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THE STORIES TATTOOS TELL: MORAL DILEMMA AND MISSIONAL OPPORTUNITY 
FOR AN INKED GENERATION 

Dr. Surtalicito Del Rosario, Asia-Pacific Nazarene Theological Seminary 
 

Introduction: When Faith Gets Inked 
 
In a quiet coffee shop in Manila, a man sits nearby, both calves exposed. Etched in ink 

are words familiar to the author not only as Scripture but as a personal life verse: “Jeremiah 
29:11,” followed by “For I know the plans to prosper you.” The tension is immediate. How can a 
passage of hope and divine intention be inscribed on human skin in a manner traditionally 
associated with rebellion? For many Christians, tattoos present not just an aesthetic concern but a 
theological and moral problem. And yet, others –especially younger believers –see tattooing as a 
legitimate, even redemptive, form of self-expression and testimony. 

 
This ambivalence is not hypothetical. In recent years, young Christian leaders in the 

Philippines have quietly gotten tattoos–sometimes hiding them, sometimes facing disciplinary 
measures from their churches. The resulting grief, confusion, and disconnection underscore a 
critical pastoral question: What is the church to do with an inked generation? 

 
This article argues that the tattooing trend, while morally complex, represents a missional 

opportunity. Behind the ink lies a story. For pastors and disciplers, these stories demand 
theological listening rather than knee-jerk condemnation. Tattoos are not merely cultural 
curiosities or youthful whims; they are narratives inscribed on bodies, often expressing grief, 
faith, trauma, or longing. When treated as an aesthetic offense or moral compromise, the church 
risks silencing what could be a symbolic testimony. 

 
Rather than reduce the debate to a binary of approval or disapproval, this paper proposes 

a middle way grounded in biblical moral discernment. By situating tattoos within broader 
cultural shifts, examining scriptural texts often cited in tattoo debates, and exploring real-life 
Filipino testimonies, the study outlines a practical framework that church leaders can use. In 
doing so, it moves beyond moral panic to pastoral engagement–an approach more faithful to both 
the gospel and the wounded realities of those it seeks to reach. 

 
The Ink Speaks: Filipino Testimonies and Theological Listening 

 
The responses gathered from a viral Kapuso Mo, Jessica Soho (KMJS) Facebook thread 

reveal a rich diversity of personal motivations behind tattooing. Rather than fitting into a single 
interpretive category, these testimonies highlight the deeply personal, spiritual, and relational 
meanings inscribed in ink. Thousands responded to the TV show’s prompt, “Ano ang kuwento sa 
likod ng tattoo mo?” (What is the story behind your tattoo?) with stories ranging from 
memorials and faith declarations to trauma survival and social advocacy. 

 
The following summary categorizes these responses into thematic groupings, offering 

insight into the kinds of stories Filipino individuals are choosing to tell through their tattoos: 
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Table 1. Thematic Summary of Responses to KMJS’ Question, “What Is the Story Behind Your 
Tattoo?” (GMA News 2018) 

 
Theme Representative Meaning or Motivation 

Memorialization Honoring a deceased loved one (e.g., names, dates, portraits, pets) 

Faith Expression Bible verses, crosses, or images expressing trust in God or personal 
spiritual renewal 

Trauma and Recovery Markings related to survival from loss, depression, abuse, or addiction 
Family and 
Relationships 

Symbols of loyalty, fidelity, or milestones (e.g., children’s birthdays, 
initials of partners) 

Life Motivation Phrases representing life goals, purpose, or encouragement (e.g., “Keep 
going,” “Live with courage”) 

Justice and Advocacy Tattoos representing solidarity with victims or social causes (e.g., 
remembering victims of assault) 

Cultural Identity Indigenous tribal symbols or ethnic markers (e.g., batok, Pintado 
designs) 

Good Luck / 
Superstition 

Symbols intended to attract protection, guidance, or fortune (e.g., 
talismans, mythical symbols) 

Self-Identity Personal emblems, artistic designs, or affirmations of uniqueness and 
independence 

 
At the heart of this discussion is the recognition that meaning precedes marking. Tattoos 

may once have been reserved for warriors, criminals, or idol worshippers, but they have since 
become a socially acceptable medium of embodied testimony. Studies show that tattoos today 
function as “mnemonic devices, metaphors of the self, and markers of identity” (Atkinson 2003, 
52; DeMello 2000, 11). In the Philippines, tattoos are no longer fringe expressions but 
mainstream declarations of identity and memory, as seen in tribal traditions (e.g., pagbabatuk), 
popular media, and urban youth culture. 

 
The Cultural Weight of Tattoos 

 
Across history and cultures, the human body has served as a canvas for symbolic 

expression. Tattooing, as one form of visual body modification, carries with it layers of meaning 
–spiritual, social, political, and personal. What was once considered a practice of marginal 
groups has now emerged in mainstream culture as an emblem of identity. Understanding the 
deep cultural and symbolic roots of tattooing is essential for pastors and disciplers who seek to 
respond not just to trends but to the cultural imagination shaping an inked generation. 
From Sacred Symbols to Tribal Honor 
 

Tattooing is not a modern innovation. Archaeological evidence suggests that its practice 
dates back to ancient Egypt around 4,500 BC, with similar practices also found in pre-Christian 
Europe, Oceania, and Asia. In many cultures, tattoos were more than ornamental–they were 
sacred, functional, and deeply symbolic. 
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In the Philippines, tattooing was intricately woven into tribal identity and spiritual 
worldview. The Pintados of the Visayas–so named by the Spanish for their fully tattooed 
bodies–practiced a form of body marking that served as both record and recognition of battle 
achievements. Each design inscribed onto their skin marked valor in combat, with the most 
intricate and visible tattoos reserved for the bravest warriors. 

