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Tattoos and Piercings 

“You shall not eat upon the mountains, nor divine for omens, nor watch birds for omens.  

You shall not shave around the sides of your head, nor shall you disfigure the edges of 

your beard.  You shall not make any gashing on your bodies for the dead, nor tattoo any marks 

on you: I am the Lord your God.  Do not defile your daughter, to cause her to commit 

fornication, lest the land fall into fornication, and the land become full of lawlessness.” 

(Leviticus 19:26-29; italics mine) 

 In modern America it is estimated that one-third of adults including many self-

professed Christians have some kind of tattoo and/or piercing popularly known as “body 

art.”  Among Coptic Orthodox Christians, a Cross tattooed on the hand or wrist is 

accepted and encouraged as a confession of faith.  Some cancer patients have small tattoos 

as aim-points in their radiation treatment.  Survivors of World War II Nazi extermination 

camps can be identified by numbers involuntarily tattooed on their arms. 

 As the above quote from Leviticus indicates, the 

context in which tattoos and piercings are administered 

determines the rightness or wrongness of such practices 

(cf. Ex. 21:5-6).  The prohibition of gashings (by extension, 

piercings) and tattoos in the Law occurs in the “holiness 

code”: “You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am 

holy” (Lev. 19:2f.).  The gashings and tattoos practiced by the peoples surrounding Israel, 

like shaving of the head and disfiguring the beard, were done as expressions of their 

immoral and idolatrous religious beliefs (see 3 Kgm. 18:28).  Such practices were therefore 

prohibited among God’s people as matters both private (individual) and corporate.  “You 

shall love your neighbor as yourself,” the code goes on to say (Lev. 19:18).  For the sake 

of their neighbor, Israelites were not to associate with, or give credence to, any pagan 

ungodly ways and lead themselves or their fellow believers astray. 
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 In the matter of tattoos and piercings today, the same rationale holds among 

Christians.  “All things are lawful for me,” writes the apostle Paul, “but all things are not 

helpful.  All things are lawful for me, but I will not be brought under the power of 

any…Or do you not know that your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit who is in you, 

whom you have from God, and you are not your own?” (1 Cor. 6:12, 19).  Then a little 

later, “But beware lest somehow this liberty of yours become a stumbling block to those 

who are weak…Let no one seek his own, but each one the other’s well-being…Therefore, 

whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God.  Give no offense, 

either to the Jews or to the Greeks or to the church of God, just as I also please all men in 

all things, not seeking my own profit, but the profit of many, that they may be saved” (1 

Cor. 8:9; 10:24, 31-33). 

 The ultimate goal of the Christian life is to match our 

outward appearance and behavior with the inner conversion 

of our heart to Christ.  “I desire therefore that the men pray 

everywhere, lifting up holy hands, without wrath and 

doubting; in like manner also, that the women adorn 

themselves in modest apparel, with propriety and 

moderation, not with braided hair or gold or pearls or costly 

clothing, but, which is proper for women professing godliness, with good works” (1 Tim. 

2:8-10).  “Do not let your adornment be merely outward – arranging the hair, wearing 

gold, or putting on fine apparel – rather let it be the hidden person of the heart, with the 

incorruptible beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which is very precious in the sight of 

God” (1 Pet. 3:3-4). 

 For the Orthodox, the exercise of freedom in altering, changing, or maintaining the 

body’s appearance expresses faith in God and love for our neighbor.  We are icons (Gk., 

eikona; Gen. 1:26; Jam. 3:9), soul and body, imaging our Creator in imitation of Christ 

Jesus, the Son of God and Icon of the Father who came in the likeness of sinful mankind 
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to redeem and restore us to something better, the glory of God eternal and incorruptible.  

As persons necessarily affecting each other, not independent individuals, the Orthodox 

are restored to the image of God within the Body of Christ, imaging and effecting together 

the new life of the kingdom of God.  Here expressions of egotism and self-love are healed 

by realizing the humble beauty of the other according to nature redeemed in Christ.  This 

applies to all bodily adornments including hair and nail styles, jewelry, clothing, etc., not 

just tattoos and piercings. 

 Aside from the hygienic risks of tattoos and piercings, namely, the risk of infection 

and immune dysfunction resulting from ink in the lymphatic system, the chief challenge 

to faith and love concerns the motivation, or intention, of getting tattoos and/or piercings.  

“In all our actions God looks at the intention, whether we do them for Him or from some 

other motive” (St. Maximos the Confessor).  “For all that is in the world – the lust of the 

flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life – is not of the Father but is of the world.  

And the world is passing away, and the lust of it; but he who does the will of God abides 

forever” (1 Jn. 2:16-17; 1 Cor. 7:17-20, 29-31). 

 This does not mean that all tattoos and piercings are evil, especially because very 

few, if any, of our motivations are entirely pure!  However, Christians are new creations 

in Christ, and the first aspect of the faith is purification from passions and sinful desires 

beginning with overcoming pride, boastfulness, presumption, and self-promotion.  In 

humility the Spirit teaches us contentment, deference to others, quietness, and meekness, 

in other words, true holiness. 

 A purified motivation is clearly pictured in the Book of Revelation in the contrast 

between the “sealing of the servants of our God on their foreheads,” which is “[the 

Lamb’s] Father’s name” (Rev. 7:3-4; 14:1), and the “mark (of the beast) on their right hand 

or on their foreheads (of those who worship the image of the beast),” a mark equivalent 

to “the name of the beast, or the number of his name – 666” (Rev. 13:15-18; 14:9, 11; et al.). 
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God’s “seal” (Gk., sphragis; “authenticating stamp,” like a signet ring) is the gift of the 

Holy Spirit done with the anointing of Holy Chrism (chrismation) in conjunction with 

Baptism in water (see Acts 2:38; 2 Cor. 1:21-22; 1 Jn. 2:20, 27).  The beast’s “mark” (Gk., 

charagma; “engraved or imprinted label”) is a counter-claim of ownership in the 

perversion of the human will and action to the service of evil.  The “mark of the beast” is 

a counterfeit “seal of God.” 

