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The Bible And Nakedness
By Paul Bow m a n

( L egal Symposium Speech )

In the earlier session, we saw that
the Holy Bible cl e a rly accep t s
n a kedness in a va riety of situat i o n s .
S t i l l , f rom Scri p t u re we can concl u d e

t h at there are times when God
o rdained clothes or that the nake d
b o dy should be cove re d. Th e re is also
one specific incidence when the
genitals must be cove re d, wh i ch I
will get to a little lat e r.

One such passage re l ating to the
b o dy being cove red is in the book of
E zekiel. This text say s , “ Then yo u
grew up, became tall, and re a ched the
age for fine ornaments; your bre a s t s
we re fo rmed and your (pubic) hair
had grown. Yet you we re naked and
b a re. Then I passed by you and saw
yo u , and behold you we re at the time
for love; so I spread my skirt ove r
you and cove red your nake d n e s s .”

For an allego ry to be effe c t ive as a
social ex a m p l e, the basic elements
must be familiar to the listeners; at
l e a s t , t h ey must not be so unfa m i l i a r

t h at the lesson loses its effe c t ive n e s s
because of the circ u m s t a n c e s
d e s c ri b e d. In this situat i o n , it is cl e a r
t h at the young gi rl described wa s
n a ked and bare. Even as an
a d o l e s c e n t , the subject of this
a l l ego ry was nake d. Child, and eve n
a d o l e s c e n t , n a kedness could not have
been too uncommon at that time,
t h e n , because if it had been the
n a kedness of the heroine would have
d i s t racted from the lesson of the
p a rabl e.

This is pro b ably the best Bibl i c a l
i n d i c ation that childhood and early
adolescent nakedness is not the
s h o ck i n g, d a n ge rous condition we
m a ke of it in our society. [I might add
t h at I have written a small book on
this subject. Wh at it attempts to do is
s h ow how our A m e rican obsession
with ke eping ch i l d ren from being
n a ked or exposed to other's nake d n e s s
m ay be the etiology of all manner of
adult sexual perve rsions and
compulsions. Cases can cert a i n ly be
made that such sexual anomalies as
p ro m i s c u i t y, voye u ri s m , p e d o p h i l i a
and others may be an outgrowth of
our society's hy s t e rical fear of
childhood nakedness.] In Eze k i e l , t h e
n a kedness of the growing maiden is
t ra n s l ated from the Heb rew ero m
wh i ch means simply “ w i t h o u t
cl o t h e s .” Th e re is no sexual or
n egat ive connotat i o n .

H oweve r, when the maiden
re a ches “the time for love ” we fi n d
the wo rd describing that nake d n e s s
comes from the Heb rew wo rd erva h .
Th i s , we have seen, is a Heb rew wo rd
for nakedness with a sex u a l
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c o n n o t ation. For that nake d n e s s , t h e
maiden is cove red with a bl a n ket or
s k i rt .

The lesson re l ated to nake d n e s s
f rom Ezekiel is cl e a r. The innocent,
n o n - e rotic nakedness of a young ch i l d
or maiden is of no concern from a
B i blical point of view. Howeve r, wh e n
one is re a dy for love, the sex u a l
n a kedness should be cove re d. I doubt
this means that only sex under
bl a n kets is mora l ly accep t able; it
p ro b ably means that sexual activ i t y
should be privat e, behind closed doors .

It may be ap p ro p ri ate to note here
t h at I have also written an ex t e n s ive
h i s t o ry of nakedness in the West. [I've
a dd i t i o n a l ly written a complete study
of nakedness in other cultures befo re
mu ch ex p o s u re to We s t e rn va l u e s . ]
P ro b ably the single biggest factor in
a ny society outlawing public or social
n a kedness is that it tends to dege n e rat e
into public sex acts. This was tru e
f rom the German public baths duri n g
the Middle A ges to the English “ l iv i n g
s t at u e ” exhibitions late in the
Nineteenth Century and in many other
i n s t a n c e s .