 

 
Figure 1. Traditional Visayan Tattooed Warriors (Pintados) 

Image source: Lane Wilcken, Filipino Tattoos: Ancient to Modern (2010), as shared by Ambeth 
R. Ocampo on Facebook, September 26, 2020. 

 
Figure 1 provides a historical illustration that depicts Visayan warriors extensively 

tattooed from head to feet—a practice that served both aesthetic and symbolic purposes in 
precolonial Filipino culture (Wilcken 2010; Scott 1994). Among the Pintados, each tattoo 
marked valor in battle, with more elaborate designs awarded to the most courageous fighters. 
Tattooing was not merely decorative; it signified honor, identity, and social status (Wilcken 
2010).  

 
In the Cordilleran highlands, the Ifugao, Kalinga, and Bontoc ethnic groups used tattoos 

(batok) as ritualistic emblems of successful headhunting and social status. These markings bore 
not just aesthetic value but sacred and communal meaning (Salvador-Amores 2013). 

 
Despite these rich histories, colonial and missionary efforts cast tattoos as savage or 

sinful, resulting in their gradual decline (Scott 1994; DeMello 2000). Today, however, the 
revival of tribal tattooing in the Philippines has sparked interest not only in indigenous art but 
also in identity reclamation, cultural pride, and spiritual rootedness (Wilcken 2010; Salvador-
Amores 2013). 
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From Stigma to Selfhood: The Shifting Social Lens 
 

In contrast to these tribal honorifics, tattoos in Western and colonial-influenced contexts 
came to be viewed as signs of deviance. Psychological and sociological studies associated 
tattooing with criminality, addiction, and antisocial behavior. Even today, many employers and 
churches harbor skepticism about visible tattoos–linking them with rebellion, instability, or 
compromised morality (Stephens 2003, 105; Armstrong et al. 2002, 95–97). 

 
Yet recent decades have seen a cultural reversal. Tattoos now help individuals “solidify 

various and often conflicting aspects of personality” (Atkinson 2003, 52). They function as 
identity anchors, visual testimonies, and even spiritual declarations. Tattoos have become an 
integral part of the postmodern toolkit for meaning-making, where the body serves as a site for 
storytelling, belonging, and expression. 

 
In the Philippines, this evolution is reflected in social media, youth subcultures, and the 

revival of indigenous tattooing practices. The church cannot afford to overlook this 
transformation. If it does, it may miss a generation whose skin proclaims the very kinds of 
testimonies the church exists to hear. 

 
Tattoos as Testimony: Reading the Inked Body 
 

For many believers, particularly in conservative contexts, tattoos continue to elicit moral 
suspicion. Yet, beneath the skin lies not just pigment, but story. Tattoos are increasingly serving 
as a form of visual testimony–a means by which individuals externalize what they cannot always 
verbalize. For pastors and disciplers, this presents both a hermeneutical challenge and a pastoral 
invitation: to read the ink not as rebellion, but as self-disclosure. 

 
The Ink Speaks: A Narrative of Meaning 

 
The growing popularity of tattoos among young people, especially within urban Filipino 

contexts, cannot be dismissed as a passing fashion trend or youthful experimentation. Instead, it 
reflects a profound impulse to give visible form to invisible experiences: grief and loss, survival 
and resilience, love and loyalty, belief and spiritual renewal, or advocacy for causes larger than 
oneself. For many, ink on the skin becomes a canvas upon which personal stories are etched, 
stories that words alone cannot contain. This dynamic was powerfully displayed in the viral 
Facebook prompt from the television program Kapuso Mo, Jessica Soho (KMJS), which asked, 
“Ano ang kuwento sa likod ng tattoo mo?” (What is the story behind your tattoo?). Thousands 
responded with raw and moving reflections, revealing the diversity of human motivations behind 
tattooing. Their ink, in many cases, serves as testimony–a visible proclamation of experiences, 
memories, and convictions that shape their identity. 

 
One central theme that emerged from these testimonies is commemoration. Tattoos serve 

as memorials, carrying the names, dates, and portraits of deceased parents, children, or even 
beloved pets. For grieving individuals, the permanence of a tattoo offers solace and continuity, 
ensuring that their loved one’s memory remains not only in the heart but also visibly on the 
body. Such commemorative tattoos become sacred spaces of remembrance. A daughter’s birth 
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date inked in Roman numerals or a portrait of a lost friend etched on the arm can provide a sense 
of closeness that words or rituals alone cannot sustain. These markings are deeply personal 
liturgies of memory, visible reminders that death does not erase love. 

 
Another significant category is faith markers. For many Filipino Christians, tattoos of 

Bible verses, crosses, doves, or other sacred symbols are not acts of rebellion but declarations of 
devotion. Such tattoos may represent moments of conversion, spiritual transformation, or 
rededication to God. Inscribing “Saved by Grace” on the wrist or inking a cross over the heart 
embodies one’s identity in Christ in a visible, enduring way. In a culture where public confession 
of faith has always been valued, faith tattoos extend that testimony into the visual realm. These 
tattoos are not just private mementos; they are often worn with the hope of sparking 
conversations about faith and encouraging others to seek God. 