 The “forehead” refers to a person’s orientation of thought and intention; behind 

the forehead is our reasoning faculty, and in front of the forehead is our line of sight and 

direction (see Ex. 28:31-33; Isa. 48:4; Ez. 3:7-8 [Heb.]).  The “right hand” refers to a person’s 

exercise of the will in doing what one approves, either in accordance with God’s will or 

not (see Ex. 15:6; Isa. 41:10; Ps. 109:1; N.B. This is why the Orthodox wear wedding rings 

on the right hand, not the left.]). 

 According to the vision of the prophet Ezekiel, the seal of the 

faithful on the forehead is the sign of the Cross (see Ez. 9).  The 

“mark on the foreheads” (v. 4) in the Hebrew text is the last letter 

of the Hebrew alphabet – the tau; the tau looked like this: †, a 

Cross.  From ancient times, Christians have marked themselves 

with the sign of the Cross first done on them with Chrismation.  

In the earliest centuries, Christians making the sign of the Cross 

for prayer or blessing traced a Cross on their foreheads with the thumb, and then over 

time in imitation of the Priest’s blessing used the right hand in a larger motion from 

forehead to heart, to the right shoulder crossing to the left shoulder, as we commonly do 

today. 

As with the Holy Chrism, the sign of the Cross made by Christians was not a 

permanent physical mark like a tattoo, but an inner grace now informing every thought 

and action.  “Set me as a seal upon your heart, as a seal upon your arm” (Song of Songs 

8:6).  The sign of the Cross is a gesture, a manifestation, of the new reality of the believer, 
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bringing together the inner and the outer, the spirit and the flesh, in the harmony of faith 

and love in Christ.  The physical sign of the Cross, like every other reality in Christ 

properly used, is a symbol of the spiritual dominion of God.  The Greek symbolon means a 

“bringing together” in communion, a sharing or participation in a common divine life 

transcending that which is merely material in nature.   

Tattoos, piercings, even pious jewelry (e.g., Crosses 

on chains, icons), making the sign of the Cross with the 

hand, and other bodily gestures such as kissing (1 Cor. 

16:20) cannot be superficial display or aesthetic decoration.  

If merely used in a material or bodily way for purposes of 

appearance for acceptance or advancement in this world 

which is corrupted and passing away, they give a false impression of piety (see Lk. 22:48).  

Christians are “in the world,” but “not of the world” (Jn. 17:11, 14); therefore, we do 

things not just “to be seen by men,” but “by our Father who sees in secret” (Matt. 6:1f.; 

23:5). 

 When a Christian considers permanently altering their body’s appearance by 

tattoo or piercing, he or she should meditate on these things.  Even getting a tattoo or 

piercing where no one else will see it should be considered in the light of God “who sees 

in secret” and “examines hearts and reins (kidneys)” (Matt. 6:6; Ps. 7:10).   

Like tattoos and piercings, there are other activities which purposely change the 

appearance of the body to produce a desired effect, for instance, dieting, weightlifting, 

tanning, and cosmetic surgery.  These can be helpful for medical reasons to improve over-

all health, but they are often done for selfish reasons, thinking to make oneself more 

attractive, impressive, and acceptable before others, like rites of passage and solidarity in 

society or peer group.  “In all things misuse is a sin” (St. Maximos the Confessor).  

“Therefore do not be unwise, but understand what the will of the Lord is” (Eph. 5:17). 
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Tattoos and piercings will not be permanent in the resurrection of the body and 

the everlasting kingdom of Christ.  Certainly Christ Himself still bore the marks of the 

nails and spear in His hands and side in the Resurrection (Jn. 20:27; Rev. 5:6).  Yet the 

apostle Paul remarks: “The body is sown in dishonor, it is raised in glory.  It is sown in 

weakness, it is raised in power.  It is sown a natural body, it is raised a spiritual body.  

And as we have borne the image of the man of dust (Adam), we shall also bear the image 

of the heavenly Man (the Lord Jesus)…flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of 

God; nor does corruption inherit incorruption” (1 Cor. 15:42-50).  Physical defects and 

artificial enhancements to the body will not remain in the Resurrection, only the natural 

transformed and glorified in the Spirit of Christ.  “For we brought nothing into this world, 

and it is certain we can carry nothing out” (1 Tim. 6:7). 

Regarding tattoos and piercings, there is no code of 

Orthodox regulations other than the law of love (Rom. 13:8-

10).  Many persons who convert to the Orthodox Faith have 

tattoos and piercings and are not summarily commanded to 

remove them either before or after conversion.  If this “body 

art” gives offence to others, causing some to stumble in the faith because it is an illicit 

image or profane word, then the Christian may be asked to cover or remove it depending 

on the circumstance.  If the tattoo or piercing was purposely done in defiance of God, to 

dishonor parents, or for some other ungodly association, the person who converts to 

Christ may voluntarily need to remove it as an exercise of their own repentance and 

growth in faith. 

We end where we began: “Therefore gird up the loins of your mind, be sober, and 

rest your hope fully upon the grace that is to be brought to you at the revelation of Jesus 

Christ; as obedient children, not conforming yourselves to the former lusts, as in your 

ignorance; but as He who called you is holy, you also be holy in all your conduct, because 

it is written: ‘Be holy, for I am holy’” (1 Pet. 1:13-16; Lev. 19:2). 
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