This is one area wh e re nat u ri s t s
p ro b ably should be able to join fo rc e s
with our society's Eva n ge l i c a l
re l i gious elements. It may not be that
m a ny Christian fundamentalist are not
a f raid of innocent nakedness per se; I
would submit that wh at they re a l ly
fear is that it will lead to
l a s c iviousness and sexual immora l i t y.
From historical ex p e ri e n c e, t h ey have
good reason for their fe a r. Nat u ri s t s , i t
s e e m s , would do well to make it
ab s o l u t e ly clear in the public mind that
n at u rism is social nakedness and not
e rotic nakedness. Th ey should make it
c at ego ri c a l ly clear that they want law s
p ro h i b i t i n g, and serious enfo rc e m e n t
p rosecuting public sex acts. Live
e ro t i c a , s u ch as nude barroom dancing,
wh i ch is cl e a rly intended to sex u a l ly
a rouse the viewe rs pro b ably could be
d i s c o u raged since it is mu ch more
l i ke ly to lead to sexual activity than,
s ay, nudists playing vo l l ey ball on the

b e a ch .
It seems re a s o n able for one to

c o n clude from this allego ry that sex u a l
a c t ivity should be cove re d. Reading
f u rther in this passage, we see how
God adorned His partner with fi n e
s i l k s , l i n e n s , j ewe l ry and a crown. Th i s
enhanced her beauty and increased her
s t atus to that of roya l t y. From this, we
can deduce that clothes are Bibl i c a l ly
l egi t i m ate to enhance one's beauty and
to indicate social status. Recalling the
s t o ry of Adam and Eve, wh e re God
gave them skins to cover themselve s
when He cast them out of the Gard e n
into the cool of the eve n i n g, we know
t h at clothes are legi t i m ate fo r
p rotection from the we ather as we l l .

While we can infer from Eze k i a l
t h at clothes should cover sex u a l
a c t iv i t y, t h e re is no question about the
I s raelite priests. In the book of
E x o d u s , God commands that the
p riests must wear certain ve s t m e n t s .
I n cluded in these pri e s t ly instru c t i o n s
is the specific statement that “ yo u
shall make for them linen bre e ches to
c over their bare flesh; they shall re a ch
f rom the loins even to the thighs. A n d
t h ey shall be on A a ron and on his sons
when they enter the tent of meeting, o r
when they ap p ro a ch the alter to
minister in the Holy Place. . .”

This is the only case in Bibl i c a l
S c ri p t u re wh e re clothes are
commanded to be wo rn. Let me
rep e at : t h e re is only one place in the
H o ly Bible wh e re clothes of any sort
a re re q u i red to be wo rn. This wa s
s p e c i fi c a l ly for the pri e s t s , and then
o n ly when they we re in the meeting
place or temple or when they
ap p ro a ched the altar. Th e re is nothing
t h at prevents them – or any b o dy else –
f rom nakedness in other non-ero t i c
s i t u ations or elsewh e re.

In a ve ry real way, this helps to
complete the Biblical pers p e c t ive on
n a kedness. By giving many, m a ny
instances of nakedness throughout the
whole Bibl e, it is clear that there is no
wholesale Biblical prohibition of
n a kedness. By giving some instances
wh e re the body is to be cove re d, l i m i t s
to nakedness are set by God. Fro m
t h i s , we can know the para m e t e rs of
wh e re the Bible's God stands on the
issue; we are not left to cre ate our ow n
t h e o l ogy.

From seve ral re fe rences in the
B i bl e, d e ath may also have been a
time for nakedness. Jo b, noted for his
m a ny tri bu l at i o n s , s a i d, “ N a ked I came
f rom my mother's wo m b, and naked I
shall re t u rn there.” E ve ryo n e, o f
c o u rs e, is born nake d. This ve rs e
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s u ggests that it may have been a
common practice to be stripped nake d
in prep a ration for impending deat h .
The book of Eccl e s i a s t e s , wh i ch is
t ra d i t i o n a l ly ascribed to Solomon,
agre e s .

We have seen that the Bible seems
to accept childhood nakedness – that
i s , b e fo re the age of sex u a l
rep ro d u c t i o n , ch i l d ren we re pro b ably
p e rmitted to go nake d. From my
studies of the ethnograp hy of
n a ke d n e s s , it is certain that many
c u l t u res also sanctioned nakedness in
people too old for sexual rep ro d u c t i o n .
It is like ly that this practice occurre d
in ancient culture s , as well. If so, it is
p o s s i ble that Biblical Israel condoned
the same practice for elderly people.