 
Equally poignant are survival tokens–tattoos that mark the battles individuals have faced 

with depression, addiction, abuse, or trauma. For survivors, these tattoos are both scars and signs 
of victory. They may symbolize the darkest valleys walked through and the resilience that 
emerged on the other side. A semicolon tattoo, for example, has become an international symbol 
of solidarity with those who struggle with suicidal thoughts, signifying that the story is not over. 
Similarly, tattoos commemorating sobriety dates or images representing healing journeys serve 
as permanent reminders that the individual is more than their pain. These marks can become 
visual testimonies of God’s sustaining grace, even when words fail. 

 
In addition to survival tokens, there are tattoos that serve as declarations of purpose. 

These inscriptions or images represent core life goals, renewed identity, or a desire to live with 
intentionality. Words like “Courage,” “Hope,” or “Live Free” emblazoned on skin function as 
daily reminders of chosen values and commitments. For others, symbols such as arrows, 
compasses, or anchors embody direction, focus, or stability in the midst of life’s turbulence. 
These tattoos are not random decorations but visualized mission statements. They externalize 
one’s resolve to live with meaning and integrity, offering constant reminders of the paths chosen 
and the values held dear. 

 
A particularly powerful stream of tattooing in the Philippines is cultural reclamation. 

Indigenous symbols, such as the batok of the Kalinga or the Pintados designs of the Visayas, are 
increasingly worn by younger generations as acts of heritage and pride. These tattoos reclaim 
histories that were once suppressed by colonial and missionary narratives, which labeled body 
markings as savage or sinful. Today, however, many Filipinos see in these traditional patterns 
not paganism but identity: a connection to ancestors, land, and community. For them, wearing 
indigenous ink is a declaration of belonging, a way of recovering what was lost and restoring 
cultural dignity. Such tattoos also function as silent protest against cultural erasure, asserting that 
Filipino identity is richer and deeper than imported categories of modernity or Western 
respectability. 

 
Finally, tattoos often serve as acts of advocacy. They are visual protests or embodied 

commitments to social justice, remembrance, or solidarity with victims of violence. A tattoo of a 
clenched fist may represent resistance against oppression, while inked names of victims keep 
alive memories that society may wish to forget. In contexts where injustice is rampant and voices 
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are often silenced, tattoos become enduring cries for justice. They turn the body itself into a 
billboard of advocacy, refusing to allow causes of truth, healing, or liberation to fade from public 
memory. 

 
What unites all these varied expressions is their narrative depth. As one KMJS 

respondent posted, “This cross on my wrist reminds me of the time I almost gave up. Now, it 
reminds me of God’s mercy.” Another wrote, “These Roman numerals are my daughter’s 
birthday. I inked it the year she passed away. It keeps her close.” Such testimonies are not trivial 
aesthetic choices. They point to a generation in search of meaning, memory, and belonging—
often in contexts where they feel invisible or unheard. For many, tattooing becomes an act of 
reclaiming control over one’s story, ensuring that their voice is not erased and their experiences 
are not forgotten. 

 
Mnemonic, Symbolic, Expressive 
 

Scholarly work on body modification identifies three motifs that are useful for 
interpreting tattoo meanings: mnemonic, symbolic, and expressive (DeMello 2000, 45; Atkinson 
2003, 59). Mnemonic tattoos function as embodied reminders of loved ones, life events, or 
spiritual commitments. They are inscriptions of memory, physical anchors that tether one’s 
present to significant past experiences. For instance, tattooing a date of baptism or a line from a 
favorite hymn can preserve spiritual milestones in ways more permanent than journals or 
photographs. 

 
Symbolic tattoos, on the other hand, serve as metaphors. They condense complex beliefs 

or values into powerful images or short phrases. A single dove may symbolize peace, 
reconciliation, and the Holy Spirit simultaneously. An anchor may reflect hope and stability 
amidst trials, while flames might evoke passion, transformation, or even the purifying presence 
of God. These tattoos embody theological or moral convictions in a concise, symbolic form that 
transcends the limitations of language. 

 
Expressive tattoos assert individuality, marking uniqueness, resilience, or voice. They 

allow wearers to externalize inner truths about who they are and who they are becoming. In a 
society that often pressures conformity, expressive tattoos resist erasure by declaring, “This is 
my story, this is my self.” Whether through intricate designs, bold statements, or creative images, 
expressive tattoos transform the body into a site of personal agency. 

 
Of course, these categories often overlap. A tattoo of a cross may be simultaneously 

mnemonic–recalling a moment of spiritual renewal, symbolic–embodying Christian faith, and 
expressive–asserting identity as a follower of Christ. A tribal design may be mnemonic in 
honoring ancestors, symbolic in reflecting cultural heritage, and expressive in asserting pride. 
The layered meanings remind us that tattoos are not easily parsed or judged without careful 
listening. Each tattoo is a story, often multi-dimensional, demanding interpretation. 

