https://qz.com/885018/why-is-circumcision-so-popular-in-the-us/

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prevalence_of_circumcision#Between_20%_and_80%_2

https://adventiststudies.com/2012/04/06/homosexuality-in-pastoral-perspective-notes-on-a-
continuing-conversation/

https://www.sapiens.org/column/origins/sperm-and-reproduction/

http://serious-science.org/sex-in-the-middle-ages-6345

https://www.uncoveringintimacy.com/mutual-masturbation-for-married-christians/

http://www.psychologytoday.com/au/blog/hide-and-seek/201710/brief-history-masturbation
https://www.uncoveringintimacy.com/mutual-masturbation-for-married-christians/
http://serious-science.org/sex-in-the-middle-ages-6345
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https://www.nonegw.org/criticc.shtml
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