We cert a i n ly know that it is
common practice in many cultures to
tear one's clothes in mourning the
d e ath of a re l at ive. This also was a
custom in ancient Israel. Fre q u e n t ly,
t h roughout the Bibl e, people in gre at
s t ress tore their cl o t h e s .

I n d e e d, for the ancient Isra e l i t e s ,
m o re than tearing of the clothes wa s
n e e d e d. Micah said, speaking about a
judgment about to fall on his nat i o n ,
“Because of this I must lament and
wa i l , I must go bare foot and naked; I
must make a lament like the jack a l s
and a mourning like the ostri ch e s .”

Notice that Micah said he must go
n a ked and bare foot. It would seem that
it was socially expected to go nake d
d u ring times of gre at stress or
m o u rn i n g. At any rat e, t h e re is no
b i blical condemnation for nakedness in
these situat i o n s .

Th e re is one last Biblical passage
t h at may touch on nakedness. God told
A b ra h a m , “And you shall be
c i rcumcised in the flesh of yo u r
fo reskin; and it shall be the sign of the
c ovenant between Me and yo u .” I t
would seem curious that the ve ry sign
of the acceptance of God's cove n a n t
with His people would be expected to
be fa s t i d i o u s ly cove re d. It is possibl e
t h at circumcision was to be a
concealed sign to oneself, but there is

no Biblical indication that it was and
no reason to expect so.

The New Te s t a m e n t
While there are many re fe rences to

n a kedness in the Old Te s t a m e n t , t h e re
a re only three specific circ u m s t a n c e s
in the New Testament. Th e re are also a
few instances when nakedness is
s u ggested but not dire c t ly stat e d.
Fi n a l ly, t h e re is indication that ke ep i n g
the body cove red is not as high a
p ri o rity in the Biblical Christian's life
as one would expect from today ' s
t h e o l ogy.

The fi rst re fe rence to nakedness is
found in the Book of Mark. “And a
c e rtain young man was fo l l owing Him
[ Je s u s ] , we a ring nothing but a linen
sheet over his naked body; and they
s e i zed him. But he left the linen sheet
b e h i n d, and escaped nake d.” A n o t h e r
mention of nakedness comes in the
Acts of the Ap o s t l e s , wh e re some
Jewish ex o rcists we re trying to cast
out a demon and “the evil spirit leap e d
on them and subdued both of them
and ove rp owe red them so they fled out
of the house naked and wo u n d e d.” Th e
final example of nakedness is found in
the book of John wh e re some of the
disciples had been out fishing and
Jesus showed up on shore. “. . .And so
when Simon Peter heard that it wa s
the Lord, he put on his outer ga rm e n t
( for he was stripped for wo rk ) , a n d
t h rew himself into the sea [to swim to
s h o re ] .”

One needs to look at all three of
these re fe rences together to discern an
a c c u rate picture of New Te s t a m e n t

n a kedness. In the fi rst two instances,
the nakedness was unex p e c t e d. Th e
t h ree people we re caught by surp ri s e
and fled nake d. It should be obvious to
the re a d e rs that it must not have been
the custom to wear an underga rm e n t
under their outer robes. Even today, i n
m a ny Middle Eastern countri e s , it is
often the custom to not wear a second
ga rment under the outer ro b e s .

Th at they did not customari ly we a r
u n d e rclothes does not condone
n a ke d n e s s , of cours e. The fact that
t h ey we re surp rised and their cl o t h e s
we re re m ove d, l e aving them nake d,
has no bearing on the validity of
n a kedness in public or in a social
s i t u ation. We are left, t h e n , with the
s t o ry of Peter fishing to try to
d e t e rmine the New Testament position
on nake d n e s s .

Some theologians have argued that
Peter was we a ring a loin cloth wh e n
he re m oved his ga rment for fi s h i n g.
H oweve r, if we have two ra n d o m
incidences of his contempora ri e s
h aving lost their outer robes to be left
n a ke d, it is re a s o n able that this was the
custom. Pe t e r, being a part of his
c u l t u re, u n d o u b t e d ly did the same.
Th e re fo re, when the Bible says that he
re m oved his ro b e, it is ve ry like ly that
he was nake d. As further ev i d e n c e,
c o n t e m p o ra ry pictures of Egy p t i a n
fi s h e rman show them in complete
n a kedness as they fi s h e d.