 
This complexity calls for what might be described as a pastoral hermeneutic. Just as 

Scripture requires contextual reading–acknowledging historical background, literary form, and 
theological intent–so too do the inked stories of God’s image-bearers. Quick judgments or 
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simplistic condemnations ignore the depths of meaning inscribed in the skin. Instead, 
discipleship requires slow, intentional interpretation, marked by empathy and discernment. 
Tattoos, in this sense, can be read as texts: narratives that reveal struggles, convictions, hopes, 
and journeys of faith. 

 
For pastors and disciplers, the task is not only to teach believers how to interpret 

Scripture but also how to interpret the human stories that God’s people carry–even when those 
stories are written in unusual places. Tattoos may not be part of traditional Christian symbols, 
but they are part of the lives of many Christians today. They reflect a desire to memorialize, 
declare, reclaim, and advocate. In acknowledging these meanings with sensitivity and theological 
care, the church has the opportunity not only to avoid alienating tattooed believers but also to 
accompany them on their journeys of faith. 

 
In the end, tattoos are testimonies in ink and flesh. They proclaim that life is too 

significant to remain unmarked, that stories of pain and hope deserve visibility, and that the body 
can become a site of testimony. Whether commemorative, symbolic, expressive, or a blend of all 
three, tattoos invite the church to listen deeply, to discern wisely, and to respond 
compassionately. By doing so, the church affirms that God’s grace is not bound to traditional 
mediums of testimony but can be witnessed even on the skin of those who long to tell their story. 

 
Testimony in Ink and Flesh 
 

Theologically, the idea of testimony is central to the Christian life. To testify is to bear 
witness–to truth revealed, grace received, and redemption experienced. The church has long 
understood testimony as both verbal confession and embodied witness. It is not confined to the 
spoken word or the written text but extends into the lived reality of the believer. Scripture itself 
points in this direction. Paul declares, “I bear on my body the marks of Jesus” (Gal. 6:17, NIV). 
The apostle’s scars from persecution were more than incidental wounds; they were physical 
reminders of his participation in Christ’s suffering. While Paul may have employed this phrase 
metaphorically to underscore his apostolic authority and fidelity to the gospel, the underlying 
principle remains: the body tells a spiritual story. 

 
This insight is crucial when reflecting on the practice of tattooing among believers. 

Today’s tattooed Christians may not always articulate their faith in formal doctrinal terms, but 
their ink often proclaims a version of their ongoing narrative with God. A single cross etched on 
a wrist can be a prodigal’s declaration of return, a silent announcement that the one who was lost 
has been found. Another tattoo may represent a struggle to believe at all, serving as a paradoxical 
reminder of doubt and faith held in tension. For pastors and disciplers, the question is not 
whether such tattoos are theologically precise, but whether they are authentic. If the tattoo is 
honest—if it reflects a genuine search for God, a cry of pain, or a statement of hope—it calls 
forth not alienation but accompaniment. 

 
Testimony written on the skin pushes the church to rethink its categories. Too often, 

external markings have been equated with rebellion or vanity. Yet in a generation where 
traditional forms of testimony may feel inadequate or inaccessible, tattoos provide an alternative 
language. The ink becomes a form of proclamation, visual and permanent, inscribed not on 
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parchment but on flesh. For the believer, it may be an indelible reminder of a moment of grace. 
For the church, it may be an invitation to listen before judging, to interpret before condemning. 

 
A Missional Reading of Tattoos 
 

When churches adopt a posture of outright condemnation toward tattoos, they risk 
overlooking a mission field already inscribed on the very bodies of those they are called to reach. 
The skin of a young believer, marked by ink, may carry testimonies that speak more profoundly 
than the tracts often distributed on street corners. A forearm adorned with symbols of faith, or 
even of pain, may bear greater potential for gospel engagement than words left unread on a page. 
Likewise, a wrist once scarred by self-harm and later covered with a new tattoo may be more 
than decoration; it may represent a resurrection story, a visible proclamation of one who has 
moved from despair to hope. Yet such stories too often remain unheard, not because they lack 
authenticity or depth, but because the medium of testimony does not conform to established 
ecclesial expectations. 

 
The silence surrounding these testimonies is intensified in contemporary culture, where 

verbal confession of faith is often constrained by skepticism, discomfort, or suspicion. For many 
younger generations, speaking openly about faith in public spaces is to risk ridicule or 
misunderstanding. Words of testimony, once a cherished practice in many congregations, can 
feel awkward or even dangerous in pluralistic contexts. Tattoos, however, offer an alternative 
mode of proclamation. They function as embodied narratives—public and enduring, yet deeply 
intimate. Without requiring a pulpit or a microphone, they declare their identity, reveal their 
wounds, and proclaim hope. The skin itself becomes a site of witness, a reminder that testimony, 
in its richest sense, is not restricted to conventional forms but may find expression in surprising 
and unconventional mediums. 

 
Such recognition does not imply that the church must endorse tattooing uncritically or 

promote it as a universal practice among believers. A missional reading of tattoos is not an 
invitation to indiscriminate approval, but to discerning engagement. What is required is a shift in 
posture: from suspicion to hospitality, from exclusion to accompaniment, from gatekeeping to 
shepherding. Tattoos do not, by virtue of their existence, validate the messages they bear. Some 
may convey messages contrary to the gospel, others may simply echo cultural trends. Yet each 
tattoo signifies that its bearer has a story to tell, a narrative that has been inscribed with enough 
significance to be made permanent on the body. The church’s task, therefore, is not to dismiss 
these narratives outright but to listen attentively for the traces of God’s grace that may be hidden 
within them. 

 
To listen in this way requires what might be called theological imagination. It demands a 

willingness to interpret embodied stories with the same patience and attentiveness that one would 
bring to the reading of Scripture. As one cultural observer has argued, culture is never merely to 
be condemned or copied but cultivated and created anew (Crouch 2013, 36). If this is true, then 
tattoos may rightly be understood as part of culture-making: expressions of meaning, memory, 
and identity that, rather than being summarily dismissed, invite discernment and pastoral 
engagement. The question before the church is therefore a critical one: will it choose to cultivate 
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discernment, entering into these embodied testimonies with grace, or will it perpetuate cycles of 
rejection that alienate people from the very community that should welcome them? 

 
A church that embraces cultivation will begin to see tattoos not primarily as threats to 

holiness but as opportunities for witness. In such a community, each tattooed believer is 
recognized as a living text, a parable inscribed on flesh, awaiting interpretation through the lens 
of compassion. Testimony will not be confined to spoken words delivered at a pulpit or written 
accounts printed in a church newsletter. Rather, testimony will be acknowledged wherever it is 
found—in scars that speak of survival, in ink that signifies devotion, and in symbols that mark 
journeys of faith. 

 
To engage such testimonies faithfully is to affirm that God’s redemptive story is not 

limited to the mediums the church has traditionally sanctioned. It is to recognize that the Spirit of 
God may be at work in places the church has too quickly dismissed, writing narratives of grace 
on bodies that long for acknowledgment. In attending to these embodied testimonies with 
discernment, the church not only recovers testimony in its many forms but also participates more 
fully in God’s mission: the gathering of all stories, written in word, deed, or ink, into the greater 
story of Christ’s redeeming love. 

 
Biblical Ambiguities and Theological Reflections 

 
For many believers, the moral question of tattooing begins and ends with a single verse: 

“Do not cut your bodies for the dead or put tattoo marks on yourselves. I am the Lord” (Lev. 
19:28, NIV). This text has often served as a clear-cut prohibition against all forms of body 
marking. However, a closer look at both its original context and biblical intertextuality reveals a 
more complex and nuanced picture. This section explores the scriptural tension surrounding 
tattoos, arguing that the Bible neither wholly condemns nor clearly permits tattooing but instead 
offers principles for theological reflection and moral discernment. 

 
Leviticus 19:28 and the Ceremonial Law Debate 
 

The prohibition in Leviticus 19:28 is part of a series of laws designed to keep Israel 
distinct from surrounding nations, particularly in their worship practices. The Hebrew behind 
“tattoo marks” (qaaqaʿ) refers to inscribed or incised marks, often associated with pagan 
mourning rites and cultic devotion to foreign deities (Ross 2016, 352). As noted by scholars like 
Walter Kaiser (1983), this law should be understood in its ancient Near Eastern context, where 
cutting the body was part of rituals honoring the dead or appealing to gods. “The prohibition was 
not aimed at aesthetic self-expression, but at protecting Israel from adopting the practices of 
idolaters” (Kaiser 1983, 111). 

 
Some theologians classify this text under the ceremonial laws of Israel, binding only 

under the Old Covenant. According to the traditional threefold division of the law (moral, civil, 
ceremonial), ceremonial laws governed temple worship and ritual purity and were fulfilled in 
Christ. If tattooing is prohibited in Leviticus as part of such ceremonial restrictions, it may not 
hold binding authority over New Testament believers. 
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Yet this view has limitations. Rather than dismiss the verse outright, many ethicists now 
propose Principlism–an interpretive method that extracts universal moral principles from 
culturally bound laws (Kaiser 1983, 129–30). In this case, the principle is clear: God alone 
deserves worship, and his people must not adopt practices that compromise their distinctive 
identity or express allegiance to false gods. Thus, the issue is not ink but idolatry. Tattooing 
becomes morally problematic not because it alters the body, but because it may signify a deeper 
devotion to something other than God. 

 
Positive Allusions to Markings in Scripture 
 

While Leviticus provides a cautionary backdrop, other passages offer surprisingly 
positive or symbolic references to bodily marking. Consider the following examples: 

 
• Isaiah 44:5 – “Some will write on their hand, ‘The Lord’s,’ and will take the name 

Israel.” 
• Ezekiel 9:4 – A divine mark is placed on the foreheads of the faithful to preserve 

them from judgment. 
• Isaiah 49:16 – “See, I have engraved you on the palms of my hands.” 
• Revelation 19:16 – “On his robe and on his thigh, he has this name written: King Of 

Kings and Lord of Lords.” 

While these passages are largely metaphorical or prophetic in nature, they suggest a 
symbolic use of marking to indicate ownership, remembrance, and devotion. Using these as 
proof texts for tattooing would be hermeneutically flawed, given their poetic or apocalyptic 
genre (Zelyck 2013). Nevertheless, their existence weakens the argument that all forms of body 
marking are inherently sinful. Tattoos are amoral—neither intrinsically righteous nor 
unrighteous. What determines their moral weight is the intent, content, and context in which they 
are applied (Zelyck 2013, 67). A tattoo that glorifies violence or sensuality may violate Christian 
ethics, while one that memorializes a redemptive journey or proclaims faith might serve as an 
embodied witness. 