E ven more important are the wo rd s
u s e d. The New Testament wa s
t ra n s l ated into English from ancient
G reek. The wo rd tra n s l ated as Pe t e r
being “ s t ri p p e d ” for wo rk comes fro m
the Greek wo rd “ gy m n o s .” This is
ex a c t ly the same Greek wo rd
t ra n s l ated as naked in the previous two
examples. Th u s , when one goes back
to the ori gi n a l , t h e re is compelling
evidence that Peter was completely
n a ked when he fi s h e d.

I might add that those who try to
a rgue that he was modestly we a ring a
loin cloth don't make sense for another
reason. The loin cloth would get we t
while he was fishing and then he
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would have had to put on his dry ro b e
over the wet loin cloth. A l s o , wh at
would be the point of ke eping his
b o dy cove red on a fishing boat with
o n ly other men on board ?

Because there are no more instances
of nakedness in the New Te s t a m e n t ,
we have to dep a rt from consideri n g
d i rect re fe rences to other texts. To
c o n t i nue with Pe t e r, some wo u l d
wonder why he grabbed his cl o t h e s
and put them on when he swam to
meet Jesus. If he wanted his clothes on
s h o re, wh i ch would seem re a s o n abl e,
it would be a lot easier to swim with
them on his body rather than carry i n g
them in one arm. It also could be that
Pe t e r, who pro b ably perc e ived Jesus as
d iv i n e, would feel that he needed his
clothes to ap p ro a ch Je s u s , just as the
p riests needed to be pro p e rly cove re d
when they ap p ro a ched God in the holy
places of the Te m p l e.

Some light may be shed on this
event by another instance during the
Last Supper. In this case, “ [ Jesus] ro s e
f rom the supper, laid aside his
ga rments; and taking a towe l , gi rd e d
Himself ab o u t .” The wo rd tra n s l at e d
h e re as “ gi rd e d ” comes from the
G reek wo rd “ d i a zo n nu m i .” This is the
same wo rd used to describe Peter as
he put on his ga rment when he wa s
re a dy to swim to meet Jesus. The wo rd
a c t u a l ly means to tie something
a round oneself like a belt or a gi rd l e.
Th e re fo re, it is like ly that both Pe t e r
while fishing and Jesus during part of
the Last supper we re both nake d
ex c ept for a ga rment or towel tied
a round their wa i s t s .

In neither case does it seem to
cause any concern that they we re
n a ked ex c ept for something tied
a round their waist. Cert a i n ly neither
Jesus nor Peter we re embarrassed or
self conscious since they put
t h e m s e l ves in that situation willingly.
A l s o , it seems that it did not aro u s e
a ny concern among other people wh o
we re present in those situations – at
lease nothing is mentioned of it.

The New Testament mentions

s eve ral instance wh e re people re m ove d
their cl o t h e s , but it doesn't specifi c a l ly
s ay they we re nake d. This may mean,
h oweve r, t h at nudity was simply
u n d e rstood just as if, t o d ay, one wro t e
t h at a person re m oved their
u n d e rs h o rts or panties it would be
assumed that they would be nake d. To
d i s c e rn if this may have been tru e, we
need to take a few moments to
consider the clothes wo rn by New
Testament fi g u re s .

Th e re are seve ral ga rm e n t s
mentioned in the New Te s t a m e n t , bu t
t h e re are only two main items. One is
an “outer ga rm e n t ” wh i ch is
t ra n s l ation from the Greek wo rd
“ h i m at i o n ” and the other is an “ i n n e r
ga rm e n t ,” u s u a l ly tra n s l ated as coat or
t u n i c, wh i ch comes from the Gre e k
“ ch i t o n .” The himation is mentioned
six times more often in the New
Testament than the ch i t o n , s u gge s t i n g
t h at the himation was mu ch more
i m p o rt a n t .