Tattoos and the Image of God Debate 

One theological concern often raised against tattooing is the potential desecration of the 
imago Dei—the image of God in humanity. Some argue that altering the body defaces this sacred 
image. Yet others contend that expressing meaning through the body, including through art, 
reflects human creativity and divine likeness. This debate can be framed in terms of the relational 
and teleological aspects of the image of God (Zelyck 2013). Tattoos may harm the relational 
dimension if they hinder unity in the church or scandalize weaker believers. They may 
compromise the teleological aspect if they promote narcissism, vulgarity, or false worship. 
However, tattoos that foster beauty, community, and devotion may in fact honor the image of 
God (Zelyck 2013, 68). In the end, the question is not merely whether Christians can have 
tattoos or not. But what do these tattoos say about their relationship to God, to others, and to the 
body of Christ? 
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The Pauline Witness: Freedom, Conscience, and the Body 
 

New Testament ethics, especially in the writings of Paul, further complicate the tattoo 
debate. While Paul never addresses tattooing directly, he provides a framework for moral 
decision-making that is highly relevant. In 1 Corinthians 8–10, Paul addresses the issue of food 
sacrificed to idols, an issue that, like tattoos, had no clear command but carried implications for 
witness and conscience. His threefold ethical principle remains foundational: 

1. “All things are permissible, but not all things are beneficial” (1 Cor. 10:23). 
2. “Do not cause anyone to stumble” (1 Cor. 10:32). 
3. “So whether you eat or drink…do it all for the glory of God” (1 Cor. 10:31). 

 
Similarly, in Romans 14, Paul urges believers not to judge others over disputable matters, 

while also warning against flaunting freedom at the expense of the weak. The governing ethic is 
not law, but love-informed freedom. 

 
For the Christian considering a tattoo, these principles are essential: 
• Motivation must be examined: Is this about glorifying God or gratifying self? 
• Impact on others must be weighed: Will this strengthen or strain the witness of the 

church? 
• Conscience must be consulted: Is the believer acting out of faith and freedom, or 

compulsion and trend? 
 

Paul’s teaching calls the church not to uniformity, but to discernment shaped by love and 
mutual edification. 

A Framework for Moral Discernment 
 
If tattoos are neither inherently moral nor immoral, then the church must move beyond 

rigid prescriptions and into the practice of spiritual discernment. Rather than issuing blanket 
approvals or prohibitions, pastors and disciplers are called to help believers reflect theologically 
and communally on their choices. The Christian tradition, particularly in its biblical and ethical 
teachings, provides a rich foundation for cultivating such discernment. 

 
Discernment as a Spirit-Guided Process 
 

Moral discernment is more than personal preference or cultural adaptation; it is a Spirit-
enabled process in which believers seek alignment between their decisions and God’s purposes. 
Discernment involves “deliberate reflection on the story of God and God’s people” (Hauerwas 
and Wells 2006, 132). It is not primarily about rule-keeping but about living wisely, faithfully, 
and communally in a complex world. 

 
Discernment should engage both moral norms (such as justice, love, and holiness) and 

moral outcomes (such as human flourishing, unity, and faithfulness) (Gushee and Stassen 2003). 
Tattoos, as cultural practices, must be weighed not only for what they express but for what they 
produce in the life of the believer and the church. 
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Moral Principles from Paul’s Writings 
 

Paul’s ethical writings, especially in 1 Corinthians 8–10, offer guiding principles that can 
be applied directly to the tattooing issue: 

 
Consider the Weak Conscience (1 Cor. 8:9–13): While tattoos may be permissible, they must 
not cause a brother or sister with a sensitive conscience to stumble. Especially in culturally 
conservative churches, visible tattoos may disrupt trust or create confusion among less mature 
believers. Paul warns, “If what I eat causes my brother to fall into sin, I will never eat meat 
again” (v. 13). 

 
Seek the Good of Others (1 Cor. 10:24): Christian freedom is always exercised in the context 
of love. Decisions must be evaluated not only on personal benefit but on communal impact. As 
Paul writes, “No one should seek their own good, but the good of others.” 

 
Do Everything for God’s Glory (1 Cor. 10:31): The ultimate criterion for any Christian action, 
including body art, is whether it glorifies God. A tattoo that dishonors God’s name, promotes 
violence or sensuality, or serves self-aggrandizement fails this test. A tattoo that embodies 
testimony, memory, or worship may fulfill it. 

 
Do Not Cause Others to Stumble (1 Cor. 10:32): Believers must avoid actions that alienate 
fellow believers or create unnecessary offense. While this does not mean capitulating to 
legalism, it does mean considering how visible tattoos may affect one’s witness in a particular 
cultural context. 
 
A Sixfold Pastoral Guideline for Tattoo Discernment 

 
Building on Paul’s ethical reasoning and practical pastoral insight, the following 

framework is proposed for church leaders guiding those considering tattoos: 
 
1. Examine the Motive 

Ask: Why do I want this tattoo? Is it to express faith, mark healing, or conform to 
trends? Is it driven by freedom in Christ or by pressure to belong? 

2. Weigh the Consequences 
Consider the long-term implications–on employment, ministry credibility, family 
relationships, or spiritual witness. 

3. Discern the Message 
What does the image or text communicate to others? Does it align with Christian 
identity and values? 

4. Respect Community Standards 
Moral maturity includes sensitivity to the convictions of one’s church or faith 
community. Discipleship is not individualism. 

5. Test with Scripture and Prayer 
Spend time in prayer and the Word. Ask the Holy Spirit to reveal if this decision 
brings peace, conviction, or caution. 
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6. Consult Trusted Leaders 
Seek guidance from mature believers or pastoral mentors who understand both 
biblical truth and cultural nuance. 

 
As Zelyck concludes, tattoos must be evaluated case-by-case: “If a person were tattooed 

or pierced simply to look ostentatious or to portray something odious and offensive, this would 
clearly desecrate the teleological aspect of the image of God” (Zelyck 2013, 69). Conversely, 
tattoos born from prayerful reflection, godly motive, and communal sensitivity may become part 
of a redemptive journey. 

 
Freedom That Restrains, Not Frees to Indulge 
 

Christian freedom is not autonomy; it is the Spirit-empowered capacity to choose what 
glorifies God. As Paul teaches in Galatians 5:1, “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free…do 
not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery.” Yet, that freedom is later clarified: 
“Do not use your freedom to indulge the flesh; rather, serve one another humbly in love” (Gal. 
5:13). 

 
In the tattoo discussion, this freedom manifests not in doing what one pleases, but in 

choosing what builds up the body of Christ. Self-restraint, not self-expression, becomes the 
highest form of liberty. As Philippians 2:5–8 reminds us, Christ exemplified freedom by self-
emptying for the sake of others.  

Thus, the Christian considering a tattoo must ask not only what is allowed, but what is 
loving. A tattoo may be theologically permitted but spiritually unwise if it becomes a source of 
confusion, division, or pride. 

 
Missional Implications for the Inked Generation 

 
While tattoos remain ethically complex and contextually sensitive, they also offer an 

unexpected opening for the church’s missional imagination. What has traditionally been viewed 
as a sign of defiance may now be interpreted as a cry for meaning, memory, and identity. For 
pastors and disciplers, the question is no longer merely whether tattoos are permissible, but 
whether they can serve as missional bridges to the hearts of a new generation. 

 
From Condemnation to Compassionate Curiosity 
 

Too often, the church’s first response to tattoos–especially among youth or young 
leaders–is suspicion, if not outright condemnation. This posture, while perhaps well-intentioned, 
often communicates rejection not of behavior, but of personhood. The result is silence, shame, or 
withdrawal from spiritual community. Yet, behind every tattoo lies a story. As this study has 
shown, Filipino tattooed individuals often use body markings to grieve over loss of loved ones, 
express faith, proclaim life goals, or commemorate emotional survival. For the church to ignore 
these stories is to risk missing a sacred narrative written in ink. A compassionate church must 
learn to ask not “Why did you do that?” but “What does that mean to you?” 
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In practical terms, this means cultivating a culture of listening–a space where testimonies 
are welcomed even when they are unfamiliar. Tattoos become starting points for conversations, 
not walls for division. As Henri Nouwen reminds us, “Listening is a form of spiritual hospitality 
by which you invite strangers to become friends” (Nouwen 1981, 73). That hospitality is 
urgently needed for inked believers who often feel like outsiders in the body of Christ. 

 
Restoring the Body as a Site of Testimony 
 

In many ways, the tattooed body offers a redemptive echo of Paul’s claim, “I bear on my 
body the marks of Jesus” (Gal. 6:17). While Paul's “marks” refer to his physical suffering for 
Christ, the principle remains: the human body can narrate one’s spiritual journey. The challenge 
for pastors is to help people reflect on their tattoos not just as personal symbols, but as 
opportunities to witness to God’s grace, healing, and call. 

 
Missional churches will not stop at theological toleration; they will actively disciple the 

tattooed. They will equip believers to articulate their testimonies–inked or otherwise–in ways 
that build the faith of others and glorify Christ. They will challenge motives when needed, but 
with tenderness. They will guide toward wise choices without shame. In so doing, they affirm 
that the gospel speaks not just to the soul but to the whole embodied self. 

 
Addressing the Gaps: Figuration, Fellowship, and Belonging 
 

As noted earlier, tattooed individuals often find more understanding and solidarity among 
fellow inked persons than within Christian community. This figuration–a form of relational 
belonging based on shared experience–reveals a discipleship gap (Atkinson 2004, 125). If the 
church fails to offer spaces of deep fellowship, authenticity, and empathy, individuals will look 
elsewhere, often to subcultures that welcome their stories without judgment. 

 
The church’s task, then, is to rebuild spiritual community where vulnerability is honored 

and sanctified. Tattoos should not need to be hidden within the body of Christ. Rather, they 
should prompt mutual discovery: How did God meet you in that season? What were you trying to 
remember, mark, or express? And where might Christ be leading you next? 

 
Missional engagement requires that the church not only preach truth but also embody 

grace. That grace includes: 
 
• Welcoming the tattooed without suspicion. 
• Listening to their stories with pastoral attentiveness. 
• Guiding their growth through prayerful teaching and discernment. 
• Encouraging their freedom without compromising community health. 
•  

Proclaiming the Gospel to a Marked Generation 
 

The church today ministers in a context where visual culture, identity politics, and 
embodied expression dominate the spiritual landscape. In this milieu, tattoos serve as cultural 
texts–not merely decorations, but declarations. The church must learn to read these texts with 
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biblical literacy and cultural fluency. Culture is what we make of the world and of the world’s 
meaning (Crouch 2013, 36). To be missional today is to engage tattoos as meaning-making 
practices. When a believer inks “Saved by Grace” on her wrist, she is making meaning of her 
redemption story. When another tattoos the face of his deceased child, he is writing his grief into 
permanence. 