The chiton was not even owned by
eve ryo n e. Jesus said, “Let the man
who has two tunics share with him
who has none.” A l s o , it was the less
i m p o rtant ga rment wo rn by those wh o
did have one. We can see this because
Jesus told his disciples not to own two
of them. Even those who did own one
did not wear it most of the year in that
d e s e rt - l i ke Mediterranean land.

Jesus gave a hint of His at t i t u d e
t owa rd the necessity of clothing to
c over the naked body when he said, “ i f
a nyone wants to sue yo u , and take
your shirt , let him have your coat
a l s o .” In this ve rs i o n , “ s h i rt ” i s
t ra n s l ated from chiton and “ c o at ” i s
t ra n s l ated from himation. Obv i o u s ly, i f
a person in Jesus time gave away both
his chiton and his himation (that is,
both his shirt and coat ) , he would have
been left nake d.

I should point out that this passage
is re a l ly concerned with how people
deal with each other, not with
n a kedness. By saying that it is better
to be left without one's clothes than to
t re at someone unfa i rly, Jesus cert a i n ly

placed human re l ations far ab ove the
need to cover they body. In other
wo rd s , righteousness is more
i m p o rtant than cove ring the nake d
b o dy.

We can take a look at a few more
B i blical rep o rts of people re m ov i n g
their clothes. Pro b ably the best know n
was when a young man named Saul,
who later became known as St. Pa u l ,
witnessed the stoning death of the
apostle Stephen. Those who stoned
S t ephen “laid aside their ro b e s
( h i m ation) at the fe e t ” of Saul.

Another instance was when a bl i n d
b egga r, B a rt i m a e u s , was healed by
Jesus. He, “casting aside his cl o a k
( h i m at i o n ) .” jumped up and came to
the Lord to be healed. If the himat i o n
was the only ga rment wo rn by most
people at that time, it is ve ry like ly
t h at when they re m oved their cl o a k s
t h ey we re left nake d. Th at being tru e,
it is interesting that their nake d n e s s
was not mentioned. It must have been
fa i rly common.

The Biblical account of wh at we
n ow call Palm Sunday presents another
i n t e resting sight. It left a pastor- f ri e n d
at a ch u rch I used to attend scrat ch i n g
his head and sighing, “ This is not how I
ever envisioned Jesus' entry into
Je ru s a l e m ! ” The disciples, when they
s e c u red a donkey for Jesus to ride into
Je ru s a l e m , placed their ga rments on the
b a ck of the donkey as a sort of sadd l e.

Th e n , when Jesus rode through the
c i t y, most of the people spread their
ga rments on the road befo re Him. In
both cases, the ga rments are tra n s l at e d
f rom the wo rd himation. Since many of
the people did not own an
u n d e rga rment (the ch i t o n ) , and those
who did wouldn't wear them unless it
was cold, it is ve ry like ly that most of
the people wat ching Jesus ride thro u g h
the city we re nake d. It should be noted,
a l s o , t h at the people then viewed Je s u s
as a sort of king entering the city; they
m ay have specifi c a l ly re m oved their
clothes to show their subservience to
H i m .

Th e re are seve ral other incidents we
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could cove r. Jesus told his disciples to
not be wo rried about having enough
food or clothes. St. Paul asked if
n a ke d n e s s , among other things, c o u l d
re m ove the believer from the love of
C h rist. He also “ b o a s t e d ” about his
s u ffe ring and nakedness for Chri s t ' s
s a ke. In a third incidence, St. Pa u l
d e s c ribed the Church as a human
b o dy, s aying that one part (even the
u n s e e m ly parts) was no more

h o n o rable than any other – all are
needed to make up a complete human
or Church body.

Wh at can we concl u d e, then? Wh e n
a careful study of actual, or eve n
a l l ego ri c a l ly illustrat e d, n a kedness in
the Holy Bible is completed, t h e
notion that the state of being naked in
a public situation is unscri p t u ral is
s i m p ly unfo u n d e d. It may be arg u e d
t h at such nakedness is unch ristian (at

l e a s t , as Christianity is defined today ) ,
but such an argument can be made
o n ly to the extent that objective
B i blical accounts of nakedness are
either ignored or distort e d. If
n a kedness is unch ri s t i a n , it is only
because the Church has developed a
t h e o l ogy ap a rt from the Bibl e
t ru t h f u l ly teach e s .
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