 
The church’s mission is not to erase these markings but to interpret them in light of the 

gospel–and to help believers live out what they profess on their skin. In doing so, the church 
fulfills its calling: to shepherd all people toward wholeness in Christ, body and soul. 

 
Conclusion: Reclaiming the Inked as Image-Bearers 

 
Tattoos are not merely cultural curiosities or aesthetic decisions; they are markers of 

story, identity, and spiritual yearning. For pastors and disciplers, the increasing visibility of 
tattoos within the church is not simply a matter of permissibility but of pastoral responsibility. 
The question is not whether Christians can get tattoos, but whether the church is willing to enter 
into the stories they carry–and guide them toward Christ. 

 
This article has traced the complex cultural meanings of tattoos from tribal tradition to 

contemporary expression, examined the scriptural tensions surrounding body markings, and 
proposed a framework of moral discernment grounded in freedom, love, and community. It has 
argued that tattoos, while ethically amoral in themselves, acquire meaning through motivation, 
context, and consequence. They can desecrate or demonstrate the image of God. 

 
More importantly, this study contends that tattoos–especially in the Filipino context–offer 

a missional opportunity. The inked body is not only a site of controversy but a canvas of 
testimony. In a generation hungry for belonging, expression, and authenticity, the church must be 
ready to listen before labeling, shepherd before silencing. 

 
To reclaim the tattooed as image-bearers means: 
• Seeing each tattoo as a potential parable. 
• Treating the inked not with suspicion but with spiritual hospitality. 
• Guiding decisions with both theological clarity and relational grace. 
• Embracing community as the primary context of moral formation. 

 
A church that dismisses tattoos outright may silence the very people God is calling it to 

reach. A church that listens deeply to the stories tattoos tell, however, becomes a redemptive 
community–one that values the body as both temple and testimony. In the end, the question is 
not what is marked on the skin, but what is being formed in the heart. The mark of true 
discipleship is not in ink or the absence of it, but in the fruit of the Spirit formed in a life wholly 
surrendered to Christ (Gal. 5:22–25). 

 
Let the church, then, not miss the opportunity to disciple the inked–not by erasing their 

marks, but by helping them live out the story they bear. 
 
 



 

Didache: Faithful Teaching 25:1 (Winter 2026) ISSN: 15360156 (web version) – 
http://didache.nazarene.org 

16 

References 

Atkinson, Michael. 2003. Tattooed: The Sociogenesis of a Body Art. Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press. 

Atkinson, Michael. 2004. “Tattooing and Civilizing Processes: Body Modification as Self-
Control.” Canadian Review of Sociology & Anthropology 41, no. 2 (May): 125–46. 

Crouch, Andy. 2013. Culture Making: Recovering Our Creative Calling. Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press. 

DeMello, Margo. 2000. Bodies of Inscription: A Cultural History of the Modern Tattoo 
Community. Durham, NC: Duke University Press. 

GMA News. 2018. “Ano ang kuwento sa likod ng tattoo mo?” Facebook, December 9, 2018. 
https://www.facebook.com/gmanews/posts/pfbid0x92RVBJoAQe2Q9CsaGRc7SZ4u76C
3ug3F6DV8AyUrepzHBWtxYv7wxAHvXLvCHMpl. 

Gushee, David P., and Glen H. Stassen. 2003. Kingdom Ethics: Following Jesus in 
Contemporary Context. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press. 

Hauerwas, Stanley, and Samuel Wells. 2006. The Blackwell Companion to Christian Ethics. 
Oxford: Blackwell Publishing. 

Kaiser, Walter C., Jr. 1983. Toward Old Testament Ethics. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan. 
Nouwen, Henri J. M. 1981. Reaching Out: The Three Movements of the Spiritual Life. Garden 

City, NY: Doubleday. 
Ocampo, Ambeth R. 2020. “Photo of traditional Filipino tattooing practices, citing Lane 

Wilcken’s Filipino Tattoos.” Facebook, September 26, 2020. 
https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=10157946114037635&id=47261762634&set
=a.302878262634. 

Ross, Allen P. 2016. Holiness to the Lord: A Guide to the Exposition of the Book of Leviticus. 
Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic. 

Salvador-Amores, Analyn V. 2013. Tapping Ink, Tattooing Identities: Tradition and Modernity 
in Contemporary Kalinga Society, North Luzon, Philippines. Quezon City: University of 
the Philippines Press. 

Scott, William Henry. 1994. Barangay: Sixteenth-Century Philippine Culture and Society. 
Quezon City: Ateneo de Manila University Press. 

Wilcken, Lane. 2010. Filipino Tattoos: Ancient to Modern. Bloomington, IN: Legacy Book 
Publishing. 

Zelyck, Lorne. 2013. “A Theology of Tattoos and Body Piercing: The Image of God and the 
Moral Status of Body Modification.” Journal of Youth and Theology 12(2): 64–72. 


